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			Author’s Introduction

			Welcome back to Wenworld. I must ask you right off the bat to forgive me, as this introduction will be rather wordy. Indulge me while I ramble for a time.

			There is a current running joke within my family that I feel is amusing enough to share with you. It would seem that I always write a Wenworld book during the worst possible times. When I wrote my first book, I was terribly ill in the hospital. I began writing ‘The World Inside the Crystal’ on a laptop in a hospital bed, still undergoing treatment for a blood condition known as I.T.P. (My case was especially severe). And I finished the rest of the manuscript at home while bedridden. My second book was written during the worst pandemic of not only my lifetime, but also my parent’s lifetime. My third book, the one you are preparing to read right now, was written during the first full-scale European invasion since World War II. So, it would appear that I should just stop writing for everyone’s sake. I think it would be wise if I never wrote another word again, as I’m getting rather sick of the escalating turpitude of each passing year. The comparison between the world’s constant strife and my writing is obviously a joke, but one that my family couldn’t help but make, given the evidence. 

			This book is one that I have been waiting to write for a few years now. Ever since I wrote the first sentence in The World Inside the Crystal, I have been itching to get to this very installment. The entire narrative of Wenworld was meticulously planned out well before I began writing the first chapter. This means that I have always known where the story was going. I have always known every single aspect of this story’s plot, from beginning to end. The blueprint I created goes so deep that I even know most of the lines of dialogue for books I have not written yet. This is just the way I like to do things. And with that being said, I’m very excited for you to read this particular book. I think it turned out quite well. I’m crossing my fingers that you agree. 

			Writing—specifically writing fantasy—is a truly unique experience. There is no human experience anywhere close to analogous to creating an entire world full of cultures, languages, places, and even foods from your mind. The act of birthing these things is both painful and blissful. It is both a great chore, and an addictive pleasure. I do not think it is a silly exaggeration to say the fantasy writer is akin to God—or at least the descriptions most cultures have agreed upon when thinking of God. Wenworld, as a relevant example, would not exist without my hand bringing it to life through the form of paper. Ika Ivory would never have taken his first breath. Chandi MorrowHill would never have learned to ride a bicycle. Gira Ivory would never have discovered his favourite food was something as obscure as Celery. These people live and breathe. They grow, they learn, they hurt, and they will eventually die. To me, these people I have just listed are as real as myself. 

			The only reason I illustrate this at all is because I have discovered that such an experience is enough to change one’s entire perspective on life. I have found that I am both physically and mentally unable to return to how my life was before I began writing. I was a certain person before ever writing my first sentence, or creating my first fictional city, and now that person is dead forever. They cannot be salvaged and remade, even if I wanted them to be (which, I have found, I do not). I have tried many times to give myself a break from my ceaseless writing and narrative planning, only to find myself growing increasingly restless the longer I spend away from the worlds I have created. Eventually that restlessness turns into anger. And after that, sheer depression. I have set myself on a path that I am powerless to steer from. I suspect that I am not the first to recognize this, either. I assume the likes of Stephen King, Charles Dickens, Brandon Sanderson, Robin Hobb, and Joe Abercrombie have come to that same subconscious conclusion. Writing enamours many, but only truly consumes some. 

			This is not to say that I think myself anywhere near any of those names when it comes to skill as a writer, because I likely could not hold a candle to any of them. But I’m not speaking of skill; I’m simply speaking of a special something that lingers deep in the brains of some writers. If this ‘something’ is given free reign and room to grow, it will take over all adjacent sections of the brain. It will paint the brain a different colour. It will transform the fabric of the writer’s nature. Everything about someone like that transmutes when that unknowable presence is fed. 

			Speaking more on the techniques of varying breeds of storytellers, some writers like to let the story carry them where it wishes to. They like to go where their narrative instincts take them and let the characters tell their own tale. I am not one of these writers. I am as much an opposite to such a person as it is possible to be. I’ve tried writing that way in the past. That tactic of coming at a story fills me with anxiety. I must have full control of everything. There can be no lingering threads that threaten to pull me in various directions. Some writers find pleasure in being led astray on a new and exciting adventure that they had not planned for beforehand. I cannot stomach moments like that. I spend many months on a detailed outline—perhaps to the point of absurdity—before I even dare to begin the narrative. 

			I must make clear, however, that I do not judge that style of storytelling in any way. Far from it. Stephen King—who I firmly believe is the greatest living writer of fiction—writes in this way. He lets the story take him where it chooses. He makes stuff up as he goes along. Sometimes that works for him. Other times it is a catastrophic disaster. I respect it all the same.

			I am just not capable of this technique. I don’t wear it well. I am a person of obsessive planning. I have not only planned out all events in Wenworld, but for any books I plan to write for the next ten years or more. All I do every single day is think about the books that I am eventually going to write. It has become a strange form of addiction for me. I cannot go a single hour without pondering the lore, geography, family trees, politics, currencies, and character arcs of books that I know I will not get around to writing for years. It has utterly consumed all aspects of my life and my psyche. 

			I am quite all right with this. Long ago I discovered a passion that has slowly metamorphosed over time into a critical piece of who I am as a person. I would not recognize myself if I stopped now and never wrote again. I would not know what to do next. 

			In my discovery of this obsession, however, I have also discovered—how do I put this?—how fruitless the entire endeavor can be. Don’t mistake me, I had no random illusions of grandeur that I would be the next J.K. Rowling within a handful of years. I fully expected to do this for many years with little to no gain. That being said, this road might just be longer and darker than even I originally predicted. Making it as a writer is somewhat comparable to making it as a singer or an actor. An unfortunately high percentage of the people who do make it can ascribe their success to ‘Right place, Right time.’ Sometimes something just explodes, and no one really knows why. 

			This isn’t to say that stories that become massive hits are always devoid of any merit. Many stories that make it are wonderful creations of literature. However, for every great story that sells millions, there are at least a thousand brilliant stories that are only read by a handful of people. This is a tragedy of the highest order in my mind. The fact that the world is so heavily deprived of good literature, because it is hidden under rocks no one dares to flip over, saddens me to a degree I cannot express. For example, I’ve read literal fanfictions far sharper in quality and far greater in scope than the likes of Harry Potter; and yet Harry Potter is one of the greatest selling stories in human history. (Again, not to disrespect Harry Potter. I think it’s a great series. But my point remains.) There are terrifically talented writers all over the world. Most will never hear a word of praise or earn the worth of a single paycheck from a job at McDonalds. One cannot explain such things. It is a deeply upsetting realization. 

			Speaking on this reminds me of the time my family and I spent in Ireland. During a trip to Dublin, we happened upon a young woman who sang on a street corner for money. Please believe me when I tell you she had a superior voice to one hundred percent of female pop stars selling out arenas today. No, ‘One hundred percent’ is not an exaggeration, either. Selena Gomez? Give me a break. Halsey? Don’t insult me. Demi Lovato? Try again. Taylor Swift? Not even close. Adele? Okay, maybe not Adele. We’ll call it ninety-nine percent and leave it at that. But I kid you not when I tell you this random girl of roughly nineteen, standing on a chance street in Dublin, would give her a run for her money.

			Why do I bring this up? Well, to remind you that this young woman will likely never sell out an arena. She will likely never get a record deal. And she will likely never earn a living from her voice. That is revulsive to me. It is an incontestable evil. But such is life. 

			But one must remember that singing also likely brings this woman happiness. And in the end, perhaps that is all that matters. Writing brings many people great joy. It allows people to feel as if they have some sort of purpose in life. It gives them direction in a directionless world. I am one of these people. I have noticed my reader base grow slowly over time, and am grateful for every person who takes a moment from their life to absorb the words I put to paper. I hope, in the coming years, after writing a mountain of books, that people discover me for the first time and find themselves obsessively reading my work over and over again, asking themselves how they never heard of my books sooner. That is the goal. I don’t care how long it takes or how long I have to release books to only a group of around a hundred people. I believe, if I persist in my journey to create as many stories possible before I die of old age, that ‘hundred’ will turn into a much higher number. 

			Franz Kafka, one of the most influential voices in the modern world, died before ever getting recognition for his complex work. One could say the same of H.P. Lovecraft. He lived his entire life thinking himself a failure. Now he is an icon. (A regrettably racist icon, but I digress.) There are many writers throughout history who did not make their grand entrance upon the mainstage until they were six feet underground. This list goes on and on. (Even Shakespeare himself, the greatest writer to ever exist, was suspected by those who knew him to fade away into memory. Most of his best plays were not read until generations after his death.)

			My point is that I implore you to find that thing in your life that gives you purpose, and continue to do it, regardless of the payoff. Go where your creative subconscious tells you to go and ignore the rest. If that is your goal—simply to do as your heart demands—I assure you whatever you create will be something special. It will be something worth remembering. Do not let a concept as immaterial as the desire for compensation prevent you from creating a masterpiece.

		

	
		
			Prologue: A Labour of Miscreance
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			So I see you have returned. As glad as I am that I get to carry on telling this story to you, I did warn you that things take a rather depressing turn in this act. You are brave enough to push forward regardless, and I respect that. 

			The fate of the world hangs in the balance within this act of our little story. Complete destruction grows closer and closer to becoming a reality. But it is not just the destruction of Wenworld that Ika Ivory and Chandi MorrowHill must worry about. They must also be wary of the destruction of their lives as they knew them. They must be forced to witness their personal relationships and familial bonds eroding in front of them. Nothing is as it was, and nothing wholly destroyed can ever be restored. 

			Many say that love is the most powerful force in the world. Those people are imbeciles. The truth is that love is one of the most potent, yet also most fragile forces in existence. Strain it even slightly past the point of comfort and it very quickly unravels itself. Push it too hard and it implodes. Test it too often and it is doomed to eventually fail. Grow complacent in it and you will find it leaving you without warning. Trust it, and you will be betrayed.

			You might still be wondering who I am, and whether I am going to share my identity with you. I’m afraid not. I still have no desire to reveal that. The only desire I have in me now is to continue the telling of this very true and very significant tale.

			It is clear I cannot dissuade you from carrying on, so allow me to begin once again. 

			 

			D

			 

			Kirga knew he would be chased with far more fervour after the events at Porshalla, but he never expected it to be this bad. The news spread around Wenworld quickly that King Stultis had sent one of his most powerful disciples to capture Kirga: Belasefka. And Belasefka got to work without delay. He tracked Kirga and Wriliara like a crazed hound. The two criminals could not go a handful of days without a confrontation with the esteemed Dalada member. Each time, Kirga and Wriliara would flee from these confrontations as fast as they possibly could. They were powerful, but they knew better than to take on the likes of Belasefka. 

			There seemed to be no place they could hide from the ancient Oracle. If they decided to hide in a deep cave at the base of a mountain, Belasefka would eradicate the entire side of the mountain. If they hid in a forest, Belasefka would burn the entire forest to cinders. If they hid in a small village, Belasefka would tear each house out from the ground in his relentless search, caring nothing for the poor people who lived in the area. 

			He was bloodthirsty and he was focused to a terrifying degree. King Stultis ordered Kirga to be killed, and so Belasefka would see it done. 

			Kirga’s constant fleeing eventually led him to the Red City of Tankam, in the far north of Wenworld. He figured it would be a wise idea to take refuge in the great city. In a small village in the countryside, Belasefka would not think a moment before destroying property, making it very difficult to hide. But in a massive city that held considerable power and influence—shared politically with the capital city of Kanakon—Belasefka would have no choice but to carry out his search with a little more tact and grace. This, Kirga desperately hoped, would buy him some time to rest and plan out his next move.

			He hoped to soon be strong enough to fight an Oracle as renowned as Belasefka, but he was taking his grand plan one step at a time. He had already killed the White Raven in Paragon Forest—which was almost exactly a year ago now—and absorbed his soul. That was a great step forward. But the step that granted him a new and immense strength was still yet to arrive. He had to survive before being able to achieve it.

			“How long do we plan to stay in this place, My Lord?” asked Wriliara. His voice was soft, but often carried a chilling hiss with it. 

			“As long as we need to,” Kirga’s deep, booming voice replied. “I need to meditate and regain some of my lost Kanah from our last encounter. When I am ready to fight again, we will slip away from this city and head south. But I’d like to make it seem like we’re still present in Tankam when we leave. I’d like to find a way to trick Belasefka into thinking we have yet to depart, forcing him to stay here and look under every table and knock on every door.”

			Wriliara sighed. “My Lord, all of that sounds perfectly reasonable, but . . . I was actually speaking of our current location, if you take my meaning.”

			Kirga and Wriliara were now among the most wanted men in all of Wenworld. Their reputation had grown to an intimidating degree, and their power as Oracles made them a significant threat to the peace and stability of the entire world. And yet, their current predicament was rather . . . embarrassing. 

			They were hiding in a barrel.

			Their bodies were tangled together and their faces were pressed up against each other, Kirga’s right cheek smushed against Wriliara’s left. Together they peeked out of a small hole just below the wooden lid that covered their heads.

			Outside of the tall barrel was a dirty street full of citizens of Tankam walking back and forth. Some people carried baskets of food, others old clothes; but they all appeared to be busy. There was a bustling market nearby that drew people from all corners of the Red City. Instead of enjoying the exotic wares, Kirga the Hellcat was squashed inside of a barrel with his last remaining Apostle.

			The day was not going how he wanted it to.

			“Yes,” said Kirga, groaning as he attempted, in vain, to push himself away from Wriliara and gain some breathing room. “This is quite . . . uncomfortable, isn’t it?”

			“Indeed, My Lord,” answered Wriliara, his face still pressing against Kirga’s. “I feel like we can slip into this crowd and find a better place to hide.”

			“Not yet,” said Kirga. “I can still sense Belasefka, and I know you can too. The only thing keeping us safe is the fact that he wouldn’t be able to pick out our Kanahs among the other Oracles present in the city. His Kanah is so powerful it makes it obvious where he is at all times. He is still too near for us to risk being seen. He will demolish this entire section of the city, and everyone in it, if he so much as catches a glimpse of my face. Do you wish for these innocent people to be caught in our skirmish?”

			“Frankly, My Lord,” said Wriliara, “I could not care less. I just want out of this barrel.”

			“Well I do not want to die, my friend,” said Kirga. “At least not yet. And so you shall wait until he is far enough away for us to safely escape.”

			They waited for another agonizing twenty minutes before Belasefka strayed far enough into another district for Kirga to be confident he would not spot them leaving the barrel. It was nothing short of awkward for them to step out of the barrel together, getting many strange looks from the passersby who watched them untangle and begin walking down the street as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

			They eventually found another, much more comfortable hiding spot a few blocks down from the market. Although it was much more spacious, it smelled far worse.

			They were standing in a large stone tunnel that acted as one of the many underground sewers in Tankam.

			Wriliara plugged his nose. “I can’t tell you I prefer this to our previous predicament, My Lord.”

			Kirga stared up through a metal grate at the pedestrians walking along the sidewalk just above them. “Stop whining and help me come up with a plan. How can we leave this city while convincing Belasefka we are still present?”

			Wriliara shook his head. “I cannot think of anything, truly. He is far too clever to fall for any of our tricks. We may have to accept that he will trail us forever; or at least until you achieve your goal of destroying the Crystal.”

			Kirga took in a deep breath to steady his mind. He quickly found out that was a bad idea, as the stench of the sewer water nearly made him retch. “You are most likely right about that. I suppose I should get used to his pursuit now. It is very infuriating, though. I do not have time for this.”

			Wriliara clearly worked up the courage to brave the scent, as he unplugged his nose. “My Lord, may I inquire once more what the next stage of your plan is? I know you have been wary of sharing it with us, but—”

			“Us?”

			Wriliara paused. “Ah yes. Forgive me. Sometimes I still think that giant imbecile Vedara is still with us. I can almost hear his annoying voice over my shoulder at times.”

			“You miss him, don’t you?”

			Wriliara scoffed. “Please do not insult me, My Lord. There has been no greater relief for me during this quest than when it was clear Gira Ivory had killed Vedara. It was a tremendous load off my back.”

			Kirga nodded. “Of course it was.” He placed his hands on his hips and glanced back to the grate. “Wriliara, you already know I wish to destroy the Crystal like my ancestor, Belfaris, wished to do. Why do you continue to poke at me? I’ve shared with you that I am a Morga as well. The truth of my bloodline is not well known. Instead of being grateful for what I have shared, you carry on being noticeably upset about what I haven’t.”

			Kirga could hear the smirk in Wriliara’s voice. “So you admit you are not telling me everything about your plan?”

			Kirga looked back with a smirk of his own. “No . . . I’m not. There are some things I will not trust others to hear. All I will speak on is my intention with the destruction of the Crystal.”

			Wriliara’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? I will accept that much. It’s more than I anticipated, as I’ve been pestering you for months with little to show for it.”

			Kirga couldn’t blame his Apostle for his curiosity, but the step-by-step nature of his plan could not be shared with anyone. Kirga could not risk Wriliara getting captured and tortured for the information. “Lady Meamara has us trapped inside this Crystal Ball. Belfaris was right about this place being a prison. The optimists in Wenworld believe that our souls will be taken beyond the walls of the Crystal to a place of eternal bliss, where we shall reunite with our loved ones and walk with them in joy. I believe that to be a lie. I believe this Crystal is the very thing that prevents that end goal. The souls of those who die are trapped. Kept from their proper place. Kept from meeting with their loved ones and carrying on in peace. We must end this, my friend. We must cure Wenworld of its blindness.”

			Wriliara said nothing. He only looked downward in deep thought.

			“I know you think of your sister,” said Kirga. “If you were to die right now . . . your soul would not reunite with her. It would remain trapped within this accursed Crystal. I am trying to make sure that you can see her again. I also have someone I wish to see again. There is nothing I won’t do to see him again.”

			Wriliara looked up and met Kirga’s eyes. “Who is it you wish to reunite with?”

			Kirga clenched his fists. “I won’t speak of that. You have pressed me enough already.”

			Wriliara hummed. “No matter. I have my suspicions about who it was anyway. I will not push you on such a subject.” He let a moment of silence pass, then leaned forward slightly. “Earlier, you mentioned the safety of the civilians of this city. Very bold of you to speak on the safety of innocent people when you let Symiria loose on the people of Porshalla. No doubt many were killed by the beast who did not deserve it.”

			Kirga raised an eyebrow. “You’ve become far too comfortable with me over this past year. What possessed you to think it is okay to talk to me in such a way? Giving me lip is unwise.”

			Wriliara’s green snake eyes went wide for a moment, as if just realizing his overstep, then he lowered his head. “Forgive me, My Lord. I will think before I speak next time.”

			Kirga smirked, grabbing Wriliara by the shoulder. “I only kid. You are free to speak how you choose.”

			Wriliara slowly looked up. “My Lord . . . did you just . . . make a joke?”

			Kirga recoiled. “I’m capable of it, I’ll have you know.”

			The truth was that he and Wriliara had grown extremely close over the past year. In their flight from Belasefka, they had formed a new kind of bond. It was the closest Kirga had felt with someone in a very long time. Wriliara had spent so long as nothing more than Kirga’s Apostle. But now he was a friend. 

			A year had passed since Kirga took the life and soul of the White Raven. Every passing day since then he had been plagued by uncertainty and anger. Every word he just spoke to Wriliara was the truth of his end goal. He was told destroying the Crystal was the only way for him to see Casey Kenris again. He was told this by his mother, a loyal follower of Belfaris Morga.

			Kirga wanted so desperately to believe his mother’s words. And yet the words of the Raven were ever in his mind. 

			There is no God. There is no Afterlife. Corvus spoke as if there was no meaning in life at all. He spoke as if Kirga’s hope of seeing his husband again was nothing more than folly. He said the people of Wenworld’s belief that Lady Meamara was God was utter nonsense. He said Meamara was only a very powerful Oracle.

			It couldn’t be true. It had to be lies; some sort of final test Corvus gave to Kirga. A test of faith, perhaps. If Corvus was telling the truth, that would mean everything Kirga had been doing for years was for nothing. It would mean he would never, no matter what steps he took, see Casey’s face again; would never hear his voice again; would never share in the simple bliss of his company. That thought brought such undefinable pain to Kirga’s heart. He couldn’t afford to humour such an idea. It broke him in too many ways. 

			Many nights since Paragon, Kirga had pulled at his hair and wept through the night just pondering the possibility of this. Wriliara had asked many times why his lord was weeping, but Kirga would not answer. This was a sorrow he intended to keep to himself.

			 

			D

			 

			Three more days passed in Tankam. They had to change locations often to evade Belasefka. It was tiresome, but necessary. 

			Tankam was a massive city that held hundreds of thousands of people. Finding them would be like picking out two needles in an unimaginably large haystack. Belasefka’s task was no easy one. 

			The Red City, as it was commonly known, was shaped like a giant circle in the center of a vast green plain. The massive red wall that guarded the people of Tankam was known as ‘The Wall of Kepsullah’, named after the Oracle who founded the city in the year 298. Kepsullah Ibaren wanted to create a strong and wealthy city that would act as Kanakon’s greatest ally in the northern regions of Wenworld. Many generations later, it was evident that he succeeded in this task. Tankam was one of the most successful cities in the world. It had its issues with poverty in certain districts, but overall, it was far better than its northern competition: the city known as ‘Old Umbra’. The two cities have been rivals since their original construction. They act as brothers competing for the attention of their father, Kanakon. This relationship has brought about many wars over the generations. 

			The most recent battle fought between the two cities is referred to in the history books as ‘The Battle of Redstone’, and is taught across the world. This battle saw the end of the legendary creature, Pheramea, a Crimson Chimera that was turned to a statue of ice by a young girl named Kelsey Preston. The pivotal battle was a victory for Tankam, thanks to that famous girl. The statue of Pheramea still stands behind The Wall of Kepsullah to the present day, acting as a reminder of Tankam’s resolve in the face of Old Umbrian aggression. 

			Kirga was fond of Tankam. He respected the city’s history and was glad that his journey afforded him the opportunity to explore its lavish streets. 

			He knew this visit needed to be short, however. He could not linger for long. He needed to move on to the next stage in the plan. The time was quickly approaching for that stage to begin. But Kirga could not be in the north when the stage began. He needed to be far south of Kanakon. His thoughts were of Opiana Mountain, as that would act as the pivotal location in his plan. Opiana was on the other side of the world from Tankam. It was time he began his journey south.

			Kirga stood on the edge of a tiled roof, looking toward the main gate of the city. He and Wriliara had been secretly hiding in the attic of an old man’s house. This old man was too decrepit and too dull to even suspect intruders in his home. It was dusty and foul-smelling, but the man’s attic had been the perfect hiding place for Kirga and his Apostle.

			They had been slowly moving themselves from hiding place to hiding place until they were near to the entrance of the city. They planned to make their break, but only when they could be sure that Belasefka would not discover them. 

			Wriliara climbed out of a hole in the side of the roof that led down to the attic. He dusted himself off and walked over to stand next to Kirga. “Surely today is the day.”

			Kirga nodded, crossing his arms. “It is. We make our break out of that main gate. From there we will follow the busy trade route going south, staying in the crowds of people as far as Mount Tabassus. From there we can break off and head for Beeky Valley.”

			The gateway arch was nearly fifty feet tall and thirty feet wide. A giant grate of iron bars was currently pulled up into a slim section of stone that parted in the middle to allow the gate to be raised with a complex series of chains. It was currently raised when Kirga was pointing it out, and hundreds of civilians were coming in and going out. It was easily the busiest road in the city.

			“Do you sense Belasefka anywhere near, My Lord?” asked Wriliara. “You’re connection to Kanah is superior to my own.”

			“He is near enough for me to be aware of,” said Kirga, raising the black hood of his cloak to cover his face. “But not near enough to be worried quite yet. It would seem he is still searching the northern district of the city. This might be our only chance, Wriliara. Are you ready?”

			Wriliara raised the hood of his grey cloak as well. He needed to trade his favourite emerald one in order to stay incognito while roaming the streets of Tankam. “I am. Though, I find myself unconvinced that escape will be this . . . simple.”

			Kirga nodded. “As do I. But seeing as how we have no other option . . . let’s get it over with.”

			Kirga jumped down from the roof, bouncing from wall to wall as he made his decent to the ground. His Apostle followed shortly after. They walked to the end of the alley nearest to the old man’s house and slowly merged into the horde of people on the main road heading for the gate.

			“So far so good,” said Wriliara from under his hood.

			Kirga pushed a man out of the way who was idly staring up at the clouds, seeming to be drunk. “Indeed.”

			There were at least twenty guards on either side of the main gate, but they were not inspecting those who came into Tankam without a cart or horse. And they were not inspecting those who left the city at all. It really did appear that their escape would, in fact, be this simple. 

			The guards were wearing heavy crimson armour and carrying tall black glaives in their right hands. Each man was easily over seven feet in height. They looked strong enough to cleave a bear in two with a single swing. Tankam clearly only allowed the best of the best to stand as watch for the city’s protection. Kirga knew he could kill most of them, but even he was not quite sure he could handle all of them at once, were the worst to happen during their escape. 

			He could still only faintly sense the potent Kanah of Belasefka, still far in the north. He and Wriliara were only a hundred or so yards from the gate. All they needed to do was keep their hoods on and avoid drawing any attention. If they could manage that, they could easily slip away from Belasefka’s grasp; at least until he inevitably found them in some other region of Wenworld. But giving him the slip now would buy them much needed time. 

			After another few minutes of walking amongst the throngs of traders and stonesmiths, Kirga could see the iron bars of the gate just above his head. “Almost there. Let us hope Pelopidas does not sniff us out and crush us before we can get far enough away from the gate.”

			Pelopidas was the chief guardian of Tankam that patrolled the perimeter of The Wall of Kepsullah. He was one of the many factors Kirga was nervous about. They only managed to avoid him when sneaking into the city by climbing the northern section of the wall using Wriliara’s snake transformation. And that was a very close call. Kirga was not willing to exit the city using the same method. Kirga feared no one in Wenworld; but he was at the very least wary of Pelopidas. Any fight with him would take up far too much time, and draw Belasefka to their location immediately. 

			They carried on walking until they were standing directly under the iron gate. After a few steps further, after officially crossing over to the other side, Kirga’s body suddenly went icy cold. He could hardly bare the stinging freeze taking over his veins and gripping his heart. He dropped to one knee and clutched at his chest.

			He looked over to see that Wriliara had done the same. 

			“What is . . . happening to us?” the Apostle asked. 

			Kirga surveyed the area to see if any of the other people who passed under the gate felt the same thing. They were all walking around Kirga and Wriliara in a wide circle, sending them strange looks. They were unaffected by whatever was happening. 

			Kirga suddenly put together what was going on, and in his rage he slammed his fist onto the stone road. “Damn!”

			“What is i-it?” asked Wriliara, wincing and stuttering through his icy pain.

			One of the irregularly tall guards walked over to where they were crouched. “Oi! What’s going here? Get up and keep it moving! Now!”

			Kirga, using all the strength and willpower he could muster, pushed himself back to his feet. Belasefka had set a trap when he arrived to the city. There was no other explanation. He had laid a Curse that would alert him if his prey passed through his barrier. Kirga knew vaguely of Curses that connected the Kanahs of the caster and those they hunted. It was a popular breed of Curse for special investigative units in Kanakon that were tasked with finding local criminals. Often these Curses would be laid at important establishments around the city, and when a wanted Oracle would cross the barrier, they would be affected with a powerful sensation that would also be shared with the caster, letting the caster know exactly where the person they chased was located. The effect of the Curse would only last a minute or less, but it was enough to give away their position. And all the caster needed to know when laying the trap was the face of the person they wished to capture. If the Oracle thought about the person’s face while laying the Curse, the barrier would only affect them. It would not harm or influence anyone else. It was evident Belasefka was thinking of Kirga and Wriliara’s faces when setting this barrier.

			The game was over. 

			The immense cold running through Kirga’s body slowly melted away, allowing him to stand up. He knew there was no point in hiding anymore, so when the towering crimson guard came over to question him, Kirga swiftly snapped his neck in a single move. 

			That was enough to cause the horde of people standing around them to start screaming and running in all directions. 

			“Very subtle, My Lord,” said Wriliara. 

			A dark blue haze began to build on the other side of the city. It began to approach their location like a storm cloud pushed by a strong wind.

			Kirga sighed, mentally preparing himself. “Here he comes. We need to leave right now.”

			The other giant guards quickly trapped Kirga and Wriliara within a tight circle, closing in on them with glaives ready to strike. 

			The dark haze moving toward them was only a few blocks away already. 

			“Do you have any ideas at the moment?” asked Wriliara, walking backward until his back was pressed up against Kirga’s.

			Kirga closed his eyes and thought for a moment. He was surrounded by decently skilled guards, and outside the tremendously affective guardian known as Pelopidas was likely waiting for them, and a member of the Dalada was minutes away from raining down on them with righteous fury.

			He knew there was only one way to get out of Tankam alive. He hated using this method. It was painful, both physically and mentally. But he had no other options.

			“The time has come to transform.”

			Wriliara nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. Where should we meet if we split up in the chaos?”

			Kirga took a few seconds to make up his mind on that. “Meet me at the eastern side of Mount Tabassus. We’ll continue on toward Beeky Valley together from there.”

			They were speaking silently enough that the circle of guards could not hear them from where they were standing. 

			Not another word needed to be spoken. Simultaneously Kirga and his Apostle let their whole bodies be morphed and twisted until they were in their bestial forms. Kirga was the menacing black Hellcat, while Wriliara was a massive white snake with piercing green eyes.

			It only took them nineteen seconds to kill every single crimson guard. All that was left of them were various severed legs, battered torsos, and rolling heads. The entire side of the main road that could still be considered as inside the city’s wall was painted bright red. 

			In his standard form, Kirga was wary of taking these men on. But as the Hellcat, they were playthings.

			Kirga and Wriliara moved with perfect unison as they ran (and slithered) down the road leading under the gate. They were fully out of the city now, and every other person in the area was running in fear. That had to be no less than two thousand people that were now scattered around in the fields, screaming and diving for cover. 

			Kirga, still in his powerful Hellcat form, turned his head to see the dark blue cloud beginning to sweep over the gate. Belasefka was close.

			Just as Kirga expected would happen next, the ground began to tremble. The shockwaves were so powerful that the civilians who were still running around were now thrown onto their backs. 

			It’s him, thought Kirga. It was difficult for him to think straight when in this dreadful form, as it brought great stress upon his body and mind. Every minute as the Hellcat felt like his brain was being slowly roasted over a fire, and the muscles in his arms and legs were being agonizingly peeled from his body, strand by bloody strand. I have Belasefka to my back, and now Pelopidas is closing in on us from in front. Perhaps hiding in Tankam was not as wise as I previously thought. But we were left with no other places. Belasefka had chased us from all southern regions. Our best option was to meditate and recuperate our Kanahs in a major city. But this escape alone might burn the Kanah we came here to regain. 

			Kirga bent his feline legs and steadied himself as the mighty Pelopidas, guardian of the Red City in the north, ran around the western bend of The Wall of Kepsullah and stood before Kirga and Wriliara.

			There were many reasons why Pelopidas was considered one of the most frightening beings in all of Wenworld. His powerful Kanah was one of them. His destructive capability and merciless treatment of those who threatened the Red City were two more. The scariest thing about the glorified bodyguard, however, was the fact that he was a golden lion that stood nearly as tall as a small mountain. His thick mane reached many feet higher than The Wall of Kepsullah, which was saying a lot. 

			Pelopidas was a special breed of lion that was not commonly found in the world. In the same way Wenny Rabbits were not the same species as wild rabbits, Pelopidas’ ilk were nothing comparable to the average lion. 

			Tervish Lions, they were called. There were only four known Tervish Lions in Wenworld. Their names were Epaminondas, Hafocles, Pracippus, and Pelopidas. 

			Looking up at Pelopidas’ colossal head felt to Kirga like trying to spar with a mountain. It was a sight that could bring the bravest of men to their knees in submission. 

			Pelopidas leaned forward and brought his great head down toward the ground. Now Kirga could clearly see one silver eye glaring at him. The other was burned shut in gruesome fashion. The entire left side of his face was scarred beyond description. 

			Kirga knew the tale, as did the rest of the world. The mighty Pelopidas lost one of his eyes while in fierce combat with Pheramea during the Battle of Redstone. 

			This is very bad, thought Kirga. We need to leave right now. I need to think of something fast. I will not be foolish enough to fight Pelopidas when Belasefka is on my tail. Now is the time for flight.

			He made a quick decision. He let an enormous amount of white frothing energy build in his mouth. In his present form, Kirga was capable of many tremendously destructive feats. Each one caused considerable pain, however. This maneuver would take days to recover from. The coming week would feel like he was in a constant state of burning alive. But he had no other route of escape from the great golden lion. 

			The blazing energy Kirga was building in his mouth took the form of a bright ball that seemed to stretch and push against the Hellcat’s black jaws. It also created a loud buzzing sound; so loud that it alerted Wriliara to glance back and quickly slither behind his lord. He would not want to be standing anywhere in front of Kirga when he let that ball go. 

			Now that Kirga knew Wriliara was safely behind him, he expelled the ball of white energy with a loud growl, not unlike a tiger’s. He did not shoot this attack at Pelopidas, however, as it would’ve certainly killed all of the civilians still outside of the city’s wall. Instead, he shot it straight into the air above the lion’s head. It did not cause any immediate destruction to the area, but the light that came from it was more than blinding enough for Kirga and Wriliara to move south toward the mountains without anyone seeing where they went. And since they were still so close to Pelopidas, a massive collection of walking Kanah, it would be extremely difficult to trace their Kanahs as they escaped. 

			The entire landscape surrounding the city became white enough to blind. Pelopidas shrieked, as he was no fan of bright lights. Any of the civilians unlucky enough to stare directly into the blast in the sky would never see again.

			They moved as fast as their bestial forms could allow. They had managed another escape from Belasefka by the skin of their teeth. Kirga had lost count of how many times the Dalada member almost killed them both. After an entire year of this cat and mouse game . . . it was getting old. 
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			Ika had gotten used to his life in the wheelchair over the year since Paragon Forest. In the first few months, not being able to use his legs at all was unbearable. He cried, he screamed, he broke things, he cursed, and he ignored all attempts to soothe his mental state. He was miserable, and he wanted to be left alone in his misery. In time, however, he simply became emotionally numb. He could not feel the lower half of his body at all since Kirga placed that strange Curse on his spine that broke it instantly. 

			He and his mother, Alice, spent countless days researching various Curses, trying to find out what kind of cruel affliction Kirga had set upon the boy. The boy who was now eighteen. No longer a boy at all, as he had to make quite clear to his mother, who still berated him for running away from home in the first place. 

			Her anger toward her son was something she had to bury deep down, however. She was in no place to lecture him; not after the truth about Kirga and Uncle Casey was revealed. Ika managed to finally force out of his mother what she had been hiding from him his entire life. She not only knew Kirga, but was one of his best friends growing up; along with Uncle Gira, Uncle Casey, and Ika’s father, Ikarus. They were a family once. All was well in their lives, until Gira and Ikarus surrendered Casey to Kirga’s deranged mother, Migra, knowing that she would kill him. Why Migra would want to kill Casey was still a mystery, but Ika didn’t care as much about that part as he did about his family’s betrayal. Kirga and Casey were lovers, and so that betrayal was the event that started everything. It was the reason Kirga killed Ikarus, and likely the reason he also killed Genevieve, Ika’s older sister.

			Ika still had many questions that needed answers when it came to the fracturing of his family and the vendetta that followed. There were still blank areas in the story that he needed someone to shed light on. But based on his long and emotional conversation with Alice and Gira a year ago, it was clear they shared with him all they knew. Even they did not know everything. Even they did not have all the answers. And so Ika knew his journey was not over. He refused to give up hunting Kirga until he had every single piece of the puzzle. But he wouldn’t be able to continue his hunt without the use of his legs. 

			First thing on his to-do list was to find a cure for the Curse that immobilized him. So far nothing encouraging was discovered. But he would not quit. He knew his mother wouldn’t, either. She was a talented healer. As Oracles went, she knew her Curses better than most people south of Kanakon. If Ika was going to find a cure, it was going to be with his mother’s assistance, or not at all. 

			“Ika!”

			It was Chandi’s voice. She was calling up to him from his living room downstairs. Ika was too bust lying in his bed and staring at the ceiling to bother answering her. She visited Ika often over the period of his recovery, along with Prince Keji and his talking hat, Pattamis. But he was in no mood to speak with anyone today. He wanted to be left alone to stew in his anger. He hated being around others when he was in a foul state of mind, as he always felt guilty when he inevitably took his frustrations out on them. He especially hated it when he did it to Chandi. 

			“Go away! I don’t want to talk today.”

			“Too bad!” He could hear her running up the wooden steps. “Because I do!”

			A few seconds later she burst through the door with half a piece of bread in her mouth and a cup of milk in her right hand. Alice would often prepare an extra breakfast, just in case she came over early. 

			Chandi’s black hair was tied into its usual tall ponytail that stood above the center of her head. She was wearing a red silk blouse and tight black pants. It was rare for her to dress so formally. Usually it was nothing but her training gear.

			Ika did not even look at her. He continued to stare up at his dark ceiling. He hoped she would get the message and realize he was not in a fine mood.

			She didn’t seem to care. She sat on the end of his bed and bit into her bread, placing the glass of milk on the table at the foot of Ika’s bed. “Any good news?”

			Ika managed enough energy to lift his head and frown at her. He glared into her concerned sapphire eyes.  

			Chandi awkwardly smiled. “I’ll take that as a no, then?” 

			Ika let his head fall back down onto his pillow. “That’s a no.”

			“I’m sure she’ll come up with something soon.”

			Ika groaned. “What’s the date?”

			Chandi hesitated. “It’s . . . December Seventh. Why?”

			“You’ve been saying that good news will come for nearly a year now. Chandi, what if I can never use my legs again?”

			This was the first time he let a true sense of helplessness into his voice in several weeks. It was the first time he said aloud what he was really feeling. Many aspects of his situation ate at him, but it was only in fleeting moments when he would make that weakness known. He would never let his mother see these moments, though. Only Chandi, and sometimes Prince Keji, would get the full grasp of how tormented Ika was on the inside; both from the lies of his family, and the fear of his paralysis. He could not recall a worse year of his life. 

			He saw Chandi reach down and grip his leg, but naturally, he felt nothing. “Ika, please do not give up hope. It breaks my heart to see you like this. There’s no way whatever Curse Kirga put on you will last forever. Kirga clearly just wants you out of the picture.”

			“Then why didn’t he kill me?”

			Chandi quietly nibbled at her bread until it was nearly gone. Eventually, she shrugged. “Ika . . . I wish I could help you deal with . . . you know . . . all of this. I wish I had the answers you’re looking for. I wish I even knew of a way to help you find them. I honestly don’t know what to say or how to fix things.” She paused, looking away from him. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling, but I want you to know I’m proud of you for not refusing your mother’s help. I was terrified that you would refuse to even look at her after . . . the truth came out. But you’ve been working with her every step of the way during your recovery. I’m just . . . really happy you didn’t choose now of all times to be your stubborn self.”

			Ika appreciated her kind words, but he was also quite annoyed at the use of the word ‘Recovery’. There wasn’t any recovering going on to speak of. He was in the exact same position he was when his spine first broke. 

			“Chandi, I promise you I’m only working with my mother because I know she is my best shot at finding a cure for this Curse. My desire to continue searching for Kirga is stronger than my hatred for my family at the moment.”

			Chandi let out a very quiet gasp. “Ika, please don’t talk like that. You don’t hate your family.”

			Ika raised his head again. “Don’t I?” He pushed himself upward, with no small amount of effort, until he was leaning his back against the wall behind his bed. “They’ve been lying to me my entire life. Not to mention the fact that they killed poor Uncle Casey.”

			“Migra Morga killed Casey,” Chandi said sharply. “You know that. Don’t be unfair. The blame for that is all on Kirga’s psychotic mother.”

			Ika hit the side of his bed with his right fist. “That doesn’t matter! They knew Migra was going to kill Casey, and they gave him away anyway.”

			“Yeah, to make sure your mom survived!”

			Ika took a deep breath and steadied himself for a few moments. He did want to yell at Chandi. She didn’t deserve it. This was precisely why he did not want to talk. “Chandi . . . would you give me away if you knew Keji would be killed otherwise? Would you give Keji away in the opposite situation?”

			Chandi opened her mouth to say something, then slowly closed it again.

			“That’s what I thought,” said Ika. “You would find another way. Wouldn’t you?”

			“Yes,” she answered solemnly. “Of course I would. But it’s also much easier for us to talk about what we would do when we weren’t there. We didn’t experience what they did. We have never been pushed into a corner like they were.” She sighed. “And I hope we never will be.”

			Ika looked down at his hands upon his lap, unable to meet her eyes. “So do I.”

			An uncomfortable period of silence followed. There was a time when Ika and Chandi could spend countless hours in each other’s company without a single moment of discomfort. There was a time when they only felt like themselves, like they were truly happy, when simply sitting around and talking. That time was gone. Ika’s despondent anger had torn something between them. It was as if Chandi did not know how to relate to him anymore. She could not find a way, no matter how hard she tried, to cheer him up. During the first few months after Paragon Forest, that was understandable, and she was patient with him. But then those few months turned to eight months. Then ten months. And now Ika could sense an anger in her. 

			There was something broken in their relationship. Both of them knew it, but neither spoke of it. It broke Ika’s heart; and yet he never took any conscious steps to mend it. He simply let it continue. 

			Chandi eventually cleared her throat and stood up. “I’m . . . uh . . . going on a walk with Gira in the woods soon. Would you like to use your wheelchair and  . . . come with us?”

			Ika clenched the bedsheets at the mention of his uncle. “What do you think?”

			Chandi sadly looked to the floor and turned away, heading for the door. Before stepping out, she looked briefly over her shoulder. “You should at least get some fresh air, Ika. You haven’t moved for days. Go out and say hello to Keji and Pattamis. It might cheer you up.”

			After a few seconds passed with Ika not answering, she quietly closed the door to his bedroom. 

			 

			D

			 

			Another hour passed with Ika alone in his room. He attempted a few times to fall back asleep, but it was hopeless. All he could do was stare at his ceiling and simmer. The same thing he had been doing for a year. 

			December Seventh. Chandi said it was December Seventh. Normally Ika would be ecstatic at this time of year. Normally he would not be able to contain his happiness. Crystmas was on its way, and there was no better time of year for the Ivory household. 

			But not this year. This year there were not even any decorations set up in the Ivory house. The living room was woefully empty of a tree, and there would also be no presents to open. There was no happiness. Only mistrust and resentment remained. 

			Ika willed himself to pull his legs off of the side of his bed and plop them onto the floor. They were lifeless and limp. He leaned over and reached to grab at the back of his wheelchair, which rested on the other side of his small room. He pulled it over to his bed and spun it around so he could get inside.

			When he was fully situated, he placed both hands on the tall wheels and turned himself toward the door. Chandi was right: fresh air would be good for him today. He decided this was not going to be yet another day where he did absolutely nothing but wallow in self-pity. He would simply bring his self-pity with him. 

			He opened his door and rolled out into the quiet hall. He lent one apprehensive glance to the squared door to the attic on the ceiling. For most of his life Ika had looked at that door with a childish sense of wonder and curiosity. But now that he knew what it was his mother was hiding behind it, the sight of the door brought him nothing but anger. Anger seemed to be the overpowering constant in his life this last year. It was there in every conversation, and even in every moment of lonely silence. Anger was strangely comforting to him, but it was also destroying him. 

			He stopped rolling the chair as he came to the top of the staircase leading down to the front door. After his duel with Kirga, Gira built a separate ramp of smooth dark wood that travelled downward adjacent to the normal stairs. He had to cut out a few of the wooden rails on the second floor to fit the ramp in, but Gira made it work. He was handy with a hammer, and was no novice when it came to renovation. Alice would call on him before anyone else when something in the household needed fixing, such as the roof or the old floorboards.

			Ika pushed himself onto the ramp and descended at an even pace until he slid to a stop at the front door. He was stopped by a concerned voice as he reached for his dark blue jacket that hung on a golden hook on the wall. 

			“Ika . . . where are you going, Honey?”

			It was his mother. Ika clenched his jaw at the word ‘Honey’. She had the audacity to still play nice with him. The number of heated arguments the two of them had since last January could not possibly be counted. And yet still she tried to pretend everything was fine. She tried to pretend Ika was the same son she always had living under her roof. It was insulting.

			He took a breath and calmed somewhat. He wasn’t in the mood to argue. “Out.”

			He quickly slipped his arms into the jacket and pulled it over his shoulders. It was made from thick cotton, and had a tall collar that wrapped around his pale neck. 

			“Oh, that’s great! It’ll be good for you to get some fresh air. Can you . . . come into the living room for a moment, though? I’d like to speak with you before you go.”

			Ika bit the inside of his cheek. “I’m not in the mo—”

			“I wasn’t really asking.”

			There was that old familiar coldness that sometimes leaked into Alice Ivory’s voice. It was enough to frighten someone as powerful as Gira at times. And it certainly frightened Ika. But his fear only served to make him even angrier. 

			He swallowed his desire to give a snarky remark, instead stoically rolling himself into the center of the living room. 

			Alice was sitting on a beige loveseat with her legs crossed. Her hands were folded on her lap. “Chandi left here looking rather depressed. Did you two have a fight?”

			Ika felt a pang of regret at the mental image of Chandi sadly leaving his house. “No. I just told her I wasn’t in the mood to talk today. Just like I’m not in the mood to talk to you right now.”

			Alice calmly tucked a few strands of her long white hair behind her ear. “I suggest you watch your tone, Ika.”

			After so many months had passed, they no longer even needed to bring up the subject of Alice lying to Ika about Kirga his whole life. It was as if they subconsciously accepted every argument was about that, even if they happened to be talking about something else entirely. Every snide comment was about the lie. Every dirty look was about the lie. Every exasperated breath and cold shoulder was about the lie. They didn’t need to have the same verbal battle over it anymore. Mistrust and anger had seeped itself into the fabric of their relationship. 

			“Fine, sorry. Is that all you wanted to ask me about?”

			Alice sighed. “Chandi just wants to see you happy again, Ika. We all want that. She was excited at the thought of you joining her on her walk with Uncle Gira. He’s back in town after being away for three months and you don’t even want to see him?” She unfolded her hands and placed her arms along the armrests of the large chair. “Unless, of course, that’s where you were heading right now? Have you changed your mind and decided to join them? I think both Chandi and your uncle would appreciate that.”

			Ika didn’t much care what his uncle would appreciate. He was the cause of the other half of the boy’s intense resentment. He had been gone on a mission with Pulkra, one of the members of the famous Dalada. Hearing he was back in town used to fill Ika with joy. Now he only wished Gira would stay away longer. How things had changed.

			He met his mother’s eyes without blinking. She needed to know he meant what he said. “Actually, I was planning to go see how my friend Keji is doing. Maybe I’ll say hi to Gira later.” He shrugged. “Or maybe not.”

			Alice clenched the beige armrests, digging her fingernails into the leather. After a moment where Ika was sure she was going to begin yelling, his mother closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. When she opened them, her face was completely different. She was serene.

			“Ika . . . Gira loves you with all his heart. He loves you like you were his own son. He would die for you if you only asked him to. Can you not see that? Can you not see that you writing him off has utterly broken his heart into a thousand pieces?”

			Alice was being more upfront with Ika than she had been in at least two months. Gira’s return had clearly sparked some deep emotion in her. Ika was not prepared to be met with this.

			“I . . .”

			“You are destroying him, Ika. I just thought I’d let you know that. Though, these days it seems you don’t care either way, right? All because he lied to keep you safe?”

			She almost had him. Ika was weakening in his resolve. He was being pushed, ever so slightly, away from his rage. But that comment lit the fire again. 

			“Keep me safe!” His voice broke as he yelled. “If you’ve forgotten, I’ll remind you that he travelled with us to Kanakon and beyond. And last year he even openly let me chase Kirga, and yet he still refused to train me himself! And all the while he was keeping Kirga’s side of the story from me!”

			Alice’s eyebrow rose. “Kirga’s side of the story? Oh, you mean the side of the story where he killed your father and Genevieve? Is that the side you mean!”

			Ika hit the left wheel of his chair. He did not want to get into it with his mother right now. But it was too late to back out now. It was evidently time for their eight hundredth argument on this topic. “You know what I mean, Mom. Don’t be like that.”

			Alice’s bottom lip trembled. “You know, Ika, I’m not sure I do know what you mean anymore.” She leaned forward and looked deeply into his eyes. “We are still the good guys, you know.”

			Ika didn’t blink as he met her stare. “No . . . I don’t think it’s quite that simple. Kirga is worse, yeah, but you aren’t good. I’ve come to realize there are no good guys. Only bad guys and worse guys. I’m going to kill the worse guy, but it’ll be quite some time before I forgive you and Gira for what you did to Casey. And, of course, for never telling me the truth about any of it. You never trusted me with anything. I’ve been begging you two to treat me like an adult, and it literally took Kirga to force you to come clean by tipping me off about the attic. That doesn’t sicken you at all? Doesn’t any of this sicken you? You still have pictures of Casey all over this house, for God’s sake! Don’t you feel any shame at all? Doesn’t Gira?”

			“Gira can’t even look at the pictures when he’s here,” Alice answered, her voice shaking. “He carries that guilt with him every day of his life. But it’s not fair to Casey to pretend he never existed.” Her eyes became wet with her grief. “To pretend like he wasn’t an important part of our lives. To pretend like we never loved him like family.”

			Ika shook his head. “Some way to treat family. Should I be worried?”  

			He winced when he saw the hurt look in his mother’s eyes. That was way too far and he knew it. But it was too late to take it back now. 

			She swiftly morphed that hurt into anger as she erupted from her chair and stood towering over Ika. “If you never forgive us, fine! But I hope, as your mother, that you never face the things we faced. I hope you never have to carry guilt with you like we do. I hope . . . I want you to live a life without any of that darkness. As long as I’m sure of that, I can live with you hating me.”

			Much of Ika’s anger had settled. He still wanted to turn around a leave, but the rage was not consuming him. Only discomfort. “I don’t . . . I just . . .” He tried to come up with the most accurate way to get his point across. “Finding out that you and Gira had been lying to me my entire life broke my heart. Can’t you at least understand that? Even a little?” 

			Alice knelt down and took Ika’s hands in hers. She clutched them gently. “I do understand. And trust me when I tell you we both regret it. We never wanted you to grow up and chase Kirga down. We never wanted you to become obsessed with finding answers. We just wanted you to grow up and live a life like anybody else. We wanted you to buy a house, get married, have children, and move on from that tragic day with your sister. That doesn’t mean we wanted you to forget Genevieve, because how could you? We just wanted to save you from a life like ours. We wanted something different for you.” She closed her eyes and hung her head. “But it seems you ended up just like us anyway. We failed you in so many ways. But we’re trying.”

			Ika said nothing. He almost said ‘And I’m trying to forgive you’ but he forced himself to keep that in. He knew his mother was good at wringing emotion from him. He knew she was good at selling a point. But he was still not ready to forget her lies. She wasn’t really to blame for the death of Uncle Casey, however. That anger could not be placed on her. All of that went toward Gira . . . and his late father. It could not be stated just how much the truth of Casey Kenris complicated Ika’s relationship with Ikarus Ivory. Ika used to speak to the man’s gravestone for hours on end, and now he couldn’t even bring himself to look at it; especially because it sits right next to Casey’s. The revolting irony of that was too much to stomach. 

			When Alice noticed her plea was not getting through to her son, she let go of his hands and slowly stood up. Letting out a long, shallow breath, she stepped backward and settled back into her chair. “Would you like to hear about the last conversation Gira and I had before he left town to meet up with Pulkra? I remember it vividly, and I think you should hear it.”

			As much as Ika just wanted to go see Keji in peace, he was rather interested to hear what his uncle may have said. “Okay, fine. But this is the last thing.”

			Alice rubbed at her chin with one hand. She crossed her left leg over her right and began to use the other hand to tap her thigh. “I wish I could convey to you just how upset your uncle has been since our conversation in January. I have known Gira my entire life, and yet I have only seen him cry four times. The first time was when your father was killed by Kirga. The second time was when I told him about what happened to your sister. The third time was when we told you the truth about Kirga and Casey last year. And the fourth time was our last conversation before he left three months ago.”

			Ika’s breathing went shallow and he felt his heartbeat slow down. 

			“He asked me if I thought you would ever look at him the same way again,” Alice continued. “He asked me if I thought you would ever forgive him. The greatest joy in Gira’s life is knowing that you look up to him. He told me that years ago, and again before he left. He thinks your image of him is gone forever now, and he can’t bear it. He wants to appear a certain way to you. He has never had a good image of himself. Knowing that you idolized him growing up meant the world to him. I could see it in his face every time he spoke with you.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and cleared her throat. “He did what he did to save my life. Would you prefer I were dead?”

			“Of course not,” answered Ika, insulted by the question.

			“Then you must, in some way, understand his decision.”

			That was where she lost him. “No, Mom, I still don’t. Gira and Dad could’ve found another way.”

			Alice’s face contorted in a flash of fury, then she quickly closed her eyes and settled. Her voice was eerily calm. It was clear she was using all her strength not to yell. “There was no other way, Ika. I really wish there was. Migra left us with no options. She outsmarted even the Dalada. She outsmarted Don-Galaga himself. And she easily outsmarted us. She got everything she wanted in the end.” 

			Ika waited a few seconds before responding. “Are we done now? Can I leave?”

			Alice rubbed her forehead. “Yes. Go. Just . . . please remember what I’ve told you about your uncle. Gira loves you.”

			Ika spun his wheelchair and made for the front door. Before he opened it, he looked over his shoulder. “I love him, too. And that’s exactly why the truth hurt so much. I never knew the real Gira. I never knew the real you, either. I grew up alongside caricatures.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two: The Kids Are Not All Right

			[image: ]

			Ika shivered as the cold wind crashed against his face. It was a particularly icy winter this year. Turquoise Town always got cold in December, but it had been years since they’ve seen temperatures this low. 

			The town was covered in a blanket of thick white snow. Children ran through the streets, bundled up so tight all you could see were their eyes, throwing snowballs at each other and laughing. Crystmas time still brought joy for them, at least. Ika was glad of that. 

			As Ika wheeled himself down to the start of the stone sidewalk, which was luckily shoveled already, a chubby boy in a fluffy red jacket ran up to him. “Hi!”

			Ika recognized the voice, though he could barely see the face under the wool mask that covered his features. “Hi, Jensen. Have you seen Keji around anywhere? I’d like to see him.”

			Little Jensen pointed in the direction of the town square. “Yep. He’s in the middla town right now.”

			Ika smirked. “Is there a big crowd there?”

			Jensen nodded and giggled. “Uh-huh.”

			“Is he singing?”

			Jensen nodded again. “Uh-huh.”

			Ika began to wheel past him. “Thanks, Jensen. Tell your mum I said hello.”

			Jensen waved. “Yes, sir. But where you been alla this time, Mr. Ika? I haven’t seen you.”

			Ika hesitated. He went outside so little these days he wondered if some people in town thought he died. “I . . . was sick.”

			“Are ya better now?”

			Ika waved over his shoulder as he kept rolling. “I’m getting there, buddy. I’m getting there.”

			That was a lie, but Jensen was too sweet to tell the honest truth. He didn’t need to hear it.

			 

			D

			 

			It didn’t take long for Ika to reach the town square; the same place he had his conversation with his uncle. It felt like just yesterday Gira was sitting on the rim of that vast glass fountain, sharing with his nephew one unbelievable secret after another for a period well over an hour. All of that information was still swimming around in Ika’s head. He went over each thing a thousand times in his head. He would replay the full conversation every night until he eventually fell asleep.

			Migra was Kirga’s mother.

			Kirga and Uncle Casey were married.

			Don-Galaga is Kirga’s father.

			Gira and Ikarus betrayed Casey and gave her to Migra, who killed him.

			Kirga then killed Migra.

			Then Kirga killed Ikarus for causing the death of his husband.

			Then Kirga . . . just stopped? For a period of several years? Only to return to Turquoise Town and consume the soul of Genevieve.

			No. There was something missing right there. There was such a painfully obvious missing piece of the puzzle to explain that course of events. If Kirga wanted to kill Ikarus to get revenge for Casey, then why not kill Gira as well? Gira has had to actively chase Kirga over the years, not the other way around. Why would Kirga kill Ikarus, then just stop? One half of that betrayal still breathes. And Genevieve has nothing at all to do with what happened to Casey. Ika simply couldn’t imagine why Kirga was doing things the way he was. He could not even come up with a working theory. 

			There were so many things his uncle revealed in January that spurred Ika’s thoughts. The life and loves of Don-Galaga alone was enough information to shatter the mind. The leader of the Dalada had far more familial baggage than Ika was expecting; especially since Belfaris Morga was his first son. And he was forced to kill his first son when he attempted to destroy the Crystal. What could possibly be going through Don-Galaga’s head now that his second son has taken an equally dark and twisted path? Ika did not envy his situation. 

			He was shaken from his deep thought when his wheelchair got stuck in a sheet of snow too thick for him to push through. He still had one more street to cross before reaching Keji. Not all areas of the sidewalks were cleared for ease of movement. A wheelchair was no easy thing to get through snow, even though Ika’s was personalized to have larger and sturdier wheels. 

			Screw it, Ika thought, holding his palm out in front of him. Luckily there was no one else on the pathway, because Ika released a potent wave of dark Kanah that took the form of black fire. It was a standard Transformation technique, and it melted all the snow in front of his chair for at least ten meters. 

			That should do it.

			He quickly crossed the final road and rolled onto the wide stone courtyard. There were hundreds of people all clumped together, looking toward the main glass fountain. Standing atop that fountain was a young boy with curly blonde hair. He was wearing a blue one-piece suit made for the winter. It was thick and made from a silky material that reflected the light.

			Atop the young boy’s head was a tall, pointy blue hat. This hat happened to also have large ovular eyes that flamed white. His name was Pattamis, and he was the only talking hat anyone in Turquoise Town had ever seen. And speech was not his only talent. Pattamis also had a nifty trick where he could capture sounds and replay them with perfect accuracy. He often used this little ability to compliment the boy prince’s tendency to sing; a tendency the boy was exploring at the very moment Ika joined the crowd. 

			Normally Keji would sing happy songs. The kind that had everyone near enough to listen hooking their arms and dancing. The kind that lifted the heart. But not today. Today Prince Keji Aberdam was singing a sad song. 

			 

			In the barrows I strike the chord, and wait for my beloved. 

			I walk alone, and have for some time; I look for her as I stand upon the ford.

			You danced in wreaths of gold and starlight, I waited in shadow and slept upon the grey.

			Never much use was I who filled your head with lies; truth was lost within the chord. 

			 

			The sound Pattamis released from his wide fabric mouth was that of several violins playing at once. He most likely heard it many years ago when witnessing a symphony composed by another. But now that symphony belonged only to Keji. Based on how enraptured Ika was with the boy’s performance, he could not imagine any composer in the world doing better work with the source material. 

			 

			Smoke in the trees and voices lost in lust, nowhere left for me to brace the day.

			Long have I taken and little have I lost; on this path I now envy the horde.

			You hum the song to call me in, and in your dance I lose the way.

			 

			No longer shall I spill the wind, for with me you stain the grey.

			With me you stain the grey. 

			 

			Keji let a moment of profound silence hang in the air before taking a bow. The song was already over and it filled Ika with dread. He must’ve shown up midway through. He desperately wanted to hear it again. It was among the loveliest things he had ever heard. 

			Ika looked around the courtyard to see very few dry eyes. Even in the freezing cold of the Turquoise Town winter, people could not possibly regret getting the chance to hear whatever song that was. Even the animals appeared mesmerized. Dozens of winter birds were sitting on nearby branches and watching the boy intently. There were also several dogs that sat patiently and wagged their tails. 

			When it was clear enough that the show had come to an end, the cheers began. The entire main square of the town was buried in the sound of clapping and shouting for a good three minutes. Keji waved to everyone and smiled. He never would’ve gotten an ovation like this back at the Capital City, Kanakon, which used to be the boy’s home before Ika and his crew picked the Prince up and took him with them. Since Keji could not use Kanah—therefore making him what was known as a Yeryaila—he was not treated very kindly in most places in Wenworld. But here in Turquoise Town he was a superstar. 

			Ika waited for the crowd to slowly disperse over a period of fifteen or so minutes. Many of the people gathered to watch the show said a cheerful hello to Ika as they passed by his wheelchair. None of them had seen his face in weeks. They made it known how pleased they were to see him out and about. Ika appreciated their sentiments very much, despite his bitter mood. 

			Once everyone was cleared out, Keji jumped down from the fountain and ran over to Ika. Ika was nearly knocked over in his chair as Keji crashed into him, giving him a big hug. 

			“Ika! It’s cool to see you outside. How are you feeling?”

			Ika smiled at him as he finally pulled away. “I’m feeling much better now. That song was amazing! Don’t tell me you wrote that yourself!”

			Keji shook his head. “I wish I could say I did. I actually memorized that song from hearing Elra sing it when he spent time inside the Capital. Since King Stultis is my dad, I’ve overheard many Dalada meetings over the years, and I’ve spent a lot of time near enough to the members to hear them sing their own songs. I usually throw up after eavesdropping, though. You know how strong their Kanah can be. They’re actually all great musicians. Elra wrote that song completely by himself. I think he calls it ‘Lost in the Grey’. I don’t do as good a job at singing it as he does, but I tried my best.”

			Ika chuffed. “Yeah right. I’d bet a million Teeth that you sing that song better than anyone. I can’t even tell you how perfect it was. You’re something else, my friend. Seriously.”

			Keji’s face went red as he fiddled with his hands. “Nah.”

			“Finally put your big boy pants on and stopped moping, eh?”

			Ika glanced up to see the Prince’s pointy hat chastising him. A small part of him actually missed it. 

			“Can’t use your legs? Boo hoo. Try being a hat, kid. I got over it.”

			Ika nodded. “Fair enough, Pattamis. Fair enough. But how long did it take you to get over it?”

			Pattamis d back and forth atop Keji’s head. “Okay, fair. But you should still spend more time with your friends.”

			“I understand I’ve been a little too distant lately,” admitted Ika, “but my head has not been in a good place. It’s not just the fact that I can’t use my legs, Pattamis. It’s that Kirga is still out there right now, and now there’s nothing I can do to stop him.”

			“No offence, kid,” said Pattamis, “but based on how things went in Paragon Forest . . . I don’t think you could do anything to stop him even if you had four legs.”

			Keji frowned upward at his forehead. “Pattamis! Not cool.”

			Ika was angered by that comment, but decided to take the higher road and not enter yet another argument today. “What I meant was that I can’t train to become stronger anymore. I can’t spar or keep up my physical strength at all.”

			Pattamis hummed. “But what about your Kanah? I get the physical thing, but can’t you still meditate and focus on strengthening your energy?”

			“As much as I hate meditating, I’ve been doing a lot of that. Trust me. But for some reason whatever Curse Kirga used on me also tampers with my connection to my own Kanah. It’s been shaky at best. I can’t even attempt some of my strongest Curses. Add that to my list of grievances.”

			Keji looked around over Ika’s shoulder. “So where’s Chandi? I’m surprised she’s not with you. She told me she was going over to your place to ask if you wanted to go on a walk with Gira. Has she left already?”

			Ika’s guilt returned at the mention of his oldest friend. “Yes . . . she went ahead without me. I don’t feel like welcoming my uncle home.”

			Pattamis made a ‘tsk’ sound and shook his bulk back and forth in his best attempt to simulate a shake of the head. “Poor form, kid. Not even going to say hello to old Gira, eh? After all he’s done for you? Some nephew.”

			Ika had had enough of the hat for now. “All right, this conversation is over. Good to see you, Keji. I’ve had my fill of the outside for now. It’s far too cold to continue rolling around town.”

			“Can I come back to your place and have some hot chocolate?” asked Keji. “I haven’t talked with Alice in over a week.”

			Ika put a tender hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Of course you can.” He glared up at the hat. “Just so long as you promise to leave Pattamis at Chandi’s place.”

			Pattamis hurried to defend himself. “All right, all right. Let’s not be mean. I promise to stop pointing out when you treat your loved ones like garbage. I swear it on my very fabric.”

			Ika held a stare with the hat for a long while. Neither one blinked. This was more impressive on Ika’s part, naturally, due to the fact that Pattamis could not blink if he tried. 

			“Fine. You can come. Just try your best to speak less. I’m sure that will make the afternoon better for all of us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three: Climbing to Reach the Costly Hearts

			[image: ]

			Chandi bundled up the best she could before making her way to the front gate of the town, where Gira said he would meet the kids. Gira made it clear in one of the many letters he sent Ika that he hoped to see him when he returned from his mission with Pulkra. Ika used to feverishly await the Ivory Family’s Mailsquirrel, Toby, to see if he had any recent messages from Gira. But ever since January he had neglected to open a single letter himself. Chandi had to personally receive and read all of them to prevent them going completely to waste. It was one of the many new habits of Ika’s that got under Chandi’s skin. She wished he would just smarten up and find some way to forgive his family, but she also knew Ika well enough to expect his stubbornness on pretty much any topic. 

			If Ika did not want to see his uncle, fine. But Gira was still the closest thing Chandi had to a father, and she was not going to let him return home to no welcoming party. It would just have to be a party of one. 

			She walked slowly down the hill on the slim stonework path toward the wooden arch that marked the entrance. The harsh winter winds became less and less abrasive as one travelled down the hill. Chandi hoped they would be nonexistent in the actual forest, as such weather would likely ruin their relaxing walk. 

			As Chandi got closer and closer to the distant arch, a shadowy figure began to form, leaning against one of the thick posts. Her heart started beating faster and faster. She always got excited when Gira came home. She couldn’t wait to ask him about all he had experienced since he left. The staggering number of adventures Gira had been on in his life made it so that the man was an endless well of good stories. 

			A calm, familiar voice called out to her. “I take it you are the only one who came to welcome me?”

			As Chandi got within three meters of the figure, she saw Gira’s smiling face underneath a dark hood. Even though he smiled, his silver eyes held a deep sadness. “Yes. I’m sorry. Ika will come around eventually.”

			Gira laughed, though there was little actual joy in the sound. “You and I both know him well enough to know that isn’t true.”

			Chandi shrugged. “Yeah.”

			She quickly ran and jumped into his arms. Gira spun her around in a hug and placed her gently back to the ground. This time his laugh was real.

			“How have you been, sweetheart? Has Ajith been working you too hard?”

			Chandi sighed as she pulled away. “You have no idea. The woman has been a menace.”

			“It was your idea to beg her to train you.”

			Chandi rubbed at the back of her neck. “I almost regret the decision. I’ve gotten much stronger since she started training me. I’ve learned two new Curses that are far more powerful than anything I was capable of using before, except maybe for Tarvenatatus. But even so, I don’t know if her methods have been worth the growth. For an old gal who spends most of her days perfecting the best waffle-making techniques, she’s ruthless. I used to think that Master Cinnamon’s training methods were gruesome, but my grandmother puts even him to shame. I’m afraid Cinnamon has learned some new tricks just by watching her.”

			Gira’s face changed at the mention of her old master. “How is the annoying rabbit doing these days?”  

			“He’s doing well,” said Chandi. “Perhaps too well. Due to the Dalada still wanting his head, he can’t leave the house at all. He just stays inside and eats Ajith’s waffles and yells at me to work harder every day. He’s gotten significantly fatter since you last saw him.”

			“He was fat when I left,” laughed Gira. 

			Cinnamon, a few days after Ika’s return from Paragon Forest, was introduced to Ajith. After only one conversation, the old woman asked if the Wenny Rabbit wanted to live in the MorrowHill household. Ajith was already watching over Chandi, Prince Keji, and his hat. One more person wasn’t going to break her. Cinnamon happily accepted the offer, but only after making sure Ajith wouldn’t tell others of his new secret hiding place. He stressed to her just how important it was that no one from town knew he was there. She swore up and down that she would not tell a soul if her granddaughter didn’t want her to. Ajith trusted Chandi enough to take her word on the quality of the rabbit’s character. 

			So while Chandi still slept in her own bedroom, Keji, Pattamis, and Cinnamon all shared a room. This made for many humorous stories where Cinnamon and Pattamis would argue over who snored louder. Keji slept just fine, but it seemed like the rabbit and the hat were always kept from a good night sleep from each other. 

			Gira turned and began to walk down the stones toward the trees. “Come on. Let’s walk and talk for a bit before we head back to town.”

			 

			D

			 

			They walked for some time among the Turquoise Trees. Chandi wasn’t sure how much time had passed exactly. She was too busy enjoying Gira’s company. It was a rather beautiful afternoon in the forest. The winds Chandi was worried about earlier were not affecting them at all as they strolled. It was cold, yes, but it was serene. 

			A light snow was falling between the sparkling leaves. It was so quiet that Chandi could even hear the fluffy white flakes falling on the leaves between Gira’s talking. The cacophony created by Gira’s soothing voice, the snow lightly falling to the forest floor, and Chandi’s own boots crunching softly in the unscathed snow was paradise. Such moments were worthy of cherishing. 

			The smell was equally as charming as the sounds. There was nothing like the fresh smell of a healthy forest. The trees gave off a certain scent that was indescribable. Everything about nature was pacifying to Chandi. Everything about Gira’s company was equally so. 

			“So tell me how Pulkra’s been?” she asked, breaking herself out of a blissful daze.

			Gira’s hood was off now, and his famous white bandana had a thin layer of snow building on it now. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

			Chandi shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wanna know what he’s been up to lately. What’s he like to speak to? What’s he like to be near? Ika and I have only met Elra, Belasefka, and Don-Galaga. We still haven’t met the last two members of the Dalada.”

			“Pulkra is a diva,” said Gira, bluntly.

			This made Chandi laugh. “Huh?” 

			“Every member of the squad has their own unique personality, my dear. Belasefka is quiet and scary; Elra is wise and considerate; Hamawyl is beefy and angry; Don-Galaga is authoritative and stern; and Pulkra . . . he has nice hair and makeup.”   

			Chandi figured a member of the Dalada would warrant a better description than that. “That can’t be all you have to say about him. You aren’t impressed by him at all?”

			Gira quickly raised a hand. “Don’t mistake me. The man is absurdly powerful, as all the members are. It’s impossible not to be impressed by them. However . . . perhaps I should tell you about the time he and Hamawyl fought each other for three straight days because Hamawyl insulted Pulkra’s hair.”

			Chandi gasped. 

			Gira nodded and smiled as he walked. “Oh yeah. True story. They even destroyed a mountain in the process. Mount Charleten. This was way back in the year five eighty-four, but it happened. Or maybe I should tell you about the time Pulkra spent two straight weeks crying over the fact that a young girl from Porshalla told him his outfit looked ‘weird’. That was only eight years ago.” He motioned for Chandi to wait when she opened her mouth to interrupt. “And I can’t forget to bring up the time Pulkra threatened to destroy the entire city of Old Umbra because they claimed to shut down the company that produced his favourite brand of makeup. I kid you not. He threatened to wipe the whole city off the map. This was literally six months ago, Chandi. The only reason it wasn’t all over the papers is because Don-Galaga pulled some strings to make sure it didn’t make the news.”

			“I think I see your point,” said Chandi.

			“Lovely fellow, though,” said Gira, after an awkward pause. “I care deeply for him. He has a good side, I promise. It’s just, you know, hidden under his mountain of dramatics.”

			They went on walking for a time. They were caught in idle conversation that brought them both a great sense of joy. Chandi wished this conversation could’ve been had with Ika there as well. She hoped with all her heart that things could go back to normal soon. She felt like a part of an extended family when it came to the Ivory household. But now the Ivory household was fractured, seemingly beyond repair. It broke Chandi’s heart to see what had become of them.

			Chandi needed a good deal of time to come to terms with what Ika told her as well, though. The story about Gira and Ikarus knocking out Casey Kenris and just handing him over to Migra Morga in exchange for Alice’s life was chilling. Chandi could not even form an image in her head of Gira ever doing something like that. She didn’t look at Gira the same way anymore. But even so, she still loved him. She wrestled with her anger toward him for three or four months after Ika shared the news. But she eventually came to forgive Gira for his past sins. Ika was not so easy to do so. That was understandable, since his anger was also aimed toward the fact that both Gira and Alice knew about Kirga but didn’t tell Ika anything for his whole life. Chandi could sympathize with her best friend’s antipathy. Her Sun Affinity always made it easier for her to forgive, while Ika’s Moon Affinity forced him to stew in things for a very long time. 

			They eventually returned home, passing again under the great arch. Chandi escorted Gira to the center of town. Keji had previously put on quite the show for a large crowd, but now there was no one but the two of them. 

			“All right, Gira, I’ve got to head home now. I take it you’ll head over and see Alice and Ika now?”

			Gira nodded, suddenly looking nervous. “Yep. Cross your fingers for me. I’m just hoping Ika doesn’t throw a brick at my head when I get there.”

			“He loves you,” said Chandi. “You have to know that.”

			Gira took in a long breath. “I know, sweetheart. At least, I think I know.” He pulled her into a one-armed hug and kissed her on the forehead. “It’s great to see you again. We’ll talk more later, okay?”

			Chandi smiled and nodded. “Absolutely.”

			She waved at Gira as he walked down the wide road toward the Ivory house. She wished him the best of luck. She had a feeling he just might need it. 

			 

			D

			 

			Now that her meeting with him was settled, she hurried home as quickly as possible. She took the shortest route and even ran for a bit when she reached the last street to her front door. She promised Ajith she wouldn’t be out long, and lying to that woman was a fool’s move. Chandi knew that if she was gone for even ten minutes longer than what was previously specified, Ajith would make her do 600 pushups before eating a bite of dinner. Then she would make her run for six miles after dinner, only so Chandi could throw the food up. Then she would force her to meditate in the cold for three hours.

			The woman was, simply put, a lunatic. But she was bent on making sure her precious granddaughter was ready to duel the likes of Wriliara Bondiley. That was the end goal, after all.

			Chandi opened the door and stomped her boots on the front mat, not wanting to bring too much snow onto the hardwood floors. She took off her jacket and hung it on a hook in the closet near to the door. 

			She looked to a large wooden father clock that told her she still had two minutes until Ajith would consider her late.

			Chandi let out a huge breath. “Thank Meamara. You’d think she’d give me a little more time to catch up with Gira. Heartless, I tell you.”

			“CHANDI!” Ajith’s cracking voice broke out from the main living room, making Chandi nearly jump out of her skin. “Get your butt in here right now! We have something very special to discuss.”

			Chandi prayed inwardly to Meamara that she wasn’t in trouble for something else. She gathered all her courage and leisurely walked into the living room. Waiting for her was her grandmother and her former master, Cinnamon the Wenny Rabbit.

			Ajith was sitting in a wooden rocking chair with a long crimson pillow at her back. Cinnamon was sitting on the long black sofa in the center of the room. His signature violet staff was laying on the floor just under his long feet, and his purple scarf was wrapped around his neck. 

			“Am I in trouble?” asked Chandi.

			“No, dear,” said Ajith. “You are not, at present, in trouble. Take a seat next to Mr. Cinnamon, if you please.”

			Chandi swallowed anxiously and moved to take her place next to the rabbit.

			“Don’t look so frightened, kid,” said Cinnamon, chuckling at her. “I promise you are going to like what we have to say.”

			That eased her worries a bit. But now Chandi’s curiosity was the thing working overtime.

			Ajith crossed her hands over her lap. “You asked me to personally train you after Ika’s fiasco at Paragon Forest, and for this last year I have done so. I have taken this task very seriously, and I believe I have made a wonderful Oracle out of you.”

			“And I . . . well, I watched,” said Cinnamon. 

			At the start of the new training regimen, Ajith made it clear that the rabbit would only get in her way; and so she asked him to respectfully hand over all duties as master to her. Cinnamon, to Chandi’s surprise, did so. For the last year he was no longer ‘Master’ Cinnamon. Instead, he was just . . . Cinnamon. That was an odd change that took many weeks to get used to. 

			The rabbit spent most of his days now just napping and eating. He’d sometimes go for a little evening stroll in the woods—when he was sure that no one would see him—come back and eat some more, nap some more, and even drink some more. He had grown quite fond of Ajith’s Hasselberry wine collection. Hasselberry wine was the best brand south of Kanakon.

			“What is this about?” asked Chandi. 

			Ajith’s stare was unnerving. “I believe it is time to step up our game a little bit.” She crossed her thin arms and smirked devilishly. “Do you recall that Curse you told me about a while back? The one that yellow beast said you would need if you wanted to ever defeat Wriliara?”

			Chandi became so exited she shot up from her seat, her eyes as wide as they could stretch. “Filiorvis! Do you mean Filiorvis?”

			Ajith nodded sagely. “I do.”

			Filiorvis. It was the name of the Curse Phiggy told Chandi she would need to have even the slightest chance of besting Wriliara in a one-on-one duel. This was years ago, back in the great tower of Grematorga. Phiggy had left a letter for Chandi that they found with Prince Dessiel, leader of the Gast. Chandi had not forgotten Phiggy’s advice. But Gira made Chandi swear not to bring it up again, as she was too young to attempt to learn such an ability.

			That was then.

			“But aren’t I still too young to learn it?”

			Ajith hummed. “Too young for it to be a wise idea, surely. You’re eighteen years old now. Most people should not try something like Filiorvis until they pass the age of twenty at least. But you are of MorrowHill blood, girl. MorrowHills are a cut above the rest.” She tilted her head down and raised an eyebrow. “Unless, of course, you would rather wait?”

			“No way!” shouted Chandi. “I’m ready to start training as soon as possible. I can do it.”

			Cinnamon clapped his paws together and whistled. “Thatta girl! Let’s get down to business.”

			Chandi looked to the rabbit in confusion. “Wait . . . are you going to help with the process, Cinnamon?”

			Cinnamon puffed out his chest and rested his paws on his newfound belly. “As a matter of fact, I am. So you better get used to calling me Master again, my dear. I’m officially back in action! I’ll need to be for this little endeavor. Filiorvis will take everything out of you to learn, Chandi. If you thought things were hard this year, or training under me the first time, you should know that learning this Curse will be the hardest challenge of your life.”

			“He’s right,” echoed Ajith. “This will be like nothing you have ever done or faced. The training process will be dangerous, and at times agonizing.”

			Chandi gulped. “I’m ready.”

			Ajith held her in her sight for what felt like a full minute. “I certainly hope so.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four: Not Quite Who We Were

			[image: ]

			Ika enjoyed a nice conversation with Keji over some hot chocolate. It was relaxing, and completely what he needed after the mood he was in. For a few moments he forgot about his encompassing anger and feelings of inadequacy.

			He was almost in high spirits, until his mother tried to join them at the kitchen table. That pretty much ruined the atmosphere for Ika. He knew Keji still wanted to speak to his mother, so he left them there to their fun. Keji objected, and Alice objected even harder, but Ika decided the best thing for him would be to go see Chandi and apologize for how feisty he was with her earlier. 

			Having no more desire for quiet conversation, Ika said goodbye to Keji and made for the door in his wheelchair, putting his jacket and boots back on. This time he took a thick wool hat with him to keep his ears warm. 

			He quickly opened the door and returned to the freezing outdoors. Before Alice could finish a sentence begging him to come back and just relax, he shut the door on her. 

			Their earlier breakthrough was a momentary one in their relationship. He did not truly hate the woman. He did not want to write her off forever, either. But he still did not want to chat with her if he didn’t need to. He had no desire for idle niceties. 

			What am I going to do? thought Ika as he rolled himself down the lonely road toward Chandi’s place. He longed to apologize to her, but his thoughts were still trapped within the topic of Kirga, as they always seemed to be. Kirga is out there right now, getting stronger every day while I am left completely useless as an Oracle. I wish Mom would hurry up and discover a damn cure. 

			One of the aspects of Ika’s injury that bothered him the most was the loss of his physical strength. Since being bound to the wheelchair, he had lost a great deal of his musculature. He was skinnier now than he had been in years. His shoulders were bony and his arms were frail. His chest was flat and his ribs could be easily counted through a thin shirt. His depression had caused him to lose his appetite, so he ate far less. So now he could neither workout, nor gain weight from a strict diet of protein-filled meals. He was weak, and it broke him to admit it.

			As he was looking to the ground in front of him, he had to suddenly stop his chair so he didn’t bump into a man standing in the center of his path. “Sorry about that. Excuse me, sir.” He kept his head down in his persistent misery.

			“Oh, no problem at all,” said an all-too-familiar voice. 

			Ika looked up. Looming above him was the face of his uncle. 

			Gira scratched awkwardly at his white bandana; the one that once belonged to Ikarus. “Hi, Ika. How . . . uh . . . how have you been?”

			Already Ika was overwhelmed with emotion. Just seeing Gira and hearing his voice made him both excited and dismayed. He could feel his pulse beating in his temples. Three months since he last spoke with him. What could he bring himself to say? Only one thing sprang to mind. 

			Ika gritted his teeth. “How do you think?”

			“That bad, huh?” Gira appeared very nervous. He shifted his weight on either foot while he spoke. “It’s been months. You didn’t . . . m-miss me at all?”

			Ika shrugged. “I . . . wondered where you were. If you were on a dangerous mission or not. That’s about all.”

			Gira’s smile was radiant. “I’ll take it, kiddo. It’s probably more than I deserve.” He shifted his weight once again, his nerves so painfully apparent. “Are you heading over to see Chandi?”

			“Yes,” said Ika, bluntly. “I was rude to her earlier and I’d like to apologize. So if you don’t mind . . .”

			Gira clumsily slid out of Ika’s way, moving with such hurried anxiety that he almost slipped on a patch of dark ice. “Oh! S-sure. Don’t let me get in your way. I’ll s-s-see you later then.”

			“Sure.” Ika rolled past, leaving his uncle behind him without another glance. 

			Don’t look back, he thought, resisting the urge. Don’t look back. Don’t give him that much. Just keep going. We will never be what we were. We will never be the same. He’s a liar, and I will never forget his lie. Both he and my mother should know better than to assume they can just wait out my frustration. They’ve done too much for that to be an option. Just keep moving forward. 

			 

			D

			 

			Ika knocked three times on Chandi’s front door. He wondered if she would be back to training already. It bugged him that she still got to get stronger while he lagged behind. But she still had someone she needed to track down. Just like him. 

			The door swung open just as Ika was about to bang on it again. Standing in the frame was Ajith. Her brown and wrinkled face was nearly emotionless as she looked down at Ika. “May I help you, Mr. Ivory? We’re quite busy here.”

			“Yes, actually,” answered Ika. “I was wondering if I could speak to Chandi. I promise I will not take up too much of her time.”

			Ajith rubbed her chin. “She’s in her bedroom right now. I’ll call her down, as we don’t have a ramp here to help you up to the second floor. You can speak with her alone in the living room. But no longer than ten minutes, you hear me, boy? We’ve got big things ahead of us. No time for dillying or dallying.”

			Ika saluted. “Yes, ma’am! No more than ten minutes, ma’am!”

			Ajith snorted. “Little smart ass.” She turned toward the main staircase and yelled upward. “CHANDI! IKA IS HERE TO SPEAK WITH YOU! COME DOWN TO THE LIVING ROOM, BUT MAKE IT QUICK! I MEAN IT!”

			The old woman moved out of the way and gestured for Ika to wheel inside. He did, being careful not to run over Ajith’s bony feet in the process. 

			Ajith moved toward the stairs and began to climb them slowly, every movement seeming a chore for her old body. She looked over her shoulder. “Be nice to my girl, or I’ll make sure your arms don’t work no more, either.”

			Ika did not appreciate that kind of joke, but knew Ajith was far too crude to even understand how offensive such a statement might be. He only nodded, trying to hide his frown.

			It didn’t take long for Chandi to make her way down the stairs past her grandmother. Ika saw Ajith lean over and whisper something into Chandi’s ear as they brushed each other, but he could not make out what it was. 

			Chandi, when reaching the bottom step, placed her hands on her hips and gave Ika a reproachful look. “Look who’s out and about, eh? In a better mood now?” 

			“I am. I just wanted to talk to you for a bit.”

			Chandi led the way into the living room. “Yeah, sure. Is something wrong? Did something happen? Have you seen your uncle yet?”

			Ika wheeled into the room and situated his chair next to Ajith’s rocking chair, which Chandi sat in now. “I did see Gira, but I don’t want to talk about him.”

			“How long are you going to do that?” asked Chandi. 

			Ika looked over at her, puzzled. “Do what?”

			“You know what.” She crossed her arms. “You don’t call him ‘Uncle Gira’ anymore. You haven’t in a long while. You just call him ‘Gira’ now. You have every right to be angry, but the first step to mending things would be calling him what you used to. I think that would be a big step toward making things less hostile around here.”

			“And who says I want to mend things?”

			Chandi’s brow furrowed and her voice became icy. “You can lie to them, but you can’t lie to me. I know you want things to stop being like this. You just don’t know how to go about doing it without ignoring how they’ve wronged both you and your uncle Casey. Please do not play the tough guy game with me. I find it annoying, and it also gets us nowhere.”

			Ika couldn’t help but smile slightly. “Okay, okay. You’re right.”

			“I always am.”

			“I want my family back,” said Ika. “I want my life back. I wish Kirga just killed me in Paragon. Maybe that’s why he didn’t kill me. Maybe it’s because he knew leading me to uncover the truth would be a fate worse than simple death. I don’t know what to do, Chandi. I don’t know how to deal with any of this. It’s almost been a year and I still can’t bring myself to look past what they’ve done.”

			Chandi seemed to study Ika, lost in a sort of daze. “I try to imagine how I would react if I found out my parents had been completely different people than I thought they were.”

			Ika’s head snapped up at that.

			“I try to put myself in your shoes,” continued Chandi. “I loved my parents with all my heart. They were my heroes. To find out that your heroes are just . . . liars and . . . deeply flawed . . . I don’t know how I would deal with it, either.”

			Ika was already carrying the burden of guilt over many things in his life. But this happened to be yet another subject that gnawed at him. 

			Wriliara Bondiley shared a special piece of information with Ika when they briefly fought in Escharam Four, back in the flying city of Porshalla. During their clash in the vault, Wriliara told Ika that his own goal was not much different from Ika’s. He said, clearly and with full confidence in the fact, that Chandi’s parents killed Wriliara’s older sister. 

			Ika had kept that information to himself. He never told Chandi that her parents might not have been as perfect as she remembered them being. He knew it would break her heart. But there was a disturbing revelation that just came upon him while listening to Chandi speak.

			How was he any different than his mother and uncle? How long would he lie to her? For the rest of her life? If that’s what he believed would protect her, then why not? And is that not precisely what Alice and Gira were doing by keeping the truth from him? 

			This was a very painful dilemma. Ika wanted to tell Chandi. But he did not want to do it now. He would do it when the time was right; whenever that is.

			“Right now I have a lot on my mind,” said Ika, shaking off his internal realization. “But that doesn’t excuse how distant I’ve been to my only friends. Pattamis, of all people, reminded me of that today. I’m sorry. I’ll try to be in a better state moving forward. You still have your goal. If I can’t achieve mine . . . maybe I can help you get along better with yours. That’s what I should’ve been doing all along.”

			Chandi smiled. She seemed not far from tearing up. “Thank you, Ika. I appreciate your apology. I know your Affinity can throw you into a deep abyss sometimes, but you always pull yourself out. You should be proud of that. I am.”

			Ika felt a rush of warmth in his chest at her forgiveness. “So what’s next on the training schedule, anyway?”

			Chandi rubbed her hands together and smirked. “I’m glad you asked. Ajith and Cinnamon, I kid you not . . . are going to help me learn Filiorvis.”

			Ika waited a few long seconds before speaking. “Uh . . . okay? What is that, again?”

			Chandi slapped her forehead. “Ika, come on! That Curse that Phiggy tipped me off about back at Grematorga. In that letter, remember?”

			“For Meamara’s sake, Chandi, Grematorga was three years ago! And you haven’t spoken to me about that Curse in a long time. Of course I don’t bloody remember!”

			Chandi shook her head and laughed. “Well, whatever. I’m telling you now. Filiorvis is an incredibly powerful Curse I’ll need to kill Wriliara. It is recommended that I be at least twenty years old before trying to learn it, but Ajith has agreed to let me have a go at eighteen. How exciting is that?”

			Ika became slightly anxious at the mention of the age requirements. “Is that safe? You could be hurt.”

			“It’s worth it,” said Chandi, quickly. “Please support me on this, Ika.”

			He took a few moments, then nodded. “Okay. I’ll help in whatever way I can, I guess.”

			“Thank you.” 

			The ‘something’ in their relationship that had been broken over the last year was slowly mending with this apology. There was still something off about how Ika felt around Chandi. It wasn’t the same anymore. He hoped he could get back what they had before, but for now he would take them working together on a new project. That distraction was enough to divert how much they seemed to be growing apart. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five: The First Step
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			“You need to understand something right off the bat, girl,” said Ajith, standing next to Master Cinnamon in the middle of a snowy field. “There are five steps one must overcome before learning Filiorvis. Today we are going to pass the first. It will not be easy. Your life will be in danger. But if I cannot dissuade you from confronting Wriliara, then this is what you must do. That Gast who gave you this information was correct.”

			Chandi was overwhelmingly nervous; especially because she wasn’t expecting to start this training so soon. She thought her grandmother would at least give her another few days to prepare herself mentally. But, by now, she probably should’ve known better. 

			She and Ika sat around and talked for another few hours before Ajith eventually informed them it was time to begin. By that time Keji and Pattamis had returned from Ika’s place, eager to watch the training kick off. 

			All of them now gathered together in the small field behind Chandi’s house. Whatever was coming, Chandi’s friends wanted to be there to support her. She could not possibly express how happy it made her that Ika was there. If someone had told her a week earlier that Ika would leave his house just to support Chandi in learning a difficult new Curse, she would’ve said they were out of their minds. Ika had become rather jealous over the last year, often throwing snide remarks Chandi’s way for being able to strengthen herself while he was prone to his chair. He was making a real effort to get past that now, and that allowed Chandi to focus her brain on her training, rather than still stressing over her fracturing relationship with him.

			Things were still awkward and different between them; but at least they were better. She needed his support. She could not operate effectively without it. 

			Ika, sat a few meters behind Chandi, raised his hand. “I have a question about all this.”

			Ajith pointed to him. “Out with it, then.”

			“In order to teach Filiorvis to Chandi, doesn’t that mean you would have to know the Curse already? Did you know it all along?”

			Chandi’s heart froze. She never even thought about that. She was too excited from hearing about being taught the Curse, that she never stopped to ask herself how, exactly, she was going to learn. In order for a master of Kanah to impart a Curse or Jinx upon a pupil, they would have to know the Curse already. That was one method, at least. The other was . . . 

			Ajith pulled out an old leatherbound book from within the folds of her long peach-coloured jacket. She held the book out in front of her with a silk glove. “I don’t know Filiorvis. However, I do happen to have its origin book. I’ve had it for, oh, thirty years. Now the time has come to finally crack the thing open.”

			The other way for an Oracle to learn a Curse would be to obtain its origin book through theft or other unregulated means, or to purchase it from the great library of Sheltrona in Kanakon. Chandi didn’t know how, but Ajith was holding the origin book in her hand right now. The leather was light brown, and there was a symbol of some majestic white bird on the cover. 

			“You’ve had that thing for thirty years!” said Chandi.

			Ajith looked at the book fondly. “Indeed. This ‘Phiggy’ fellow must’ve known that, too. From what I’ve heard of him, it would seem he knows a lot of things. He never would’ve mentioned Filiorvis to you in Grematorga if he didn’t already know I was in possession of it.” She grinned as she continued to eye the book. “My mother passed this Curse onto me before she died. She told me to attempt to learn it only if I had no other Curses that could achieve a given task. I never faced an opponent I couldn’t defeat with any of my other Curses, so I simply never needed to learn Filiorvis. I am too old to learn it now, but Cinnamon and I will act as balancing Kanahs for yours as you attempt to take on this task. With our guided assistance, your Kanah should be able to accept the Curse into your body without severe injury or death.”

			“Should?” said Ika, not sounding all too happy about this plan. 

			“I’m worried too, trust me,” said Master Cinnamon, who had only recently just retaken his ‘Master’ role. “But I believe in Chandi. I think she can do it. And Ajith is right; with both our expertise guiding her process, she’s already in a safer position than most other Oracles her age would be.”

			Ika looked like he was trying to convince himself that this was okay. Chandi watched him until he eventually looked over at her and nodded. 

			That was all she needed. “Okay, Grandma. Let’s get this show on the road. What is the first step?”

			Pattamis bounced up and down on Keji’s head. “I’m so excited! There hasn’t been any action around here lately. I’ve been so bored.”

			Ajith stepped forward and knelt to place the book in the snow, her old knees popping loudly as she did. “Thankfully, the book has an easy to understand step-by-step guide for overcoming the challenges. All one needs to do is open to the page indicating the first step.” She riffled through the first twenty or so pages and came to a page that was seemingly made from red paper, while the rest of the book was mostly white paper. “Here we are.”

			Chandi walked forward to peek at the contents.

			Ajith, still looking down at the book, raised a hand and snapped at her granddaughter. “Ah, ah! You stay right where you were standing. Focus your breathing and prepare yourself, girl. This is where things get interesting. And I want the rest of you to stand back! That means you, Ika and Keji. Make a larger circle around Chandi if you value your lives!”

			Chandi quickly stepped back to where she was, fretfully looking over at Ika, who rolled himself away, pulling on Keji to come with him. Nothing about this situation was helping Chandi ease her nerves.

			Ajith slowly stood up, as if afraid she might frighten the book and make it run away. She kept her eyes on it as she carefully raised her hands. “I am instructed here to begin Step One by speaking a full incantation. I will get Cinnamon to help lessen the burden on my Kanah by saying it with me. Once the incantation is finished, we will direct our hands toward you. You will then be entered by a malignant Kanah. Your only task is to expel this new energy through the process of meditation. Your body will not be able to recognize the intruding Kanah on its own, so you must locate it within yourself and teach your body to remove it. This will be a mental challenge more so than a physical one.”

			Chandi didn’t think that sounded too bad. “Is that all? I can do that.” 

			“Don’t get too confident,” said Master Cinnamon, wobbling over to stand on the other side of the book. He briefly looked over the instructions. “This will be extremely difficult. It will take extraordinary concentration for you to recognize what section of your body the foreign Kanah is residing. You must identify whether it is hiding in your left hand, right shin, right ear, or lower belly, for example. Then focus your own true Kanah in that location to expel the aggressing force.”

			“And what if she fails?” asked Keji. 

			Master Cinnamon looked at Ajith for a moment with an unreadable emotion on his face, then looked over at Chandi. “If the intruding Kanah is lucky enough to be in an appendage . . . amputation. If it is anywhere in the head or in most places in the torso . . . death.”

			Ika screamed out in anger, his dark Kanah sparking around him like a growing storm. “WHAT!”

			“It’s fine, Ika!” said Chandi, holding out a hand behind her back to calm him. “I know what I’m getting myself into. I’m ready to do it.”

			“This is most certainly not fine, you moron!” he said, hitting the wheel of his chair. “You would never let me do something like this. You would tell me I was an idiot. This is the most hypocritical thing you’ve ever done. Stop this madness right now and try again when you are of the proper age! I can’t even believe you’re considering this at all.”

			“I know it’s risky,” said Chandi, looking back at him over her shoulder, “but since when has something being risky stopped us? Let me do this, Ika. Please.”

			Ika held her eyes for a handful of heartbeats, then grumbled and rolled backward. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you when something goes horribly wrong.”

			Chandi looked back to her grandmother and nodded. “I’m ready. You can start.”

			“Get on the ground and in proper meditating position,” said Ajith.

			Chandi sat down cross-legged in the snow, bringing her hands together in prayer. She steadied her breathing and thought of nothing else but the flow of her Kanah. The rest of the world did not matter. Even the possibility of her death did not matter. All that mattered was Kanah. She needed to recognize her own, and know it simply by the feeling. She needed to have full control of her body and its energy. If she could not master that, then she would likely die for that inadequacy. 

			Chandi heard Ajith and Master Cinnamon begin speaking at the same time. Even though it was only two voices, the power in them made it sound as if a thousand voices were calling out at once.

			“Demurgabda Che’liki Che’liki bersa ben nuratapta vena gordatis Che’liki muhab. Nirter ben demutrendes hafosap Che’liki. Vertes Filiorvis ben amusava. Filiorvis ben redatrena minfa’sava gerben. Dertesta mena’sata bersa vena gordatis Filiorvis!”

			Chandi felt her whole body go icy cold. The feeling was overpowering all of her senses. She almost opened her eyes and removed her hands. It was a horrifying sensation. Suddenly the outside world was not some far-off thing anymore. She could hear the voices of her friends and family quite clearly.

			“Stay focused, damn you!” screamed Ajith, obviously sensing Chandi’s fear and weakening Kanah. “Stay focused or you will feel the consequences. Find the Kanah and expel it! It’s in you now!” 

			Chandi bit her tongue and tried to enter a state of deep serenity and concentration. Focus, Chandi, focus. Where is the Kanah? Where is the Kanah? Where is the Kanah? What part of your body feels even slightly different after the end of their incantation? What part of your body has changed since that cold hit you?

			The frightening answer was that all of her body had changed. She was freezing cold from the top of her head to the soles of her feet. This made it so much harder for her to pinpoint what section of her internal energy was displayed or morphed in any way. It was next to impossible to locate the anomaly within her.

			She suddenly began to panic. Her breathing sped up and her heartrate was fast enough to make her lightheaded. She was having an anxiety attack severe enough to destroy this entire process. She could not afford it right now, but her brain decided it did not care. She was scared right down to her bones. There was nothing she could do to ease her mind when her life—or, at best, an appendage—was at risk. 

			“It hurts!” she said, her entire body shaking now.

			Cinnamon ran toward her, but not near enough to enter the barely visible barrier of Kanah that had surrounded her. “I know it hurts, Chandi, but you have to concentrate! We’ve been meditating for years, don’t tell me it was all for nothing!”

			“I’m trying! I can’t find out where it is!”

			Suddenly a strong voice echoed in the field. It was so loud and venomous that it nearly snapped Chandi out of her meditative state completely, which would’ve had dire consequences.

			“WHAT IS GOING ON?”

			It was Gira’s voice. Chandi’s eyes were still closed, but she could hear him off to the left side of the field, behind where Ika and Keji were.

			“Please tell me you’re not trying to teach her what I think you’re trying to teach her. Please!”

			“It’s Filiorvis,” said Cinnamon. “Her time has come. She can do it if she only focuses.”

			“She can’t do it, you utter imbeciles!” Gira’s voice drew closer. “I expected better from you, Ajith! You’re throwing away the life of your granddaughter! How in the world did you agree to this? Are you that eager to lose the last family member you have?”

			“Watch your mouth with me, boy,” spat Ajith. “I won’t hear from you how to look after my own granddaughter. You might underestimate her, but I don’t. She can do it. You just stand there and shut your mouth. She’ll show you.”

			As flattered as Chandi felt at Ajith’s confidence, she was becoming less confident in herself as the minutes went by. “How long do I have to do this? I’m trying so hard but it hurts!”

			Master Cinnamon’s voice moved over to hover near her left ear now, still out of range of her tumultuous Kanah. “You have ten minutes to expel the Kanah, but I would recommend you do it well before that time. The task will only become more difficult as the Kanah adapts to your body and learns to better hide itself. Turn off your mind, Chandi. Ignore us completely. Ignore everything. Think only of your goal. Think only of your Kanah. The pain means nothing to you, do you understand me? It must mean nothing! Focus!”

			Chandi took in one large breath, filling her chest with so much air that her ribs stung. Slowly, carefully, she left the mental place of the outside world and retreated into her own existence. If people were still yelling at her or each other beyond her Kanah, she could no longer hear them. Now all she could hear was a faint wind in her mind, echoing in the apparent emptiness of her consciousness. 

			She tried to feel the Kanah flowing through every area of her body. She felt the pressure of the Kanah in her hands, felt the very slight warmth of the Kanah in her forehead, felt the constant tingle of the Kanah in her mouth, and relished in the delightful presence of the Kanah in the back of her neck. She knew it all and recognized it all. She could find nothing out of order. Something needed to feel different. There was a part of her body that needed to feel like it did not belong; like it was broken somehow. But where was this place? She needed to find it fast.

			Time went by; just how much, Chandi was far too deep in meditation to say. She knew enough to know that the time was not yet up, though. She had decided on the tactic of starting at her head and working her way down. So far she had meditated intensely on every aspect of her internal energy down to just below her breasts. So far nothing, as far as she could discern, was out of order. Her Kanah was as it should be. There was no outside force.

			This was good, as it meant her head was free of Filiorvis’ deadly influence. The head, if the task failed, meant instant death. So that, at least, was off the table. 

			The outside world remained dark to her. She could hear no voices, nor even feel the winter wind on her skin. She had no doubt everybody was still bickering with each other. She was glad she did not need to listen to that during such a crucial test of concentration. 

			She was rather hurt by Gira’s anger over her taking on this task. She understood fully where he was coming from when it came to his worry. Chandi was almost like a daughter to him. Seeing her put her life at risk would obviously be very upsetting and infuriating for him. That, however, was not where her feelings were hurt. It was Gira’s apparent insistence that she could not, in fact, come out of this trial successfully. His voice made it sound like he was in absolute confidence on her lack of ability to see this challenge complete. That stung. She wanted nothing more than for Gira to be proud of her. That also went for her grandmother, but Ajith had already stated she had full faith in Chandi. Chandi just wished the last thing she heard before slipping into her deep mental state was Gira stating the same.

			She worked her focus down through her body. She meditated on her forearms and still found nothing out of place. She made it down to her hands and still there was nothing she did not recognize. She was beginning to worry that she did miss Filiorvis’ intruding Kanah, but she just wasn’t skilled enough to have found it. 

			No. She could not allow that kind of thought right now. It would do her no good to doubt her skill. Besides, if such a thing were true, she was screwed anyway, because it would mean she had zero chance whatsoever of determining the foreign Kanah. No use overthinking such a helpless situation. Might as well stay as focused as possible, until the very last moment. 

			She allowed her meditative magnification to run down her thighs. All was well . . . until she reached her left knee.

			“THERE!”

			She screamed it out loud, without even knowing she was about to do so. She couldn’t help it. She was out of her deep state now, able to hear and feel the world around her again. That was okay, though. She had already focused enough to find where Filiorvis was hiding. Now all she had to do was find a way to expel it.

			“That’s great, sweetheart!” It was Master Cinnamon’s voice, sounding worried but proud. “Now gather your own Kanah in that location and push it out!”

			She wasn’t quite sure how to do that.

			As if reading her mind, her grandmother’s raspy voice carried through the air. “You’ll know when the time comes. It will be instinctual. Trust your first instinct and expel the source!”

			Chandi took in another massive breath, beginning to shift most of her body’s Kanah toward her left knee. She could not accurately explain how she knew Filiorvis was gathered in that location. She just . . . knew. It felt as if her left knee was gone, and had been replaced by a metal appendage used to connect her thigh and shin. It just felt wrong; like a section of her body did not belong to her at all, and was only trying its best to mimic how the rest of her anatomy operated. 

			Once she refocused as much of her Kanah to her knee as she possibly could, she was hit with such immense pain that she could barely keep from passing out. She screamed out so loud her voice cracked and broke in several ways. The sound horrified a deep portion of her brain that wasn’t, at the moment, dedicated only to processing her agony. 

			“What’s going on!” yelled Gira. “Is she failing? We need to stop this right now! It never should’ve started!”

			“No!” said Ajith. “The pain is expected. She can do it. Just wait and give her a chance!”

			Gira’s voice became so irate that Chandi, even in her anguish, almost opened her eyes and looked over at him, just to see whether he had literally burst into furious flame. “You heartless old bitch! You’re killing your own granddaughter, and I’m not going to just stand here and watch you do it!”

			“You interrupt her now and she will die,” said Ajith. “And it’ll be on you, Ivory! Now just stand there and shut your damn mouth!”

			Gira’s voice became eerily calm. It was nothing close to a yell. “If she dies, I swear on Lady Meamara, the Crystal itself, and the very blood that runs through my veins . . . I’ll cut your head off. You’re smart enough to know I’m not bluffing, Ajith. I’ll have your head in my hands before Chandi’s body hits the ground.”

			Chandi’ heart almost stopped when she heard that. She did her best to pretend she didn’t. She needed to ignore everything and get back on track. 

			Her Kanah began to gather more and more in the place of the intruding energy. The more Kanah she harnessed to that location, the more pain was brought on. Tears began to leak through her closed eyelids and run down her brown cheeks. She continued to scream as she tried her best to push out Filiorvis.

			Get out of me! Please, please, please, just get out of me!

			A couple more minutes passed. To say the end result came too close for comfort would be a substantial understatement. Chandi did, eventually, manage to expel the foreign Kanah. Ajith was right about Chandi just knowing instinctually how to do it when the time came. There was a natural feeling that Chandi blindly followed. It did not lead her astray. She meditated with more passion than she ever had in her life, and pushed a wisp of white Kanah out from her knee and into the air. That small cloud of glowing white quickly flew over to the origin book and disappeared into the confines of the pages.

			The first step of Filiorvis was done. Barely. Chandi didn’t know it, but she only had a minute and twelve seconds. If that minute and twelve seconds had passed without her expelling the Kanah, her kneecap would’ve exploded. 

			Luckily, Chandi would be able to walk for another day. This did not mean she was free from any pain, however. While everyone else was jumping around and celebrating—excluding Ika, who sat and cheered as loud as his lungs would allow—Chandi was writhing on the floor and sobbing as if all happiness had left her forever. It took everyone else a full minute before they realized something was horribly wrong. 

			Ika was the first one to notice her display of physical and emotional torment. He wheeled over to her, leaning down to grip her shoulders in an attempt to halt her spasmic movements. She was jerking around in the snow like a thing possessed. 

			Chandi’s own thoughts were scattered in this moment. She saw visions of white fire burning the skin from her bones. She saw Ika being torn apart by two dark creatures that drank his blood and laughed like hyenas. She saw Gira with what appeared to be some great and terrible reaper standing over him, bringing down a white scythe upon Gira’s head, killing him with a single swing. She saw everything she loved in life being torn from her and burned until there was nothing left. 

			And all of that was only the emotional toll of the challenge. The physical pain that ached throughout her body made it so Chandi existed in a state similar to one who was being trampled by elephants, but was not lucky enough to die. 

			There were tears in Ika’s eyes as he looked to his uncle desperately for help. “What’s happening to her! Somebody please help her!”

			Ajith shoved Gira and Master Cinnamon out of the way and ran to stand over Chandi. She bent down and placed both palms on Chandi’s chest, pinning her to the snow and restricting her shaking and flailing. “Rabbit, get over here! We must regulate her Kanah again. It’s completely out of sync. If we do not do it together it won’t work!”

			The Wenny Rabbit jumped once, soaring through the air and landing next to Chandi. He placed both of his paws just below Ajith’s hands. Together, they began to speak another incantation. 

			Even though Chandi was trapped in a deep state of internal terror, she could still hear everything going on around her, from Ika’s horrified pleas to Ajith’s call for help.

			“Restatada belmarina epudas! Restatada belmarina epudas! Restatada belmarina epudas!”

			Chandi’s body finally relaxed and her intense seizure came to a graceful end. She opened her eyes again, looking up at her mentors. “Well . . . how did I do?”

			Ajith was the only one who laughed. “You did splendidly, my sweet girl. You did splendidly.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six: Thou Hast Thy Sorrows Still

			[image: ]

			Ika could barely make it through his weekly healing session with his mother. He was too busy worrying about Chandi. Filiorvis apparently had five steps she needed to clear before being able to wield the Curse. The first step nearly killed her. And even if it didn’t kill her physically, the process of passing that test nearly killed her mentally. It was dreadful to watch. Ika just wished she would wait a few more years before attempting to learn the Curse. Was it so hard to expect a level of maturity and intelligence from her? She was usually the one known for that. It felt like the whole world had turned upside down since his spine broke.

			“Ika . . . are you there? You’re in quite the daze.”

			Ika blinked and looked down at his mother, who was standing at the end of the long wooden table Ika was currently lying mostly naked on. She was hovering her hands over his legs, golden waves of Kanah escaping from her palms and crashing into his numb skin. It was one of the hundreds of healing techniques she tried to return the feeling to her son’s lower half. 

			She stopped the process and rubbed her hands together, gathering more Kanah that lit the room with a gentle yellow hue. They were currently in her bedroom, using a table from the upstairs hallway to perform the therapy session. “You’re still thinking about Chandi, aren’t you? She’s okay now, Ika. Though, I must admit, I don’t like this Filiorvis business either. I expected Ajith to be far more careful with her granddaughter’s safety than that.”

			Ika let his head fall back onto the table. He stared up at the ceiling and frowned. “She’s going to get herself killed. I can’t believe what an idiot she’s being. It’s unlike her. It’s more like . . . me.” 

			Alice wiped sweat from her forehead. “I’m more upset with Ajith than Chandi. I can understand where Chandi is coming from. Ajith’s behaviour, however, is a complete mystery to me.”

			“Yeah,” said Ika, “I really don’t blame Gira for threatening to cut her head off.”

			Alice choked on saliva, pausing her healing for a moment. “Excuse me? He did what?”

			Ika, still looking at the ceiling, smirked. “Yeah . . . that happened. Gira was super pissed. I thought he might actually kill the old woman right there in that field.” He paused. He was going to add in a snarky comment about how he wouldn’t put it past him, after learning the truth about Uncle Casey, but he decided against it. He had grown tired of the constant fighting. He made the mature decision to let that opportunity pass by. 

			Another thing that was bound to bring about more fighting was the fact that Gira had actually moved in to the Ivory household upon his return to Turquoise Town. He was staying in the house’s only guest room. This used to be a very common thing between his important missions from the Capital City. These times used to bring Ika great joy. He used to look forward to relaxing and bonding with his uncle before he inevitably had to leave again. Those times were gone. Now the idea of Gira living in the same house was a nightmare. 

			Alice stepped away from her son, letting her golden Kanah dissipate. “I’m sorry, Ika. This was yet another failure.”

			Ika sighed. “Did you at least make some progress? Did you discover something new about the nature of the Curse? Did you discover anything new about anything?”

			Alice’s voice was heavy with dejection. “No. I still know next to nothing about this Curse. In all my life I have never seen it’s equal.” She crossed her arms and shook her head. “Can you please turn over and let me inspect the symbol again?”

			Ika groaned in annoyance, using what little strength his arms had left to flip himself over onto his stomach. 

			Alice approached the table again and leaned over to look closer at Ika’s lower spine. 

			When Kirga spoke the name of the Curse intended to cripple Ika, he had slammed his palm into the boy’s spine, leaving a glowing blue Edamirin symbol on his pale skin. The symbol looked like three vertical lines in a row with one waving line cutting through the center. 

			Ermendasarus. That was the name of this dreadful ability. Its effect had already persisted for almost a year. How much longer would it keep Ika from healing or using his legs? 

			During the first three months of Ika’s bedridden state, he had made the request of Alice to visit the town’s library and see what she could research regarding a Curse called Ermendasarus. And Alice did. She spent nearly seven hours a day for weeks in the local library, looking through every book she could find on Curses that disfigured opponents. She came back with nothing. She could not even find a single mention of Ermendasarus anywhere. 

			In her desperation, Alice even begged Gira to ask the members of the Dalada the next time he left town to meet one of them. Gira did as he was asked. He even tried to go as far as to try and ask Don-Galaga himself if he knew anything, but the man was nearly impossible to get a hold of. You didn’t interact with him in any way unless he wanted you to. And the Dalada members that he could get a hold of knew nothing of any Ermendasarus. 

			This was not shocking. There were so many Curses in the world. Even experienced Oracles like them could go their whole lives without hearing of a good number of abilities. It was an incredibly deep well to draw from. 

			Ika, now through with his weekly round of disappointment, told his mother to leave the room while he put his clothes back on. He refused, all throughout his time of paralysis, to let anyone help him with such tasks as getting dressed or going to the bathroom. He didn’t care how hard it was for him to do these things on his own. Putting on pants was especially troublesome without the use of his legs, or even his hips. He could not perform any sort of shimmy or sway to make the job easier. Everything just below his bellybutton was essentially dead. 

			After a long period of anger and struggle, Ika eventually got himself back into his wheelchair, dressed and ready to do whatever it was he had planned next; which was likely just sleeping more. He could try meditating again, but that endeavor was often met with such little success that he had long lost the desire to attempt it. 

			He opened the door to his mother’s room and rolled out into the hallway. It only took two seconds for him to regret ever opening the door.

			Standing in the center of the hallway was Gira, smiling weakly, like a child who knew they were in trouble. “Hey. I just came to see how the treatment session went. Was there any progress?”

			Ika stared at him without speaking for a handful of seconds. Gira’s unyielding, optimistic smile eventually broke him. “No. There’s still nothing she can do. Not really much of a surprise at this point. I’m beginning to think I’ll spend the rest of my life this way.”

			“I wouldn’t say that,” said Gira. “Vedara almost killed you after your fight at Florian Tower, remember that? It was a miracle you recovered then. But you did. I know you’ll get through this as well.”

			Ika nodded and started wheeling himself toward his room. “Thanks. If you don’t mind, though, I’d like to go take a nap for a bit. I don’t feel like talking.”

			Gira moved out of his way, scratching the back of his neck and looking sad. “Oh, y-yeah. Sure. You should rest. I’ll talk to you later.”

			Ika didn’t say anything else. He only went into his room and closed the door.

		

	
		
			Interlude: The Chosen Son of Generation Purple

			[image: ]

			Kirga and Wriliara travelled for many days until they were far enough south of Tankam to not fear Pelopidas on their tail. Belasefka, however, was another matter entirely. He would be on their tail no matter where they went in Wenworld. 

			Currently Kirga was in a situation that deeply aggravated him. Belasefka had forced them into the mountains once more; a recurring trend during their game of cat and mouse. The freezing cold mountain range Kirga and Wriliara found themselves in was known as ‘Westblair’. The Westblair Mountains were just northwest of the Beldish Crest, which was near to the region of Wenworld where Turquoise Town and Crimson Town resided. 

			There were seven main mountains in the Westblair range, and nineteen smaller hills and crags that were not given names. The main seven were titled Mt. Jubanji, Mt. Verser, Mt. Farseer, Mt. Hikomanta, Mt. Rudabern, Mt. Redslash, and Mt. Miura. Mt. Miura was where Kirga and Wriliara were presently hiding. It was the mountain nearest to the Beldish Crest. It was also the tallest of all the mountains in the range, rising to a staggering height of 7,513 meters.

			The closer Kirga got to the southmost region of Wenworld, which was their current destination, the more painful memories came to the surface. The best and worst moments of his life took place in southern Wenworld. 

			Wriliara’s face was barely visible as he bundled up in a thick brown cloak. He had traded his old cloak for one he stole from a small village on their way to the Westblair Mountains. “How are you feeling, My Lord? You seem . . . unwell.”

			They were both taking refuge from the blazing winds in a cave. The weather became more and more odious the higher one climbed into the mountains. But it was the only way to evade Belasefka with any measure of reasonable success. 

			Kirga was wearing a large grey jacket over a thin black cloak. The cloak’s hood was down at the moment, still high enough to warm his red ears. “I am always unhappy when coming to this part of the world. But we are growing nearer to our destination.”

			Wriliara blew hot breath into his pale hands. “Are you going to share with me what, exactly, our plan is in this region? You can keep everything from me if you wish. But I truly believe we would perform better if I knew all aspects of what you intend.”

			Kirga had grown to trust his last Apostle more and more over the months of hiding together. He originally planned to keep Wriliara in the dark as much as possible. But upon further reflection, Wriliara was likely correct. Kirga’s goal would be much easier to achieve if they both knew what direction they were headed. He decided to tell most of his plan.

			“There is much to say,” he started, rubbing his hands together and holding Wriliara’s gaze with a stern look. 

			Wriliara looked to the entrance of the cave, where only a few feet outside could be seen before a wall of harsh blizzard snow blocked any further view. “Something tells me we’ll be here for quite some time. I can think of no better way to spend this sabbatical.”

			Kirga smirked. “Very well.” He looked down to the cold stone floor, thinking of the best place to begin. “You should know that, before I ever met you or Vedara, I was given my quest by my mother. And do you remember who my mother is? Or rather, was?”

			Wriliara nodded. “Indeed, I do. Your mother was Migra Morga. I distinctly remember you not sharing that bit of information with Vedara, though.”

			“No,” grumbled Kirga. “He had a strange obsession with my mother. If I shared that, I would inevitably have needed to share that I was also the one who killed her. That would’ve made things very . . . complicated in our trio. It was better he didn’t know. Besides, not like that matters anymore. Vedara is dead.”

			Kirga had said that fact only shortly after hearing from Wriliara that Vedara was locked in combat with Gira Ivory. Kirga had known right then that Vedara would be killed. But this fact was not confirmed until their recent escape from Belasefka, where they read about the Battle of Porshalla in local papers around Tankam. Gira had killed Vedara. The story had spread. Vedara was only vaguely known, but it was publically stated that Gira, friend to the Dalada, eliminated a Kensral who could morph into a bear. Vedara was long presumed to be dead by the rest of the world—killed by Alastair Morga—so this headline did not make many waves. 

			“Anyways, my mother imparted me with the ancient knowledge of my family. The Morgas know more about the nature of Wenworld than most. Belfaris knew more than anyone.”

			“What did your mother say?” asked Wriliara. “Did it have something to do with Belfaris?”

			“It had everything to do with Belfaris,” answered Kirga. “My mother was obsessed with Belfaris Morga. She used to tell me his story a thousand times when I was a child. Essentially everything my mother ever said had something to do with Belfaris. The entire purpose of my bloodline, in her eyes, is to fulfill his goal of destroying the Crystal and freeing Wenworld from our eternal captivity.”

			Wriliara looked over at Kirga, unblinking. “And you intend to do this?”

			Kirga glanced up at Wriliara, holding his questioning stare without a flinch. “I do. But not for my monstrous mother’s sake. For my sake. And for my husband’s sake.”

			Wriliara leered. “Ah, so now we finally come to the subject of the mysterious Casey.”

			Kirga was shocked at this. He could not hide the fact that his eyes went wide. He had never discussed Casey to Wriliara before. That was one subject far too personal.

			Wriliara laughed at Kirga’s obvious stupefaction. “I do not know what happened to you in Paragon Forest, My Lord, but you have been saying that name over and over again in your sleep since the day you killed the White Raven. It did not take much for me to surmise that he was either your child or your lover. No other kind of person can elicit such intense emotion. No pain is equal to that of a parent or a lover. Now I have my answer on which one he was.”

			Kirga clenched the fists that were hidden under his jacket for warmth. He knew the reason he was saying Casey’s name in his sleep. It was what Corvus had told him about the nature of the afterlife. Kirga’s entire plan depended on the concept of the afterlife being real. Corvus made it very clear that the idea was an utter lie. He wouldn’t say this to Wriliara, though. He still refused to come to terms with it himself. 

			“Yes . . . Casey Kenris was his name. I took his last name when we married, so technically my name is Kirga Kenris, not Kirga Morga.” He sighed. “After being raised by my mother, I have no use for the name Morga. I do not pursue Belfaris’ goal because of any admiration I have for the man. I only pursue it for the chance of seeing my husband again. If Belfaris’ ideology and theory is correct, then that means Casey’s soul is still waiting for me. His soul, as well as all other souls, are trapped in some place beyond the Crystal. Or perhaps they are trapped within the Crystal; the old Morganian theory never specifies this, and there are multiple translations from the original Edamirin passages that were written in Belfaris’ time. The one constant theme among all translations, however, is that the souls of the dead can never reunite so long as Wenworld remains confined within this accursed Crystal.” 

			Kirga leaned forward and spoke every word with a sudden mordancy. “And that means you will never be able to see your sister again. If we fail in our task, your soul will linger in darkness; alone and afraid. Forever.”

			Wriliara did not appear shaken. “Many say that the destruction of the Crystal will mean the death of us all. Not everyone shares your conspiracy, My Lord. How can you know for sure that Meamara has played some cruel joke on our souls, keeping us from our loved ones when our times come? And why would Lady Meamara do such a thing at all?”

			Kirga tried his best to hide his anger at this rebuttal, but there was only so much he could do to mask the ire in his tone. “I do not care what many say. The Edamirin writings on this subject go back several generations before any of us were even born. Belfaris . . . must’ve been onto something.”

			Wriliara’s snake eyes narrowed. “You’re not sure, though, are you? You’re moving forward and just crossing your fingers that the Morganian theory is correct. I have travelled and fought with you to the ends of this world. At least do me the courtesy of showing me some honesty. No more façade.”

			Kirga was tempted to yell, but miraculously resisted. “No, my friend, I’m afraid I am not sure. But I am willing to bet the lives of everyone in this world for the merest chance of ever seeing Casey. I would watch you all die just for the opportunity to hear the sound of his voice again, if only once more. I would let this whole world burn to ashes just to see his smile. I would climb a mountain of bodies to increase the most infinitesimal chance of feeling his hand in mine again. I might be wrong about the nature of the Crystal; but at this point, Wriliara, I have nothing else to live for but this hope.”

			Wriliara said nothing for a time. He only sat and looked at Kirga with empty eyes. Eventually, with what seemed like great labour, Wriliara closed his eyes and spoke. “I am compelled by blood and instinct to serve you and your purpose as a Kensral. But, thinking on my sister, I realize that I have nothing else to live for, either. And so, I will cross my fingers that you’re right.”

			Kirga smiled. “Good. Because I believe in my heart that I am right, even though I am not sure enough to prove it. I will see my husband again. And you will see your sister again.” 

			 

			D

			 

			They spent three days in that cold, dark cave. Their only source of food was local mountain creatures known as Ressepal. Ressepal were large six-legged animals with thick white wool covering their rotund bodies. This made them very tricky to spot in the snow, but Kirga and Wriliara hunting as a team managed to make the job much easier.

			Ressepal had long ears like those of an elephant, but faces more akin to that of a gorilla. There were some slight differences in the nostrils and eyes, but a gorilla was the closest comparison for those who had never seen a Ressepal. They were peculiar creatures, but they carried a great amount of muscle. They were not only edible, but rather delicious when cooked properly. The meat taken from one Ressepal could last a good while. They only needed to hunt twice in the time since their important conversation regarding the specifics of Kirga’s plan.  

			Kirga discovered, after their last Ressepal hunt had concluded and they returned to the quiet darkness of their cave, that Wriliara was not finished asking him about the details of his plan. Kirga expected this. He was actually surprised that his Apostle had not poked at the subject at all within the time they spent hunting, meditating, and sleeping. He noticed Wriliara had a clear plan to ask Kirga an important and personal question, then wait a few days before trying at the subject again. It was almost endearing how Wriliara didn’t think Kirga noticed he was doing this. 

			They sat around a small fire Kirga had set upon a bundle of thick wood from nearby trees, which he felled at the midway area of the mountain upon their second day living in the cave. They roasted a large slab of Ressepal meat. As wonderful as the meat tasted, the smell of it cooking was less than savory.

			“May I ask you something, My Lord?”

			Kirga couldn’t help but smile at Wriliara’s nervous look as he sat on the other side of the fire. “Yes, you may ask me more about the plan.”

			Wriliara smiled now too. “Was it that obvious?”

			“It was. But it is entirely understandable. We can talk about whatever you like. I am past the point of secrecy now. I kept my mouth shut around Vedara because of his intense connection to my mother. He was compelled to follow me, but I’m quite sure he could’ve found the will to harm my plans if he knew that I was the one who butchered Migra. And I kept the truth about my husband from you because I consider it altogether too personal to share. At least, I did think that. I’ve grown to possess some level of trust in you over this past year. I am not completely against telling you about Casey.” Kirga leaned forward and spun the Ressepal meat, which was stabbed through with a sharp stick that they had propped on either end of the fire. “But I take it you wish to know more about how I plan to go about destroying the Crystal.”

			Wriliara pulled his legs under him and crossed them, adopting a posture of one who was preparing to meditate. He was keenly focused on Kirga. “Indeed. How can you expect to achieve what even Belfaris could not? How does one even destroy the Crystal? And in order to even try, we must first get past the Dalada. And if our constant flight from Belasefka proves anything . . . it is that killing any member of the Dalada is beyond us, My Lord. The thought of ever even approaching Don-Galaga in hopes of a fight seems, to me, like suicide.”

			Kirga pondered whether he wanted to tell Wriliara that Don-Galaga was his father. He had decided to be as transparent as possible in regards to their plan of action. Don-Galaga being his father wasn’t relevant to that information, so he would keep things as brief as possible. 

			“Tell me, Wriliara . . . what do you think could even the field for me if I planned on killing someone like Don-Galaga? What springs to mind?”

			Wriliara shook his head, utterly stumped. “As I said, the idea itself sounds like suicide. There doesn’t seem any way around that. With all due respect, My Lord, you are not powerful enough for such a task. Even Belfaris was not strong enough to defeat Don-Galaga in a one-on-one duel.”

			Kirga gave him an impatient look. “And how can I close the gap between our strength? If you could use any means known in Wenworld to help bring me to a level of power equal or greater to that of Don-Galaga’s . . . how could you do it?”

			A few moments passed before the realization dawned on Wriliara’s face. “You can’t possibly mean . . .”

			Kirga, confident that the meat had been cooking long enough, peeled off a large piece and bit into it. “Yes . . . I speak of Dual Affinity.”

			Wriliara laughed from his stomach. “Dual Affinity is only a myth, Kirga. You cannot be placing everything on that. Your entire goal . . . all your hopes of seeing your husband again . . . you’re telling me you’ve put it all on the surety of you achieving full Dual Affinity?”

			“Yes,” said Kirga, without pause or weakness in his voice. “I have full confidence that I can obtain Dual Affinity. I can have mastery of both kinds of Kanah. I need you to trust me. You’ve followed me this far, and not just because of your natural compulsion. You have willingly shadowed me. Don’t doubt me now.”

			“But how?” Wriliara urged. “I just don’t understand.”

			Kirga chewed through a fatty piece of meat before continuing. “Would you be surprised if I told you Corvus the White Raven was not the first Legendary Animal I’ve met in my lifetime?”

			Wriliara’s face made the answer clear enough. “Yes, I’d say I would be surprised to hear that. What other member of the Four have you met? And when?”

			The Four Legendary Animals were icons in Wenworld. Everyone knew of the Black Raven, the White Raven, the Pink Armadillo, and the Yellow Armadillo. Both Ravens were now dead, but the Armadillos were still alive and well, living deep within the crust of Wenworld. Kirga had one very memorable conversation with one of the Armadillos once. This was years before he ever met Wriliara. It was precisely one year after the death of Genevieve Ivory. 

			“I personally tracked down and found the Yellow Armadillo, whose real name is Euripides. He is very difficult to find. It took me many months of feverish, obsessive tracking to happen upon him by sheer luck while roaming the immense tunnel systems below the surface of Wenworld. I needed answers. I would’ve died before giving up. I was in a terrible mental state then, and I needed Euripides’ guidance.”

			There was a look of sheer awe on Wriliara’s pale face. “Even the Dalada struggle with tracking down either of the Armadillos. The fact that you spoke with Euripides, even for a moment, is astonishing. What did he say to you? He’s a soothsayer; did he speak to you of the future?”

			Kirga thought back to his conversation with the aberrant beast. It was the strangest conversation of his life. Euripides did not converse like a normal sentient creature. “He spoke very briefly to me of future events in Wenworld. But, as is the way with soothsayers, he was aggravatingly vague. I could glean little from his words. It was his written prophecies that intrigued me. They were what convinced me that I am taking the right path. They were what convinced me that I just might have a chance to reunite with Casey.”

			Wriliara scuttled closer to the fire. He had not touched the food once yet. “Written prophecies? What do you mean?”

			“I discovered,” said Kirga, grinning, “that there are various prophecies etched in detail into each of the Armadillo’s massive scales. There were prophecies regarding the fate of the Aberdam family, the fate of Kanakon, the future of the northern rivalry between Tankam and Old Umbra, and all manner of specific events that may change the course of Wenworld history. One of these scales was dedicated to the Genmaga Prophecy. That was the one I studied the most during my time with Euripides. I did not have time to entertain the others.”

			Wriliara’s mouth was agape. “But, My Lord, think of the things you could’ve learned! You had access to so much crucial knowledge. You could control the fate of the future if you had full awareness of what was to come.”

			“But that’s the thing,” said Kirga, wagging a finger. “It would seem that the written prophecies are more like predictions of things that could happen, rather than things that are sure to pass. For example, what I just told you about Dual Affinity. I told you that if I achieved Dual Affinity, then what will come to pass is the death of Don-Galaga. This prediction can be made because, obviously, I intend to kill him and destroy the Crystal. I could tell everyone in Wenworld something along the lines of ‘If the Hellcat obtains Dual Affinity, the leader of the Dalada will die’. To others it may sound as if I have a full grasp of the irrefutable future. But in reality, I only know this will come to pass because I am the Hellcat, and I do intend to kill Don-Galaga. I can make a statement about the state of the future, but only if I am working with information that only I have, and make educated guesses using said information. This is the way that Euripides’ prophecies work. They are not sure things. Do you see what I mean?”

			Wriliara looked disappointed. “I do, but that is rather underwhelming. I was hoping for a little more . . . flare than that.” 

			Kirga laughed. “Trust me, my friend, Euripides has more than enough flare. He can see and speak of the actual, unavoidable future; but it is quite difficult to make anything of the words he says. His written prophecies are events that could happen, that he writes down so he does not forget them; his words are events that will happen, but they tear at his brain and are often confusing even to him. He gets slivers of information from the fabric of time itself, and he puts together his own theories based upon what little he can salvage with his natural ability. Soothsayers are not only incredibly rare, but incredibly annoying to dissect.”

			Wriliara finally tore free a strip of Ressepal meat and began eating. “So? What did the written prophecy say about the Genmaga? I expect this to be good. There have been so many rumours regarding the Genmaga over the years that I shudder to think what might be true. Enlighten me.”

			Kirga continued to eat as well, speaking only when he had finished chewing a bite that was too large. He detested people who spoke with their mouth full. “It turns out the general knowledge of their being a new Genmaga born roughly every three hundred years was correct. Every generation has a name, and every Genmaga has always had the potential to . . .” he paused, making sure Wriliara was listening, “. . .  to obtain Dual Affinity. Genmagas are the only ones who can ever know such power. It cannot be achieved by anyone else.”

			Wriliara almost choked on his food. He made a fist and hit himself in the chest a few times until the meat when down. “The prophecy spoke of Dual Affinity specifically? You’re sure that the Armadillo affirmed this myth?”

			Kirga nodded. “I am. I can achieve that momentous power. And, according to the Genmaga prophecy, Dual Affinity is the only way one can destroy the Crystal. Mastery of both Sun and Moon Kanahs is what is required to disperse the beam in Cebrumbala and bring down the Crystal Ball.”

			“Why do the Dalada not know of this?” asked Wriliara, dumbfounded by this revelation. “Why has this information not been spread around the world? Wouldn’t King Stultis send the entire Dalada out for your head, not just Belasefka, if he knew such a thing?”

			“That’s just it,” said Kirga. “Euripides is incredibly difficult to track down. My guess is that no member of the Dalada has spoken with him for over a hundred years. It is likely that prophecy was written down in detail roughly forty years ago or so. They’ve probably never seen it.”

			“Then how did you find him?”

			Kirga rubbed at his face as he considered the best way to explain. He had grown a thin beard since they came into the mountains. “I suppose it was incorrect for me to say that I tracked the Armadillo down earlier. It would be more accurate to say that he found me. He sensed my Kanah. He knew I was the Genmaga and was intrigued enough to work his way up through the seemingly endless tunnels of the world to speak with me. If I was not the Genmaga . . . I’d likely still be searching for him today. Euripides is the type who is not found unless he wants to be found.” 

			He cracked his neck and stretched his back. He was growing tired, but he knew he still had a few things he needed to clear up for his Apostle. “The fact that the Dalada does not know the danger of my potential is a great advantage for us. It allows us to constantly confuse our enemies. They have no clue what we want and how we intend to go about getting it. I know the process needed to achieve Dual Affinity. I’ve been following that path already. There are steps needed to learn the power. One of those steps was for the Genmaga to consume the soul of one of the Four Legendary Animals. That’s why I needed the Zyphur Spear in the first place. It’s why I killed Corvus. I’ve already completed a few of the other steps. Now the time has come for the last step. I’m so close now, Wriliara. I’m close to becoming the most powerful Oracle in the world. I can’t falter now.”

			Wriliara had not blinked once while Kirga spoke. “If the previous step was as monumental as consuming the soul of the White Raven . . . then what is the final step?”

			Kirga shrugged. “The final step is the reason we’ve come to the south. It’s the reason we’re approaching Turquoise Town.” He leaned forward until his face was just over the flames. “The final step of the prophecy is quite specific. I have specifically planned our travels to line up with the time requirements of the step. According to Euripides . . . in order for the Genmaga of this generation to achieve mastery of Sun and Moon Kanahs . . . they must drink the blood of the King of the world on Opiana Mountain on the day of December Thirtieth. It has to be done during the evening Morphing that leads into December Thirty-first.”

			Wriliara froze, saying nothing.

			“Did you hear me?”

			Wriliara slowly nodded. “I heard you. Drink . . . the blood of Stultis? And it has to be at Opiana Mountain specifically? You can’t drink the blood anywhere else?”

			“Not according to the prophecy. I’ve followed it perfectly thus far. I’m not going to stray from the path now. Opiana must hold some great importance we are not aware of. It doesn’t matter.” 

			Wriliara seemed truly weighed down by this news. It was as if an unbearably heavy burden had just been dropped on his shoulders. It was evident in his face, as well as the way he slouched forward. “My Lord . . . getting Stultis’ blood will be no easy task; even if the Dalada does not know we are planning to do it.”

			Kirga was rather disappointed in Wriliara. The fact that he had not put it together himself yet was quite shocking. Truly the mountain cold was getting to him. “I do not intend to get to King Stultis, my friend. You are correct: such a plan would be far too risky.”

			Wriliara slowly lifted his head. The realization sparked to life in his glowing green eyes. “The boy!”

			The entire reason they were travelling south, in the direction of Turquoise Town, was finally established in the Apostle’s mind. 

			Kirga nodded, smirking. “The boy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven: The Second Step
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			The recovery period after the completion of the First Step was nothing close to comfortable for Chandi. Her body ached horribly for days after the event. At night the chills were worse than she had ever experienced. Five nights had passed since the event, and she violently shivered through every one of them. She also heard the terrified voice of Ika repeat over and over again in her mind. As upset at herself as she was for worrying him to that degree, his instinctual display of horror at the sight of her in pain did bring her some strange sense of . . . contentment. She hated herself for that, too. But after how distant Ika had been in the past year, the reminder that he cared deeply for her, even on a subconscious level, felt nice.

			She lied in the middle of her bedroom floor now, staring up at the ceiling. She had just finished another set of pushups. Even though she was still recovering, she could not afford to miss days of physical honing. She needed to remain as strong as possible if she wanted to fight Wriliara.

			Master Cinnamon had reminded her many times over the years that she would need to work many times harder on maintaining her physique than Wriliara would, as males are naturally stronger, and maintaining muscle mass is generally easier for men. She complained that the amount of effort she needed to build even half of that of Ika’s was far too strenuous, but Cinnamon only told her to stop whining and get back to work every time. 

			She was actually stronger, for the first time in her life, than Ika now. After his paralysis, physical exercise had become an afterthought. Ika was emaciated and weak now. That brought Chandi great sadness as well. To see him fall so far in so short a time was disturbing. 

			“What, exactly, are you doing?”

			Chandi was snapped out of her thoughts by her grandmother’s voice. She titled her head back to see Ajith standing in the frame of her bedroom door. “Just some pushups. Don’t worry, I’ll go back to sleep soon. I know I need rest, before you yell at me.”

			Ajith wore a determined frown. “Actually, my dear, I came up here to tell you the opposite of that.”

			Chandi spun herself around and sat up. “What do you mean?”

			Ajith crossed her arms. “There is another aspect to Filiorvis that I  . . . neglected to tell you . . . before you began the First Step.”

			Chandi raised an eyebrow. Her heart started beating much slower. “And what might that be?”

			“I suppose I’ll just rip this bandage off,” said Ajith, taking in a deep breath. “There is a time limit to learning Filiorvis after successfully overcoming the First Step.”

			Chandi got to her feet now. “And what happens if I do not meet this time limit?”

			“You’ll never cast another Curse in your life. Your Kanah will be so out of balance that any form of combat will be impossible.”

			Chandi didn’t know how to respond to this. She opened and closed her mouth several times, no sound managing to come out.

			“You’re a big girl now,” said Ajith. “Powerful Curses like Filiorvis usually require a gamble like this. Welcome to the world of elite Oracles. It is perilous, but also deeply rewarding. You stand to become an immensely powerful Oracle. Risk comes with the territory. I beg you not to crumble under the pressure now. Keep your head up and keep moving forward. It’s what MorrowHills have always done.”

			Even though she knew her grandmother was right, she was almost tempted to slap her. “And you didn’t think to warn me in advance about this little detail?”

			Ajith uncrossed her arms and placed them confidently on her narrow hips. “In my opinion? Nope. To teach me to swim, my papa tossed me into a lake and forced me to either learn . . . or drown. He gave me the basic tips on how to swim, but when I showed no sign of wanting to put myself in any actual danger, he picked me up and threw me in. So, darling, it’s time to either learn or drown.”

			“Your father sounded like a real prick.”

			Ajith laughed. Hard. So hard her face scrunched up and she leaned on the door. “Yeah . . . yeah, he was. No other way to slice it. Brenard MorrowHill was not the most sympathetic of men.” She wiped her eyes with her forearm, regaining some sense of composure. “But he was right. Quality guy or no, he was bloody right!”

			Chandi was far less amused by this whole situation than her grandmother appeared to be. “And how long do I have, exactly, before my Kanah is sabotaged for the rest of my life?”

			“Once overcoming one step, you have five days to complete the next. You’ve been resting for five days now. I’ve let you have that time. But now the clock is running down and we need to get back to work.”

			Chandi suddenly felt her nerves begin to flare up again. “How soon are we talking?”

			Ajith gave her a look one might give a halfwit. “Didn’t you hear me? Right now. Get dressed in something warmer and follow me outside. We’re going back to the field, just like last time. Cinnamon is already waiting for you there. As are Keji and Pattamis.”

			Before Chandi could say anything else, Ajith turned and walked away. 

			“All right,” said Chandi to herself. “I can do this. I can do this.” She started shaking out her arms and legs. Her stomach was full of butterflies and her vision was a little hazy. A few minutes ago she was full of the desire to train, in spite of her body’s pain. But now she wanted to do nothing but crawl into bed and take a nap. “I hope Ika is there again. He helped calm my anxiety last time. I don’t know if I can handle this without him.”

			 

			D

			 

			Ajith hadn’t lied. Master Cinnamon and Keji—and by extension, Pattamis—were patiently waiting for the big event. Master Cinnamon looked proud and confident as Chandi walked over to the large circle they had made for her. Keji and Pattamis, however, looked nothing other than nervous. She mirrored their lack of optimism.

			“Are you mentally prepared for this, sweetheart?” asked Master Cinnamon. “Do not let your thoughts get the better of you. I didn’t teach you to calm your mind for years for you to ignore my words now.”

			Chandi straightened her posture and bowed to the rabbit. “I will not let you down. I am ready.” 

			Cinnamon smiled at her display. “That’s my girl. I know you can do this.”

			“You betta hope you’re ready,” added Pattamis. “The old gal told us what’ll happen if you can’t learn this Curse within the time limit. If I were in your situation, and capable of crapping myself, I woulda done it.”

			“Ignore him,” said Keji, reaching a hand up and smacking his hat. “You can do it!”

			He sounded and looked less than confident. But Chandi appreciated the boy’s faked enthusiasm. “Where is Ika?”

			“He doesn’t know this is happening,” said Pattamis. “He’s probably back home, sleepin away.” 

			Chandi looked to Ajith. “No one told Ika? I feel like he should be here.”

			“No,” said Ajith. “He distracts you far too much. I can see it in your face when he’s around. He jeopardizes you.”

			“He helps calm me down,” Chandi corrected, slight anger in her voice. 

			Ajith pulled out the Filiorvis origin book and walked forward to place it in the snow again. “Forget about him, girl. I will not tell you again.”

			Ajith opened the book and flipped to a purple page now, when the last was red. She scanned over the text with her eyes, humming while she took in the aspects of the step.

			Chandi really wanted Ika to be here for this test, but had no choice but to put that grievance out of her mind. “What am I meant to do this time? Is it another trick with my Kanah?”

			Ajith looked up from the book, her face unreadable. “You could say that, yes.”

			Master Cinnamon walked over and looked over the purple page as well. “Oh, Meamara. You’ve gotta be kidding!”

			That most certainly did not help calm Chandi’s mind. “What? What is it? How bad are we talking here?”

			Master Cinnamon sucked in a long breath through his teeth. “Well . . . it ain’t great, my dear. I’ll keep it straight with you. But it’s doable. Dangerous, which I’ve come to expect, but doable.”

			Ajith stood up carefully, still keeping her gaze on the purple page. “Your mastery of your own Kanah must, yet again, be perfect for you to overcome this step. You will be placed within a ring of fire. That ring will close in on you by a meter every minute. You will have six minutes before the fire consumes you.”

			Keji gasped, clapping his hands over his mouth. 

			Chandi swallowed hard. “And may I ask what I have to do to prevent myself from burning alive today?”

			“You must enter a deep meditative state,” said Ajith. “You must harness Kanah to all sections of your body until a visible Aura surrounds you and fully engulfs you. You must hold this Aura until the fire passes over you, stays on you for one full minute, then disperses. Once the fire is gone, the challenge will be complete and you can drop your meditative state.” She raised her voice, still looking at the book with a disturbing wariness. “I will repeat and clarify! You do not need to have the Aura up for the entire six-minute period where the ring of fire is closing in on you. The six minutes are a grace period provided to allow you to get your Aura to the place it needs to be for you to survive the fire when it inevitably reaches you. You only need to hold that Aura for one full minute! Maintaining a steady, visible Aura for a minute is no easy task, Chandi. Take your time and make sure it is ready to go by the time the ring closes in. Do you understand me?”

			Chandi ran through the instructions again in her mind. When she was sure that she had the gist of it, she called out loudly and confidently. “I understand! I’m ready to begin!”

			“Very well,” said Ajith. She raised her arms in preparation for yet another Edamirin incantation. 

			Chandi took in a breath, closed her eyes, prayed internally to Lady Meamara, and sat down cross-legged in the snow. She brought her palms together and prepared to begin a meditative state. Much was on the line. Her life as she knew it was on the line. She could not imagine her life without the proper use of combative Kanah. Every aspect of who she was would be eroded. That could not be allowed. 

			Master Cinnamon stood next to her and raised his paws to assist her in the process. Together, their voices rang out, the Kanah that sizzled on their lips sent visible waves into the sky. 

			“Che’liki abusamda mersav, trednet miritiji mopa endis minitarda den benasaris! Ben terades birrimi endis Che’liki. Proletari mopa ben endasarta, grevden listamarka litre jirte defena paden endis ben vaushi. Wenren ben abusamda kip kirsatreta Mellotican ben Harsarsa!”

			Chandi, feeling her connection with her Kanah at its finest state, opened her eyes and looked around as the ring of fire shot up from the ground, completely surrounding her. The flames were ferociously potent and blindingly white. They rose so tall that Chandi could not see anyone else there to support or guide her. She also could not hear anything beyond the ring, as the white flames, for whatever peculiar reason, gave off a high-pitched sound that erased all other sound in the world. 

			Okay, she thought, recognizing that she was truly on her own this time around. This actually makes me feel better somehow. Ika not being here was really messing with me. Now that I know everybody is isolated from me, somehow it eases my mind. The state of this challenge makes it so I was always going to be on my own no matter who came along. Now all I need to do is focus on the task before me. 

			The ring of fire was so bright she could barely keep her eyes open. 

			Okay, Chandi. You have six minutes until this thing is on you. And once it’s on you, you have to maintain a perfect Aura for a full minute. If I can’t do that, I stand to lose more than just my Kanah. The wisest thing for me to do would be to raise a quality Aura a few seconds before the ring closes in upon me. I’m going to spend these six minutes getting as in tune with my Kanah that I possibly can. If I am in full control, raising the Aura at the last moment will be much easier. I can do this. If I don’t give into panic, I’m sure I can handle this.

			She closed her eyes again and began her breathing techniques taught to her by Master Cinnamon, and honed by the training done with her grandmother. She felt her Kanah spark to life in her chest as she consciously smoothed the flow of the energy that swiftly travelled from limb to limb in her body. It felt good. Her Kanah was in a decent state of cohesion. But it was not near enough for a perfect Aura. She had six minutes to change that. 

			If Chandi was fully honest with herself, once the first minute passed and the ring grew significantly closer to her, she became deeply nervous. Time felt like it was going a little too fast. Now she only had five minutes left. And her Aura was nowhere near ready. Suddenly she came to the realization that this was not, in fact, going to be as easy as she very quickly suspected. She only knew the ring had come closer because of the intense heat that felt so much hotter on her skin. It was a significant rise in discomfort.

			She tried to bury the anxiety and focus on only her Kanah. She felt her internal energy becoming stronger and stronger as the seconds went by. She just hoped to reach the point where it was strong enough in time. 

			She decided to no longer pay attention to the heat. Her Kanah was the only thing that mattered. It had to take precedence. She let her mind fall deep into the proper state. She fell so deep that she could no longer feel the heat on her skin at all. 

			I’m getting closer to the connection I need to summon a full Aura. I do not know how much time has passed, but right now I do not care. I will only allow myself to open my eyes when my Kanah is ready. It would be useless to do so earlier. I will not peek, I will not leave my meditative state to test the warmth on my skin, and I will not give in to my fear. Fear has no worth in this particular situation. Only focus does. 

			She continued to harness her Kanah. She felt the energy bubble within her. She felt her veins tickle and her head become light. It was not an unpleasant lightness, however. It was a unique kind of bliss that only came with full Kanah cohesion.

			Eventually, after a period of time Chandi could not make an estimate of, her Kanah was ready. She was fully prepared for a visible, potent Aura. Knowing this, Chandi opened her eyes to see how much time had passed.

			Immediately her anxiety returned. The wall of white fire was directly in front of her face. The heat was near to unbearable. If her Kanah wasn’t creating a protective barrier to the surface of her skin, she would certainly have severe burns all over her face. Her skin would be slowly but surely peeling off. She was seconds away from literal torture she would never recover from.

			The sound from the ring itself was also ear-piercing. Half of her instincts were telling her to pry her palms away from each other and clap them to her ears to prevent any further assault. The high sound was like a constant, onerous screech of an eagle that let out the full force of its voice into both of her earlobes. 

			In spite of her unpleasant conditions, she was ready. She planned to keep her eyes open and only initiate her best attempt at a full body, visible Aura when she saw the white wall of fire begin to quickly wash over her. 

			She patiently watched, unblinking, for another fifteen seconds. Then, at incredible speed, the fire moved in and crashed against her face.

			Now!

			Chandi closed her eyes and summoned all the Kanah she could to fizzle and spark around her body. After five seconds passed, she knew her Aura was up and doing its job, as she did not feel the dreadful heat. 

			I’m doing it. I’m actually doing it! I still can’t hear anything outside. I wonder how frightened poor Keji is having to watch all this? NO! Dammit, Chandi, stay focused. Kanah only. Aura only. You’re doing this.

			Chandi counted in her head until twenty seconds had passed. By now, she realized, the maintaining of her Aura had become indescribably taxing. Her body was in pain and her head felt like it was ready to explode. This was the longest she had ever held this level of Kanah while in a meditative state. 

			She kept fighting on, not faltering for a moment, until she reached fifty seconds.

			She began to speak to herself internally again, in an attempt to maintain control of the situation. Only ten seconds left! You can do it. Do not give in now. If you do, the consequences will be worse than anything that happens to you if you just push yourself too far. I’ll be burned alive. Nothing overexertion does to me can be worse than that! Do not drop the Aura! Please, Meamara, don’t let me drop the Aura!

			She only knew she had done it when she felt someone’s frail hands on her shoulders, shaking her. Somehow, she knew those hands. They were Ika’s. 

			Chandi opened her eyes and immediately burst into tears. She was in more pain than she could hope to convey to Ika. He, seeing her breakdown, pulled her into a hug while he leaned forward in his wheelchair. She didn’t know how he was here or when he arrived. But, at the moment, she didn’t care.

			She did not suffer any intense seizures this time. But the pain was in every cell of her body. She sobbed through it, and through her tears she could see that Gira had also arrived. He was screaming and pointing his finger at Ajith in the background. Chandi blinked away tears to see that Alice was also in the field, ready to heal her if the test went wrong. Chandi guessed that was what Gira was yelling at Ajith about: the fact that an expert healer was not brought on the scene beforehand. 

			It took Chandi a few moments to realize something else; something that filled her with a deep sense of embarrassment. Surrounding her, in a massive circle, appeared to be almost everyone in Turquoise Town! There were hundreds of people with concerned faces looking on at the spectacle. 

			“Why would you not tell me you were doing this?” asked Ika.

			Chandi wanted to answer. She wanted to tell him that this was sprung on her before she had a chance to do anything. She wanted to tell him that she wished he was here to support her. But there was too much pain for speech. She could not even force a word out of her mouth through her agonized sobbing. 

			Alice ran toward them. “Chandi! How do you feel?” She quickly knelt down next to them, gesturing to Ika to stop hugging Chandi. When he did, Alice put her face in front of Chandi’s and examined her eyes. She then grabbed her throat lightly and massaged under the jawbone. “You held a visible Aura for a full minute, I’m told. How is your vision?”

			Chandi blinked several times, trying to stop crying. “I . . . I . . . c-c-c-can . . .”

			“Nod your head if you can see somewhat normally, Honey,” said Alice. “Blurry vision is fine. I want to know if you can see colour.”

			Chandi nodded.

			“Good. Now what about your jaw? Does it hurt when I do this, or is it numb?”

			Chandi could feel nothing at all as Alice dug her fingers deep under the squared bone. 

			“Nod if you can feel any sense of pain. Shake your head if you feel nothing.”

			Chandi slowly shook her head. The rest of her body ached like nothing imaginable, but for whatever reason her jaw was empty of all feeling.

			Alice sucked in breath through her teeth and frowned deeply.

			“What does that mean?” asked Ika, sounding worried. 

			“I will assess her more later,” said Alice. She now reached down to grip Chandi’s left wrist. She lifted it and pulled until Chandi’s arm was completely straight. “I’m going to let go of your arm, okay? When I do, I want you to try your best to hold it steady. Try to prevent it from falling. Can you do that for me?”

			Chandi nodded, tears still streaming down her face. 

			Alice let go.

			Chandi’s arm began to tremble in place, still held in the air. It wasn’t falling, but it was shaking so badly that even Chandi’s chest started convulsing as well. After fifteen seconds of that, the arm fell lifelessly to Chandi’s side.

			Ika looked to his mother. “Is that bad?”

			Alice looked at Chandi for a few seconds, then sighed. “It could be worse. But it could also be much better.” She got up, wrapping one arm under Chandi’s right armpit as she rose. “Come on, Honey. I’m bringing you back to my house. You’ll recover there. It isn’t that bad, so don’t worry too much. But it will be bad if you do not let me heal you right away. Now come on.” 

			As Alice lifted her fully to her feet, Chandi’s neck went limp. Her head fell to the side, swinging back and forth as if she were dead. This sight made the crowd of people gasp in fear for her safety. Most of them cared for her like family. They had seen her grow from a small child, still overcoming the grief of losing her parents, to a strong and determined young woman. 

			Chandi could make out some of their faces as Alice led her away. There was Mrs. Bikmel, who makes Chandi a cherry pie every year for her birthday, and has done for over ten years; there was Mr. Rellow, who used to give Chandi piggyback rides when she was small enough to constantly request them; there was Dr. Busarri, who had been Chandi’s dentist for most of her life; there was Jessie Harkweather, who used to beat Chandi in footraces all the time when they were kids. All of them were terrified on her behalf. 

			The First Step of Filiorvis was completed without any fanfare or publicity in town. Chandi couldn’t help but wonder why everyone was here now. She guessed it had something to do with Gira. Everywhere the man went he drew eyes. And the sound of his screaming must’ve drawn people from all corners of Turquoise Town. He was irate with Ajith. The veins in his neck were bulging and his silver eyes were nearly popping out of his head as he continued to berate Chandi’s grandmother. Ajith, of course, took it all without even changing the expression on her face. She only stared at Gira with listless aversion. 

			Eventually she just walked past him and came up to Alice. “How bad?” 

			Alice frowned at her. “She will recover. But it will take time.”

			“How much time?” asked Ajith, still not even looking at Chandi.

			Alice shook her head. “That’s difficult to say. It could be a week or—”

			“No. She needs to complete the next step in five days. Make her ready for that time.”

			“Five days might not be possible, Ajith,” said Alice. Chandi had known Alice for most of her life. She knew from the sound of her voice in that moment that she was contemplating whether to bite Ajith’s head off or not. 

			Ajith finally acknowledged Chandi, leaning over to take her hand, raise it to her mouth, and kiss it. “You did wonderfully, my dear. Words cannot express how proud I am of you. Go and rest now. I will be over to check on you soon.” She stood back up and looked at Alice. “You may take her away.”

			Alice made a short, mocking bow as she led Chandi away on shaking feet. “Oh, well thank you, Your Grace. Thank you so much for your permission.”

			The sarcasm was dripping from her tone.

			Chandi spotted Keji crying behind Gira now. She did her best to raise her left hand and give him a thumbs-up. It was barely what she intended, but she saw Keji’s weak smile in response.

			Ika wheeled closely behind them, tailing them like a shadow all the way to the Ivory household. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight: The Road Not Taken
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			Gira Ivory had never, in all his days, been this angry with Ajith MorrowHill. He had known the grouchy old crone for a long time; since the day she brought Chandi to live in town all those years ago. He had grown to gain a level of profound respect for her. They had shared many quiet talks over the years regarding her past working for the Capital City. Many tales were told over drinks on the back porch of the MorrowHill house.

			This camaraderie was inevitable when Gira spent so much time with little Chandi. Gira was acting like a second father for the girl, and Ajith obviously took notice. She had made it quite clear countless times that she appreciated the influence he had on her granddaughter’s life. She was glad to have him around to fill in the gap that Yosen MorrowHill left.

			This history between them was exactly why Gira was so furious. He understood wanting to help Chandi become stronger, but the blatant disregard for her safety was, in his opinion, unacceptable. 

			He sat outside of Alice’s bedroom, where Chandi was currently being treated. Alice already stated she would be sleeping on the couch for the duration of Chandi’s stay. Chandi was going to stay in Alice’s bed until she was fit enough to train again; which, according to Ajith, needed to be in five days. Otherwise Chandi would lose the use of her Kanah in a combative nature forever. The stakes were too high to drag out the healing process, so Alice would need to work night and day on her to make sure she recovered at a faster than average pace. So now not only was Ajith endangering her granddaughter, but she was also endangering Alice as well. And that only served to make Gira’s anger worse. 

			Before coming upstairs to wait patiently in the hallway for any news, Gira was outside, telling the other residents of Turquoise Town to return to their homes. He did his best to calm their fears over Chandi’s state. He informed them that she was undergoing very intense training as an Oracle, but she would be all right. Since almost everyone in Turquoise Town was a Yeryaila, they had little knowledge of what high-level training entailed. Many of them took Gira’s word on the fact that this was relatively normal for Oracles to go through. But there were others who weren’t buying it. Gira could hardly blame them, as it was his sprinting toward the MorrowHill house, as well as his furious yelling at Ajith, that brought most of the crowd. The first wave of people followed him because of that, and the rest of them turned up simply to see why a crowd was forming at all. Next thing Gira knew everybody and their damn dog was gossiping over Chandi’s trial. 

			The door to Alice’s bedroom opened. It was not Alice who came out, but Ika.

			Gira was pacing, but stopped when he saw his nephew wheel himself out and close the door. “Well? How is she?”

			Ika looked pale. The whole experience had been a lot for him to handle. “She’s . . . I . . . it could be worse. I guess that’s all I can really say. She’ll be in a nonstop healing process for days. It’s probably best I don’t get in the way. None of us should.”

			Gira nodded, his hands gripped together tightly behind his back. “Yeah. We need to give Alice the space to do her work. She’ll get real aggravated with people bugging her, which will make her work even harder.” He paused, letting an awkward silence build up. “Where are Keji and the rabbit?”

			Ika gestured downstairs. “They’re just chatting in the living room. You must’ve passed them when you came up. Keji is . . . shaken . . . by what happened.”

			“I don’t blame him,” said Gira. “I think we all are.”

			They stared at each other for a few seconds. Gira wanted so desperately for Ika to show him any sign of forgiveness. He wanted his nephew to drop the wall for just a moment. A moment would be enough for Gira. Nobody could possibly hate him more than he hated himself. Seeing others despise him had been a feature of his life for a long time; especially as one who worked alongside the Dalada on occasion. The Dalada were adored by many, but loathed by a decent number as well. Anyone who knew them on a personal basis was vulnerable to attempts on their life by those who felt the legendary squad acted as a symbol for King Stultis’ oppression.

			Gira was used to being unloved. He knew that feeling well. But he could not stand it from Ika. It was eating him alive. Ika was the one person left who he never wanted to see distance themselves from him. But he just didn’t know how to fix it. 

			A voice echoed down the street outside the slightly opened window of the second floor hallway. “EXTRA, EXTRA, READ ALL ABOUT IT! DON-GALAGA IS IN CRIMSON TOWN! I REPEAT, DON-GALAGA, THE MAIN MAN HIMSELF, IS IN CRIMSON TOWN RIGHT NOW ON A MISSION FROM THE KING! A CELEBRITY HAS COME TO OUR NECK OF THE WOODS, FOLKS!”

			Gira immediately ran to the window and opened it. Outside, down on the snowy, mostly desolate street, was a boy waving around a stack of newspapers. He was bundled up in a red jacket, his face covered by a black scarf that wrapped around most of his head. Only his ginger hair was fully visible. 

			“Hey, kid!” shouted Gira, leaning so far out of the window he nearly fell down to the cobblestone sidewalk. “Did you say Don-Galaga is in Crimson Town? You better have a good source for that information, or I swear I’ll make sure you never sell another paper again!”

			The boy held up the middle finger of his free hand. “Kiss my butt, mister! You can read it yourself if you don’t believe me. I take my profession very seriously!”

			Gira had to laugh. “Fair enough. I’m coming down there now. I want a copy!” 

			The boy placed his free hand on his hip while his other held the stack of papers pressed up against his stomach. “You betta have a tooth or two if you wanna peek, mister!”

			“Yeah, yeah, you’ll get your money.” Gira closed the window and turned to his nephew. “Ika, if you want to know how to fix your little issue, Don-Galaga is the best person you could possibly ask. He might know of a way to treat that Curse.”

			Ika didn’t look very convinced. “But . . . he’s in Crimson Town.”

			“Exactly! Let’s take a little day trip, just you and me. I’ve been trying to get in touch with him for months. He’s no easy man to get a hold of. This is our lucky break.” He brought his hands together and shamelessly pled. “Ika, just give it a shot. Please. I think we can get you proper help. The Dalada were useless when I questioned them, but Don-Galaga knows of far more Curses than all of them combined. He has studied Kanah for literally hundreds of years. He’s our best bet at this.”

			Ika said nothing for a moment. He placed both hands on his lap and let out a long breath. There were dark rings under his eyes and his cheekbones were more visible than ever. “How good of a chance do you think we have? Do you really think he might know anything? Because I’m very tired. I just want to go to bed.”

			“Ika . . . I can tell you in all honesty that he is the best chance we have right now. In my opinion, you either take this chance or stay in that chair for another year at least.”

			Ika looked up and met his uncle’s eye. “Okay. Fine . . . let’s go to Crimson Town.”

			 

			D

			 

			It turned out the paper boy was not lying. Don-Galaga, based on all local reports, really was in Crimson Town. Gira ran outside and paid the boy for a copy of ‘The Daily Dragon’. After scanning the report as quickly as he could, Gira found no information on why Don-Galaga was in Crimson Town. He only knew that he was sent there to speak to a contact of the King’s and gather some kind of information important to Kanakon. It didn’t really matter, but Gira couldn’t deny his curiosity. That town held a great importance to him personally. It was Alice’s hometown. And it was where Kirga met Casey. 

			It took a bit of explaining before Gira convinced Alice to let them go. She was smart enough to understand asking an Oracle as old and well-read as Don-Galaga was a wise idea. She was also smart enough to understand that her son would be in safe hands with Gira. With those realizations established, she caved to the idea and gave Gira her blessing. She did, however, seem disturbed by the thought of Gira returning to that place. Too many painful memories.

			Gira, in spite of those memories, wanted to get there as soon as possible. He gathered some clothing from Ika’s room, as well as an extra set of clothes for himself from his own room, and ushered Ika out the door without hesitation. They said a quick farewell to Cinnamon, Keji, and Pattamis before leaving, though. Cinnamon wished them the best of luck, but did not seem overly enthusiastic about the outcome. 

			The first thing Ika questioned Gira about when out the door was, naturally, how they planned on getting there in time. Crimson Town was roughly a whole day’s walk away from Turquoise Town. And Ika’s wheelchair would only serve to make the trip even more problematic. 

			Gira assured him it would be fine. It didn’t take long for him to rent a large carriage from Mr. Rentsmittle at the edge of town. He was able to rent them a reasonably lavish white carriage with four doors and a bronze cage to prevent damage if the carriage tipped over during travel. That part seemed a little overkill to Gira, as he did not intend on any highspeed chases during his trip. But it looked cool, so he decided to spend the extra Teeth.

			The carriage also came with a pair of huge white horses with black manes to pull it. They were both male. Their names were Sparrow and Leaf. Sparrow took to Gira right away, leaning into him as he pet the horse’s soft mane. Leaf, on the other hand, attempted to bite Gira as soon as he came close. He made a mental note to leave him alone during their trip. 

			Mr. Rentsmittle was a kind man, and very susceptible to haggling. Since he knew Gira for years, that only made him more vulnerable to coercion. The carriage and two horses originally stood at a price of 2,200 Teeth. Gira, with honeyed words, managed to get that down to 1,500. Gira was all right with that. Working with the Capital had made it so the man wasn’t short on Teeth. He wasn’t rich, but he certainly wasn’t left wanting either.  

			Gira lifted Ika from his chair and helped settle him into one of the carriages long leather seats. He then lifted the wheelchair and slid it in beside him so it would not press up against the door. 

			The entire process of preparation was moving at a blistering pace. Gira was in such a rush that Mr. Rentsmittle had to ask what the emergency was. Or rather, ‘Where’s the fire, Jack!’; something the old man said to pretty much anyone in town who seemed to be moving at an even marginally faster than typical pace. Gira bluntly told him that they were off to see about a cure for Ika’s . . . predicament. That seemed to get Mr. Rentsmittle rather excited on the boy’s behalf. So excited, in fact, that Gira regretted not mentioning their intentions earlier, as it likely would’ve made his haggling job even more effective. 

			 

			D

			 

			The ride to Crimson Town was mostly a silent one for Gira. He attempted to lean over and speak to Ika while he rested in the carriage several times. Ika was not interested in conversation. He did speak a few times here or there; but mostly he just slept.

			Gira was trying so hard to get anything from his nephew. He knew the boy was stubborn, but he was beginning to think he would never share a positive conversation with the boy ever again. He was beginning to think he would never laugh with him again; never make silly jokes that were probably immature for a man Gira’s age; never go on a simple walk and discuss idle things like philosophy or the afterlife; never just . . . enjoy each other’s company. He was trying every method to gain his nephew’s trust again. They were all failing miserably. He desperately hoped for something positive out of this trip, so Ika would at least smile at him again. All Gira wanted, at the moment, was just one smile. That would be enough. He was willing to take it one step at a time. In his head, step one was the slightest hint of a grin.   

			After several hours of riding, with Gira’s face fully numb from the icy wind, they made it to a road he recognized very well. It was the same road he used to walk to visit Alice. They were only twenty or so minutes away from the town now.

			“Hey, Ika! We’re almost there! Do you want me to get you out and bring you up here to sit with me?”

			A few seconds passed. Then there was a sigh. “I guess. Sure.”

			Gira pulled on the reigns and got Sparrow and Leaf to come to a brisk stop. He jumped down from the wide seat and walked over to the front door of the white carriage. He opened it and found Ika lying on his back and staring at the carriage’s roof. 

			Ika looked up. “How cold is it out there?”

			“It’s not so bad now. The wind is a little chilly, but it’s not as annoying as a few hours ago.” He leaned inside and slowly pushed Ika’s wheelchair further into the carriage and out of the way. “All right, give me your arms and I’ll bring you up front.”

			Ika, his face devoid of all emotion, lifted his arms like a child asking to be raised. Gira gripped under the armpits and carefully pulled Ika out of the carriage and into his arms. He spun Ika’s body slightly at the last second so he could cradle him, which would make it much easier to bring him to the front seat than carrying him like one would a toddler. 

			He walked around to the small wooden steps that led to the driver’s seat. In a few large strides Gira was at the top, gently laying Ika down to sit next to him at the reins. “There you go. Much better view up here. Now you can see where your mother grew up.”

			“Yeah,” said Ika, monotonously. “I can see where a lot of things happened.”

			Gira took in a deep breath, steadied his mind, and picked up the reins. The horses were back to pulling and the carriage was back in motion. They would be approaching the entry arch soon. “Ika . . . how long . . . If I may ask . . . do you intend on doing that?”

			“Do you think about him?”

			Gira couldn’t bring himself to look over at Ika, so he continued to keep his eyes on the dirt road. “I’m sorry?”

			“I said do you think about him? Casey, I mean.”

			Gira clenched the reins harder. He was getting angry. But he knew snapping at Ika would only drive him deeper within himself. He would play the game for now. “I think about him every single day of my life. I swear I’ve already told you that, though.”

			Ika was looking the other way, idly watching the trees of large crimson leaves pass them by as they entered a massive forest. There was a sense of lightness to his voice that was almost off-putting. “What about at night? Like, when you’re trying to fall asleep.”

			Gira was becoming very angry now. He worried his Kanah was going to take over and start visibly sparking around his body. “Most nights, yes. I cried myself to sleep for an entire year after . . . after your father and I did what we did. Though I hid that from your mother.” He did look over at Ika now, no longer caring. “Does that make you happy to hear? Did you achieve something by asking?”

			Ika was doing something that Gira was very familiar with. He knew the boy for long enough to recognize this behavioral pattern. Sometimes Ika would poke at a subject that could put him at risk for a rather substantial argument. Gira had seen him do it with his mother. He had even seen him do it with Chandi. There would come an inevitable moment in those kinds of conversations when Ika would push things just a little too far. Both Ika and whomever he was speaking to knew it. But they would carry on without voicing the fact. The person who Ika would anger would say something back in response; something that made it clear they were standing at the edge of a cliff. It was their subtle way of warning Ika not to push them off, or things would go to a place they could not come back from. 

			Ika, in response to this subtle warning, would pause for a moment—as if thinking on whether pursuing his grievance was actually worth the trouble—then, out of sheer spite for feeling threatened by anyone or anything, would up the ante and make the entire situation worse. He was just too stubborn to drop a topic, even when he knew he would regret escalating things later. He was his own worst enemy in this way. He would never back down, then hate himself for it later. Ika had openly admitted to Gira that he hated this part of himself. He had openly voiced how he wished he wouldn’t make things worse and potentially hurt people’s feelings. And yet he was doing it now. 

			Ika still wouldn’t turn his head toward his uncle, choosing to look at all the trees to his left instead. “I wouldn’t say it made me feel better, no. I was just curious what it must feel like to live with a memory like that. The worst I have is killing Barrick Tendiga. That bugged me quite a bit. I can’t even imagine what it must feel like to promise your childhood best friend that you’re going to fight together, have each other’s back, then when he leads the charge . . . you hit him in the back of the skull and—”

			Gira yanked hard on the reins and caused the horses to come to an abrupt halt. Even in his anger, Gira reached out and put his left arm in front of Ika’s chest to prevent him from flying off the carriage as it came to a very rough stop. “What do you want, kid?”

			Too late now. Gira knew he had just ruined any chance of softening Ika’s outer shell. The chance had slipped through his fingers with this outburst. His heart broke as he realized that. But he was just like his nephew. He just couldn’t stop himself. 

			There was such venom in Gira’s voice that Ika had to look him directly in the eyes now. “W-w-what?”  

			Gira raised an eyebrow. “Are you hard of hearing? I asked you what you wanted. Spit it out or we can go home now and forget about your chance of a cure. Sit in that wheelchair and whine for the rest of your life for all I care. I’m done with the games. What do you want!”

			Ika flinched at the fierce octave in Gira’s voice echoing in the forest. “What do you mean? Calm down! What, are you gunna—”

			“If you say ‘Kill me too’ I swear on the name of your father I’ll smack the taste out of your mouth.”

			He was in deep now. There was no stopping for either of them. 

			Ika’s face contorted in a passionate rage that was breaking out from within him. “You wanna know what I want?”

			“I wanna know what you want.”

			Ika’s voice was filled with such unfiltered hatred. It was a sound Gira had never known from him. Had never thought possible from him. “I want to say my goodbyes to my pathetic, lying, murderous, and cowardly family altogether. I want to live in the MorrowHill house with Chandi, Keji, Pattamis, and Grandma Ajith. Then, and I can see it in my head now, I want to pick up a newspaper one day and read about how the Ivory house was destroyed in a fire. I want to read about how Alice Ivory and Gira Ivory tragically perished in the blaze. Then I want to put that newspaper down . . . and move on with my life. That, Uncle Gira, is what I want.” 

			Gira’s mouth hung open. He was utterly stupefied by Ika’s statement. It wasn’t even the words themselves that left him so devastated; it was the surety in Ika’s tone. It was how calm he was when he said the words. It let Gira know, irrefutably, that Ika was telling the truth. It hurt more than words could ever describe. 

			He took a moment to gather himself, swallowing hard. “Do you really mean that?”

			Ika’s voice remained calm, but his face was still twisted in the vision of deep hatred. He was so deep now that he probably didn’t even realize the damage he was doing. “Every word. As far as I’m concerned, you and my mother both died the night you told me the truth.”

			Gira was being torn apart by anger and intense grief. He wished he didn’t snap. He wished he had just placidly answered Ika’s questions, letting him push him around on the subject of Casey and the lies. “I don’t . . . I don’t know what to say to that.”

			“I don’t really care what you say,” said Ika. “Let’s just find Don-Galaga, have him tell us he doesn’t know anything, then go home and carry on with our lives. I am at the mercy of Kirga. This Curse will only disappear when he wants it to. None of this would be happening at all if you hadn’t given over his husband to be killed. My father would still be alive.”

			Gira’s anger pulled him in its direction. “But you wouldn’t exist, you idiot! If we didn’t give up Casey, then your mother would’ve died in his place. That means no Genevieve . . . and that means no you.”

			Ika remained unfazed. “Yeah, well, there is no Genevieve anyway, is there? She never even got the chance to live, so not much of a loss there. And as for me . . . I think I’d prefer if you just let me not be born. What have I gained from this life? Honest question. My father’s dead; killed by the best friend he betrayed. My sister is dead; soul torn from her body by Kirga, right in front of my eyes. And all that I’m left with is a lying mother . . . and an uncle who is too much of a coward to tell the woman he killed his best friend for that he loves her.”

			Gira’s heart nearly stopped. “What did you say?”

			Ika’s voice got even quieter. It was almost too difficult to hear it over the breeze. “You loved her, didn’t you? My mother. You still love her.”

			Gira looked at his nephew and nodded. “Of course. I’ve always loved Alice. But I always knew she would choose your father over me. I was the loser of our little posse. I had no chance against my brother when it came to capturing Alice’s heart. I tried. You’re wrong about me not telling her. I told her a thousand times when we were younger; before . . . Migra ruined everything. Alice knows very well that I am in love with her. It’s true that I haven’t told her again for many, many years. But your mother is too smart to assume I’ve just moved on. I never married. I have no lover and I have no children. In my mind Alice was always the one for me . . . but she chose Ikarus. And so I will remain alone. I had my one shot at love, and I lost.”

			Ika said nothing. He only stared at Gira. His face was still the image of rage. But, as barely noticeable as it was, something in his eyes changed. Gira spotted it.

			“What, exactly,” said Gira, “does that have to do with anything? Why does it matter?”

			“It matters,” said Ika, “because it’s the reason both you and my father were so quick to sell out Casey. You were currently fighting for my mother’s love. Of course you would place her safety above everyone else’s. It’s just too obvious.”

			Gira looked back down the dirt road to see if anyone else was coming. They were still alone. “Does this knowledge change your opinion at all of what happened? Does it make me even slightly more human in your eyes?”

			Ika did not blink. “No. In fact, it does the opposite. It makes the whole thing worse. You killed your best friend because of some petty love triangle. You killed him because you couldn’t possibly risk, even for a moment, losing the woman who you might end up with. That’s enough to make me sick. That’s the reason you gave away Casey so easily; which is the reason why my father was killed; and also the reason my sister was killed in front of me. And it’s the reason I’m paralyzed. You broke Kirga’s heart because of your love triangle with your own brother . . . and now his grief and rage is going to literally tear this world apart. The Sanfron Trio . . . dead . . . because of you. And whatever else Kirga goes on to do . . . whatever lives he destroys in the name of Casey . . . it’ll be all your fault.”

			Gira held Ika’s stare for several of the longest seconds of his life. The only sound was that of the wind through the crimson trees, and the heavy breathing of the horses. Slowly peeling his eyes from his nephew, Gira settled the reins back onto his lap. “Let’s go find your cure.”

			He whipped the horses back into motion. The carriage continued to  down the lonely road. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine: Were It So Easy
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			Ika had many mixed feelings about his recent argument with his uncle. When he was on the outskirts of the Crimson Forest, he was rather enjoying the view from the top of the carriage. It was a stunning forest. But now he could find no enjoyment in any aspect of their visit. He was too much in his own head to even think about the town as their carriage pulled under the main arch and entered the settlement officially. He was too busy internally debating whether he regretted the things he said or fully stood by them. What just took place was the most heated argument Ika had ever had with Gira. They’ve gotten testy with each other before—more and more often as Ika grew older—but nothing ever reached that level. That discussion went from Gira threatening physical abuse on the boy, to Ika brusquely claiming he wished to see his mother and uncle die in a fire. 

			In a word . . . it was rough. 

			Crimson Town was larger than Turquoise Town. It also didn’t rest atop a massive hill like Ika’s hometown did. It was mostly shielded by the surrounding forest. Similar to Turquoise Town, the settlement was built using a vast amount of a certain mineral that can be easily found in their region of the south; in Alice’s hometown, that mineral was Alphestite. Alphestite was a glimmering, deep crimson stone that could be mined in the many caves beneath Crimson Forest. The original settlers who built the town used the stone to build their rooftops and roadways, giving the town its aesthetic appeal. This process is identical to most settlements in the region. 

			Most of the buildings and houses in Crimson Town were built from matte white brick, but every roof was pure Alphestite. No one would say the town was bland during the day, but it was undeniable that Crimson Town was most fabulous at night. As soon as the Morphing completed and the moon came out, the Alphestite the town was built with glowed in the dark. Turquoise Town had a slightly similar feature, but it was not nearly as potent. 

			It was not night yet as Ika and Gira pulled into town, but one could still find great enjoyment in the sights, the culture, and the lovely people one could meet. But there was nothing but emptiness in Ika. 

			The carriage had to come to a stop only a few blocks into town, as a massive crowd of people was blocking most of the roads toward the center of town. 

			Gira put the reins down and stood up on the top of the carriage, looking out over the huge throng of people. “Well . . . at least we know we haven’t missed him. Don-Galaga is here. I’m shocked he didn’t do a better job at hiding himself to prevent this annoying spectacle. This visit must be important for him not to care.”

			Ika said nothing. He didn’t know how to speak to Gira anymore after the words they exchanged outside of town. Were they supposed to just move on as if nothing happened? 

			Gira sat back down. “All right. Looks like our carriage won’t be getting through here. We’re going to need to go on foot to the center of town. Don-Galaga is such a damn celebrity to these people that they’ll stand here all day just for the chance to catch a glimpse of his face. I’m going to turn the carriage around and leave it at the stables near the entrance to town.”

			Ika stared out at the crowd. Not a single person would even look back at them. “Sure.”

			 

			D

			 

			Ika said little as his uncle brought the carriage over to the stables and trusted it in the hands of a man named Mr. Vallosh. Gira paid Vallosh a Molar for his trouble and pulled out Ika’s wheelchair. It wasn’t long before they were pushing their way through the masses on their way to see the most powerful Oracle in the world. 

			People were quite angry with these two strangers trying to muscle their way past the locals to see Don-Galaga. That anger persisted until Gira shared with the disgruntled people the thinnest sliver of his Kanah. The terror on their faces was almost humorous to Ika. They made a succinct and coordinated path in the crowd for Gira and Ika. A walk to the center of town would’ve taken at least an hour if they had to wade through the horde. Now, after the public display of Kanah, it took them no more than fifteen minutes. 

			The central courtyard back in Turquoise Town had only an ornate glass fountain surrounded by a line of housing units facing inward. It was quaint and simplistic. The central courtyard of Crimson Town was nowhere close to the same. Sitting in the middle of the white stone circle that served as the courtyard was a massive white building with bright red pillars holding up an Alphestite dome roof. Ika’s first thought was that this building was the townhall, where any decision regarding the policies in town would be decided. In Turquoise Town, the building that served that exact function was a small, rectangular building on the northside of town. It wasn’t nearly as elaborate as this. 

			Gira leaned toward an old woman standing amongst the citizens waiting to see Don-Galaga. She was frowning deeply at him; the guy who got to cut to the front through aggressive means. “Excuse me, darling. Is the man himself in that building there? It’s kinda important I see him.” 

			The woman looked like she was pondering whether to punch Gira in the face or not. Ika kind of hoped she would. “What makes you so special, eh? You ain’t from around here. We’re nice folk here, but we ain’t so nice to those who threaten us.” The people around her nodded in agreement, crossing their arms and mumbling to each other. “I felt that Kanah all the way up here. You think you a tough guy, eh? You think you big?”

			Gira brought his hands together in the gesture of a prayer. “Please forgive me, darling. My behaviour has been very rude. But I really must see Don-Galaga. I’m not here because I’m a fan and want to get an autograph or something. I’m here on business, love.”

			The woman spat at Gira’s feet. “Go on then, big man. Take your little cripple here and do your business. Just don’t scare the good people of this town.”

			Ika turned his head to look up at Gira as soon as he felt his ominous Kanah begin to leak from him again. 

			Gira’s voice was quiet, but deeply unsettling. “What did you just say?”

			The woman took a step back, her face growing so pale it was nearly green. “Calm down. I didn’t do nothing! I just told you to go.”

			The people around the woman looked extremely unlikely to assist her in any way. They looked more likely to run for their lives as soon as Gira’s Kanah began to leak into the air again. 

			“No,” said Gira, his voice still calm. “You called my nephew a cripple.”

			Ika gripped the sides of his wheelchair. “Gira, please, just forget it. Let’s please go.” He looked to the woman. “I’m not in the mood to watch my uncle beat an old lady to death. I suggest you go home right now.”

			The woman started walking backward into the crowd. “Aye. I’ll go home, then. But you two ain’t never gunna be welcome here. You hear me!” She turned around and moved as fast as she could—which was not very—into the depths of the local housing complex. 

			Gira leaned down and spoke into Ika’s ear. “Ika . . . I wasn’t actually going to beat up an elderly woman. Do you think that little of me?”

			Ika looked forward toward the townhall. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

			Gira did not answer. He only started pushing Ika toward the entrance to the elaborate building. There was a set of two tall crimson doors with large silver handles. Two white dragons were also carved and painted into each door. They were facing each other and breathing black fire. 

			“You ready?” asked Gira, walking around the wheelchair and grasping each of the silver handles.

			“I’m ready to be disappointed,” said Ika. “Let’s catch up with Kirga’s daddy and see what he’s been up to.”

			The circle of citizens who surrounded the townhall were far enough away that Ika’s voice could not reach them. He wouldn’t openly speak on such a massive secret if he knew others could hear him. 

			Gira pushed open the doors. The loud sound they made as they dragged across the ground echoed in the hall. Gira came back to Ika and pushed his wheelchair inside. He then quickly closed the large doors behind him to prevent the excited—and now slightly frightened—masses outside from storming the building in an attempt to be in the same building as Don-Galaga.

			Ika was quite impressed by how fancy Crimson Town was. He had to give it to the people of the town: they had style. 

			Even though the rest of the town only used the glimmering mineral, Alphestite, to construct their roofs, in this building it was used for the flooring. There was a long slim hall that led into a vast circle of condensed, shining Alphestite. The white walls of the entry hall were decorated with various paintings that looked very old to Ika. There were red plaques under every painting with the title of the piece, and of the artist. Ika, if he had to take a guess, would say each one was worth no less than 20,000 Teeth. 

			He read them in his head as Gira pushed him past them. ‘The Conjunction of the Muses’ by Oskar Destala, depicting what appeared to be two old women in white dresses dueling with golden swords on a hill of black grass; ‘The Lady of Broken Market’ by Rovert Whitefang, depicting a beautiful blonde woman sitting on a throne and wearing a long red gown; ‘The Battle of Redstone’ by Drenden Mallow, depicting a young girl plunging a knife into the skull of a giant hybrid beast with the head of a lion, the body of a horse, and the tail of a scorpion; ‘The Last Joke’ by Marcus Rockefeller, depicting a large orange ape playing a banjo. 

			“Nice paintings, eh?” said Gira.

			Ika resisted the urge to sigh. He was getting annoyed by his uncle’s obvious attempt to just forget how vitriolic their earlier argument had been. It wasn’t going to be that easy. Ika would remember that conversation on the outskirts of Crimson Town for the rest of his life. It would be a painful memory forever, and he did not appreciate Gira’s desire to just sweep it under the rug. 

			“Sure,” was all he said, barely audible when he did. 

			Ika heard Gira sigh softly as he pushed him into the central circle in the building. There was a very tall white stone podium in the middle of the Alphestite floor. It was connected to a curving wooden table that formed a halfmoon facing toward the entrance doors. In every corner of the main room was a thick pillar of red stone that reached up to connect to the shining dome ceiling. There were two circular windows in the room, one on each side. They were roughly two meters tall and three meters wide. Since they were so massive, they needed to be covered by vast silver drapes to prevent the people outside trying to peep in and see what meeting was taking place. 

			There appeared to be no one in this meeting hall. Ika found that odd. All those people gathering around the building had to be there for a reason.

			“Well . . . where is he?” Ika asked, mostly to himself.

			“I don’t know,” said Gira. 

			“Then you’re losing your edge, my boy.”

			Both Ika and Gira turned their heads so fast they nearly broke their necks. Standing behind them at the other end of the room was Don-Galaga. He wore his typical long sapphire robe and carried with him his pale staff with the gleaming jewel at the top. He was, as far as Ika could tell, alone. 

			Just like the first time Ika met the leader of the Dalada, he could not sense his Kanah at all. Not even the slightest hint of energy. It was like he was a Yeryaila. Ika could not comprehend how a man so powerful could conceal such intense Kanah. 

			“You should always know when one is sneaking up behind you. I’m disappointed.”

			Gira studied the man who served as his only father figure. “I try my best . . . sir. But you have to admit you’re a cut above the average Oracle. I wouldn’t be able to see you, let alone stop you from killing me, if you did not want me to.”

			Don-Galaga grinned. “This is true.” His grin faded as he looked down at Ika. “Good to see you again. I was told how you fought Kirga. I was told you fought bravely.” 

			Ika nervously rubbed his numb thighs. As intimidated as he was, he kept his voice and eyes steady. “Yes, I battled your son in Paragon Forest.”

			Don-Galaga’s eyes dilated. He snapped them up to look at Gira.

			Gira sighed. “It’s a long story. The truth came out. Kirga essentially told Ika himself. The boy knows pretty much everything now.”

			“Yeah,” said Ika, still trying to hide how nervous he was. “I also know Belfaris Morga was your son too. Gotta say, with all due respect, you make some terrible children. You must be cursed.”

			“Ika!” Gira hit the back of his nephew’s chair. 

			Don-Galaga raised a hand. “It’s all right, Gira. Unfortunately, the boy is not wrong. I failed twice as a father. My first failure nearly destroyed the world. And my second failure seems to be in a similar process. All lives lost because of Kirga are my own fault. I must answer for those sins when my time to meet Meamara comes.”

			Ika wanted to interrupt and say that Kirga’s destruction was actually more his uncle’s fault than it was Don-Galaga’s, but decided against it. He had argued enough for one day. He just wanted his cure. 

			“Why would Kirga want this boy to know the truth?” Don-Galaga spoke to Gira, but his keen eyes were fixed on Ika.

			“To add another layer of torture to our lives, I imagine,” said Gira. “Kirga knew that if Ika knew the truth it would cause a great divide in our family. It would fracture our bonds with each other.”

			Don-Galaga looked at Gira now, narrowing his eyes slightly. “And has it?”

			You have no idea, thought Ika. 

			Gira was quiet for a moment. Then, he gently placed a hand on Ika’s shoulder. “I’ll cut to the chase. Kirga placed a strange Curse on Ika. It is the reason for his paralysis. We’ve come here to see if you can help him. Surely, with your vast knowledge of Curses, you must know of some way to reverse the effects? I do not know why you have returned to this place . . . but I’m glad you did. I need your help, Dad. Please.”

			Don-Galaga walked up to them. “My boy, of course I will do what I can for your nephew. But I must ask you not to get your hopes up. Kirga is a very talented Oracle. If he didn’t want Ika to break free from this paralysis . . . then it will take a miracle for him to do so; even with my guidance.”

			Gira bowed his head. “I understand. But you were our last shot. We don’t have any options left.”

			“What are you doing here, though?” asked Ika. “It’s great that we caught you, but what could someone as important as you want from a place like this?” 

			The most powerful man alive looked down at Ika, a glint of playful mischievousness in his eye. “Truth be told, my boy, I am in this town by my own design.”

			“And what does that mean?” asked Gira.

			“I wanted you to come and find me. Pulkra has not let me have a moment of peace. He has told me all about your struggles trying to fix your nephew. As I can only travel to places the King demands, I knew I needed a mission close to Turquoise Town. And I knew I needed it to make the local papers. Every few years I am sent to rural regions of Wenworld to speak personally with the mayors of the most populated towns. Stultis sees it as an efficient way of bolstering loyalty to the Capital, and seeing me make the effort to visit these places boosts the morale of those who run the settlement. It’s all propaganda and politics, as usual.” 

			He leaned on his staff. “Crimson Town is on the list; but since there are so many settlements in so many regions, it takes me many years to loop back around to this particular town. I happened to suggest to Stultis around a week ago that Crimson Town should be moved further up on my list of priorities. I informed the King that I had personal reason to believe there was an ‘Anti-Kanakon’ political party being formed in this town. I simply said it was a ‘hunch’. But Stultis trusts my judgement on these things, so he did not ask many questions.”

			Ika was impressed. “But you lied?”

			Don-Galaga hummed, smiling softly. “Indeed, I did. Stultis does not have to know everything. I will tell him that I disbanded the growing group, and that will be that.”

			Gira made the effort of a dramatic gasp. “You’ve certainly changed over these past few decades. The Don-Galaga I knew growing up would never lie to the King.”

			“The Don-Galaga you knew growing up would never tell you he lied to the King,” the thousand-year-old man said, winking. “I asked the mayor of this town to let me use this building as a meeting place for a special contact of mine. Then all I needed to do was make sure the citizens of this town knew I was present. This was simple enough. I let loose a sliver of my Kanah into the air when I arrived. It causes a powerful calming effect that has become synonymous with my arrival to any location. It took mere minutes for me to be swarmed by hundreds of people. I asked them to give me my space in the townhall while I handled important business, then I would speak with them outside. I knew word would spread to Turquoise Town, and I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist brining your nephew right here to me.” 

			Gira’s face lit up. “Wait . . . does this mean you do know of a way to help Ika speed up his recovery? You wouldn’t have set this all up if you weren’t at least reasonably confident you could make a difference.”

			“It’s a possibility,” said Don-Galaga. “But as I said: do not get your hopes too high. I will tell you all I know.”

			Gira bowed his head again, sounding close to tears. “Thank you. I know you are a busy man. I cannot express my gratitude.”

			Don-Galaga placed a large hand on Gira’s arm. “Come . . . let us go into one of the other rooms and take a look at the boy. I already have a few theories at what my son has done to him.”

			 

			D

			 

			Don-Galaga led them into a room at the back of the building that appeared to act as some kind of clinic. Ika was asked to take his jacket and shirt off, then Gira was asked to lift him from his chair and lay him along one of the white medical tables on his stomach. Don-Galaga spent several minutes inspecting the glowing blue Edamirin symbol on Ika’s lower spine. He did not speak once during this process. There were a few times when Gira attempted to ask him what his opinion was, or whether he noticed anything familiar when examining the symbol. Don-Galaga silenced him each time with a swift swipe of the hand through the air. 

			Eventually, after poking and prodding at Ika for fourteen long minutes, Don-Galaga stopped. He stepped back and crossed his arms under his lavish robe. “You are in luck.”

			Gira gasped. “You know how to fix this?”

			Don-Galaga grimaced. “I do know of a way that may fix it. In that way you are in luck. It is the method itself that I find very much unlucky.”

			“Uh-oh,” said Ika. “How bad are we talking here?”

			“This Curse placed upon you is Ermendasarus. I know this without you needing to tell me. There is only one way I have heard of to break this Curse. I only have this information because I learned it from the man I have reason to believe taught this Curse to my son.”

			Gira let go of Ika’s wheelchair and slowly walked around to stand in front of Don-Galaga. “Surely not.”

			Ika looked between them. “What? Who taught it to him?”

			Don-Galaga rubbed his face and frowned. “It can be no one else, Gira. How else could Kirga have learned this? He did not teach himself.”

			“What?” said Ika, feeling ignored. He knew the two of them had a long history together. But he was not aware of just how far it went back or who else could be involved. 

			“But why would he ever teach Kirga something like that? He . . . he wouldn’t. Not unless . . .”

			Don-Galaga met Gira’s stare and nodded. “. . .  not unless Kirga paid him handsomely for it. And what do you think Kirga gave him?”

			Ika groaned. “Guys . . . please. Help me catch up. Who are you talking about?”

			Gira put his hands on his hips and sighed. He looked like he was suddenly lightheaded and in danger of fainting. “I haven’t even thought about him in years.” He looked over at Ika. “We’re talking about a Wenny Rabbit named Mango. Your father, Kirga, and I knew him way back when we were teenagers. He’s a gifted Oracle, and an even better scientist. But he’s . . . let’s say ‘antisocial’. He doesn’t really care about life, friendships, love, or anything else a normal person is supposed to care about. He just cares about science. He is one of the many scientists who spend their lives studying the Crystal to see what they can learn from it. But Mango was a soldier for the Capital a few hundred years ago. He knows a ton of dangerous Curses. He would’ve taught some to Kirga if Kirga brought something special to purchase his tutelage.”

			“And what do you two think he brought?” asked Ika.

			Gira looked back at Don-Galaga, then looked back to Ika. “Believe it or not . . . Morga blood.”

			Ika laughed. 

			“I’m being serious.”

			Ika scratched his head. “So what, he let this rabbit just take some of his blood? That’s it?”

			“Oh, no,” said Gira. “You see, Mango always wanted to run experiments on a member of the Morga family’s blood. He felt the Morgas were somehow crucial to the Crystal’s creation. His theory was that the Morgas somehow helped Lady Meamara build it before Wenworld was trapped. But in order to run the experiments he always told us about, he said he would need many liters of the stuff; enough to easily kill Kirga if he ever tried to donate to the cause.” 

			Ika was still very confused, and he wasn’t in the mood to play detective. “So how did Kirga get the little freak the blood?”

			Don-Galaga stepped forward. There was a strange kind of melancholy to his eyes. “He gave Migra’s body to Mango after he killed her.” 

			Ika paused for a moment, putting together the sequence of events in his head. “Oh, you mean your lover. He killed her after she killed Uncle Casey. Then he let the rabbit drain her blood.”

			Don-Galaga closed his eyes for a moment, as if the mention of Migra as anything important to him had wounded him in some way. “Yes. That is what happened.”

			“Ika, show the man some respect!” snarled Gira. “Do you have any idea who you’re speaking to?”

			Don-Galaga patted Gira’s arm. “It’s all right. I will never run from my sins. I failed the first love of my life . . . then I failed the entire world when I let Migra deceive me. That, as well as my failures as a father, have led the world to its current dilemma. I do not deserve anyone trying to spare my feelings.”

			“I just don’t understand,” said Ika. “How could you let her fool you like that?”

			“Many people have been fooled by Migra Morga,” answered Don-Galaga. “And even more people have been fooled by love. It would not surprise me if we were all still dancing to Migra’s tune, even in death.” His voice was weary with memory. “Love can blind even the strongest man. Have you ever loved someone so much that even a hallucination of them would satisfy you, because accepting that you must live without them would be too much to bear? That was how much I loved my Veronica. Someone who reminded me even slightly of her was bound to hypnotize me. Migra counted on that.”

			“Veronica was the mother of Belfaris Morga,” said Ika, stating the fact simply to wait for Don-Galaga to confirm it with his own mouth. 

			“That’s correct,” said the man. “I desperately wanted that family to work. Those two brought me more joy than I had ever experienced. I loved Veronica as much as a man could ever love a woman, and I cherished Belfaris with all the devotion a father could provide a son. I was happy. We were happy.” His eyes went distant. “Then everything just . . . fell apart. I watched my family crumble to ashes in my hands. I lost Veronica from something as jejune as an allergic reaction . . . then I was forced to kill my beloved son after watching him go further and further down a dark path.”

			“We don’t need to speak about this,” said Gira, stepping between Don-Galaga and Ika. “Please . . . I know how much these memories hurt you. Don’t do this to yourself. Can we please focus on how to fix Ika?”

			Don-Galaga needed a few moments to snap himself out of a deep state of distress. He eventually shook his head and blinked himself back into stillness. “Of course.” He stood up straighter, lightly tapping his pale staff on the ground. “It’s a ritual.”

			The bluntness of the statement delayed Ika for a few seconds. “A ritual? Okay . . . what kind of ritual?”

			“A very risky one,” said Don-Galaga. “It’s called ‘The Beldanbul Bone Ritual’, and your condition can become even worse if it goes wrong. You have two options: wait for Kirga’s Curse to go away on its own, or risk the ritual to heal yourself faster so you can hunt him again.”

			“Hang on,” said Ika, holding up his hand. “Will the Curse fade on its own over time?”

			Don-Galaga lightly stamped his staff in front of him with both hands. “Absolutely. Ermendasarus cannot last the rest of your life. It will release either when Kirga does so on his own . . . or when he reaches the age of sixty-six. Ermendasarus cannot be maintained by an Oracle over that age, lest they be part of the Dalada.”

			Ika gulped. “Yeah, well that option’s out. I’m not going to wait for Kirga to be an old man. I want this damn thing gone right now.”

			Don-Galaga suddenly looked nervous, as bizarre as that concept was. A man powerful enough to wipe out the entire town in a few seconds was distressed. “Well . . . then I suppose I should tell you how The Beldanbul Bone Ritual is performed.”

			Ika slowly nodded, not understanding why Don-Galaga was acting so weird. “Uh . . . yeah . . . now would be good.”

			The leader of the Dalada could not even meet Ika’s eyes now. “Gira, perhaps I should whisper it to you.”

			Gira raised an eyebrow, walking over to him. “Okay? Why are you acting like a shy schoolgirl right now? You’re making me nervous, Dad.”

			Don-Galaga leaned over and spoke into Gira’s ear. Ika could not hear a word that was said, but he watched as his uncle’s eyes grew wide with horror. 

			“NO!” said Gira, his voice echoing in the meeting hall. “There’s absolutely no goddamn way!”

			“It is the only way I know of, Gira,” said Don-Galaga, resolutely. “I am sorry.”

			“Then I guess he’s staying in the wheelchair, because that is the dumbest plan I’ve ever heard.”

			“What?” said Ika, his heart beating hard against his ribs. “What the hell is it?”

			Gira walked over to Ika and leaned down. For some reason he also felt compelled to whisper it in his ear, like it was too outrageous to even say aloud. 

			After Gira fully explained the ritual, Ika rolled backward out of instinct. After a few long seconds, he bit his lip and nodded. “Yep. I think I’ll just stay in the wheelchair.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten: Definitely the Worst Idea Ever
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			Ika shook his head as Gira pushed him back toward where their carriage was being held. They had to push through the throngs of people who were still waiting to see the Don-Galaga. After the man’s suggestion, Ika wouldn’t mind never seeing the Don-Galaga ever again. 

			“That was a terrible idea.”

			“Yes it was,” said Gira. “I’m just sorry this turned out to be a waste of time. I really wanted this to work.”

			“It’s fine. We tried our best. Let’s just . . . go home. I can still focus on helping Chandi as much as I can.”

			They were still carrying on with the strategy of pretending their big fight didn’t happen. Ika suddenly decided he was okay with that. It was less awkward than a halfhearted apology. 

			Gira tilted Ika’s chair so he could roll him up onto a sidewalk toward the stables at the end of the lane. There were no people around. “How are things going between you and Chandi by the way? She’s been deeply upset by how distant you’ve been with her. I’ve noticed things getting better between you two, though.”

			“I’ve been distant with everybody,” said Ika, trying to hide his guilt. “She is the last person who deserves it, though. I’ve been trying to mend things, but I’ve been all but ignoring her for months. It’s going to take some time before she forgives who I’ve been and we can move on.”

			“I think you underestimate how much she cares about you,” said Gira. “I think she forgives you already. Just seeing you go out of your way to watch out for her during her trials has meant the world to her. I can see it just by looking at her face. Surely you can too.”

			Ika thought back to how much of a bad state Chandi was in when he left. The last step she completed nearly broke her. And she only had five days until she needed to do it again. “I’ve been able to pick up on a shift in her mood. I guessed it was gratitude that I was out of my eternal slump. But the only reason I got out of it was because she decided to throw herself headfirst into danger like an idiot. I wonder if that is also my fault. Is she doing something so crazy just so I’ll show her the time of day again? If so, my guilt over that will drive me to roll this chair off a cliff.”

			Gira let out a small laugh. “I don’t think you need to beat yourself up over that part. It was actually Ajith who thrust her into this, thinking she was ready. Chandi did not beg Ajith to teach her Filiorvis. She didn’t even know her grandmother had the origin book. This was all very sudden for all of us. I’ve never been so angry with Ajith. The old woman has lost her wits.”

			This was the most normal conversation Ika could recall having with his uncle since Paragon Forest. Considering the subject matter, that was a distressing thought. 

			Ika was over the tactic of giving Gira the cold shoulder. He didn’t forgive him for the lies or the murder of his best friend. Not even close. But he had discovered it was simply more efficient to carry on with some forced sense of formality. And so that’s what he would do. He would speak to Gira when he needed to. He would ask his advice when he needed to. He would work with him when he needed to. But he would not forgive him. 

			 

			D

			 

			They got their carriage back from Mr. Vallosh. It wasn’t long before they were back on the road again, headed back to Turquoise Town. Ika spent most of the ride in silence, lying on the bench inside the carriage and thinking over what Don-Galaga said to them. He couldn’t shake off the thought of attempting the Beldanbul Bone Ritual. According to Don-Galaga, it was either the ritual or waiting around until Kirga was sixty-six years old. As terrible as the latter sounded, the specifics of the former were even harder to stomach. Ika truly thought, as of the morning before their trip to Crimsons Town, that he was willing to do anything to heal himself and get back to training. After being told what the bone ritual was all about, and what Ika would have to go through to complete it, the idea of staying in the chair didn’t sound so bad after all. Perhaps he could focus so intently on his meditation that he regained a proper control of his Kanah, even with the Curse still on his spine. Then he could still become a powerful Oracle; just one who was wheelchair bound. Perhaps that miracle could be achieved if he dedicated almost every hour of every day to meditation. Anything but that damn ritual.

			But what if there really was no other way around it? What if this ritual continued to loom over him, reminding him day by day that it was his only path forward? Ika didn’t know what he was going to do. Would he eventually cave and just perform the heinous ritual? He wondered if he was truly that desperate. And even if he wasn’t that desperate yet, how long would it take for him to become that desperate?
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			They arrived back home much faster than it felt like it took them to get to Crimson Town. Ika only knew they arrived when the door flew open and Gira stretched out his hand to him. “Come on, Ika. We’re home. Let’s go check up on Chandi.”

			Ika placidly allowed his uncle to carry him out of the carriage and plop him back in his chair.

			It was nighttime now. Judging by how long the first journey took, it was likely even the morning of the next day. The moon glowed white and blue in the center of the sky, the light causing the rooftops of Turquoise Town to sparkle. 

			“I need to see Mr. Rentsmittle again,” said Gira. “Are you all right to get yourself home from here?”

			Ika nodded, his thoughts still very far away. “I’ll be fine.”

			“Okay.” Gira turned and walked toward the front of the carriage, taking a moment to feed Sparrow and Leaf as payment for their labour.

			Ika rotated his wheelchair and started rolling down the sidewalk toward the Ivory house. After a few seconds, he stopped and called out over his shoulder. “Thanks for trying.”

			Gira must not have heard him, because he said nothing. Ika, on second thought, was glad of that. He regretted it right after he said it. It was best to just move on. He carried on rolling until he was around the corner and out of sight of Gira. 

			I’ve gotta get back home and check up on Chandi, thought Ika. I wonder if Mom has been working on her nonstop since we left. She’s going to need to work around the clock if Chandi wants to be ready for the third step within the next four days. As proud as I am of Chandi in her dedication and bravery . . . I can’t help but be jealous of her. That’s wrong and I know it. But she gets to focus on becoming more powerful than ever while I waste away, both physically and mentally. I’m depressed, underweight, and lacking any reasonable means to better myself. 

			He looked up at the round moon while he rolled. Am I really considering the Beldanbul Bone Ritual? He shook his head. No, no, no! There’s just no way. A procedure like that is just as likely to kill me as it is to cure me. It’s too much of a risk even for me. But look at the risk Chandi is taking? If she’s brave enough to take on a challenge like Filiorvis . . . maybe I need to take some inspiration from her and try the ritual. He thought hard on it. I know myself well enough to realize my stubbornness, as well as my damn jealousy, are eventually going to break me and force me into doing the stupid ritual. God, I hate myself so much. Lady Meamara, why did you allow me to become so stupid? It’s the worst idea ever, but I’ll think about it later. The only thing I want to focus on, for this week at least, is Chandi. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven: The Third Step
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			The days leading up to her deadline passed as a painful blur for Chandi. She underwent a constant, unending process of complex healing that was nearly as excruciating as the second step itself. Alice Ivory molded and sculpted Chandi’s Kanah in an attempt to hasten the natural healing going on in her body. It felt to Chandi like she was being stretched out and used as jumping rope. She vomited more blood in her four full days of bedridden healing than she even knew was inside her body. Alice’s room ended up looking like the scene of a nauseating murder after the second day. 

			Ika was at her side for much of the process, refusing to leave on the many occasions when Alice yelled at him to get out. Chandi heard bits and pieces of various conversations while she drifted in and out of consciousness. She overheard Ika talking about meeting Don-Galaga in Crimson Town. She overheard how their conversation didn’t really lead anywhere. Don-Galaga apparently gave them an idea, but it was far too crazy to even attempt. It would seem Ika would be stuck in his physical situation for the foreseeable future. Even in her deep distress, Chandi felt horrible for him. She desperately wanted to see him walk again. She wanted to see him gain control of his Kanah again. She promised herself she would do everything in her power to help him along his road to recovery. 

			When drifting through the idle mess of her wounded mind, Chandi came upon an upsetting realization. Maybe the reason Ika had been so distant with her was because she showed so little determination in helping him fix his problem. She had been too busy focusing on her own training for the last year to pay attention to Ika’s healing. She just trusted Alice to handle the situation. But maybe that was wrong of her. Maybe he had been distant with her because she had been distant with him first. 

			At first Chandi was lost in these kinds of thoughts, but it wasn’t long before she couldn’t even form a cohesive opinion on any topic. The passage of time became entirely unrecognizable. Chandi recalled the sun shining through the window of Alice’s room, and it seemed as if the moon’s rays filtered into the room in the very next moment. Days were passing and she was still lost in her pain, depression, and near mental collapse. In the few moments when Chandi had full control of her mind and body, she would pray to Lady Meamara through her tears. She would pray for the pain to stop. And even, at least twice during the worst night of the healing process, prayed for Meamara to just kill her and put her out of her misery. 

			Eventually, in a blissful moment of freedom, Chandi felt Ika’s hand gently shake her shoulder as he sat next to her bed. She realized in a sudden moment that she had full control of her faculties again. Her eyes were closed but she could hear and identify everything going on around her. She could hear Ika’s faint breathing, her own feet shuffling under the thick blanket over her body, and even the soft winter breeze blowing through the bare tree outside the Ivory house. 

			She opened her eyes and looked over at Ika. He was smiling at her. “How . . . how long has it been?”

			He slightly tightened his grip on her shoulder. “Today is the day.”

			She knew exactly what he meant. She closed her eyes again and let out a heavy breath. “How successful was your mother? Am I . . . in the condition for this?”

			“Shockingly . . . yeah, you are.”

			Chandi almost burst into tears. “Your mother is my hero.” She opened her eyes again. “How is she? Did she work herself too hard?”

			Even though Ika and his mother had not been getting along well since the truth was revealed, he looked deeply disturbed as he thought about her condition. “She’s sleeping on the couch downstairs. She worked herself almost to death. She barely ate while she worked on you. I had to scream at her for close to an hour just for her to have a piece of toast and a cup of milk. She needed to keep a constant flow of her own Kanah funneling into your body in order to fix you within five days. Your recovery should’ve taken weeks. Mom performed a bloody miracle, no arguing that.”

			Chandi wiggled her toes. No pain. She moved her hips from side to side in the bed. No pain. She rolled her shoulders. Some pain; but not crippling. She turned her head from left to right. A decent amount of pain; but once again, not crippling. She lifted both arms. No pain. She sucked in air until she could fit no more into her lungs. There was a significant burning sensation in her ribs. Not crippling, but very annoying. Overall, she was fit to take on the next challenge. She could hardly believe it.

			“Try getting out of bed and standing up,” said a terse voice.

			Chandi looked over and saw her grandmother standing in the doorframe. She was wearing a black jacket with a tall collar and a pair of grey training pants. She looked ready for the next step already. Evidently, there was no time for chat.

			“Now?” said Chandi, asking if she really needed to get out of bed and back to training literally minutes after waking from a multifaceted kind of coma.

			Ajith nodded. “Yes, love. Now. Let’s go.”

			“Can’t she at least rest for a few more hours, for God’s sake?” asked Ika, clear anger in his voice. 

			“It’s okay, Ika,” said Chandi, swinging her legs out over the side of the bed. “I promise you I’ll rest after I’ve learned to wield Filiorvis. Until then, I have no interest in resting. I’ve got work to do.”

			Ajith smirked. “That’s my girl. She’s right, Ika. She can sleep nonstop for a week once she’s learned the Curse. There is too much at stake for her to take her time.”

			“Too much at stake, eh?” said Ika, gripping his bony knees tightly. “You mean the things that are only at stake because you forced this dangerous trial on her without her consent? Are those the stakes you’re talking about?”

			“Don’t start with me, boy,” growled Ajith. “I get enough crap from your uncle as is.”

			“She does have my consent, Ika,” said Chandi, feeling nervous now that a potential argument was boiling up. She wanted to halt it before it had the chance to begin. “I want to do this.”

			“Yeah, now!” roared Ika, already spiraling into intense irritation. “But she made you start this without telling you what was at stake. You didn’t even know about the time limit when you started the first step! That’s wrong, Chandi. It’s just wrong to do that to you!”

			“You can file a complaint later,” said Ajith. “Let’s get a move on.”

			Ika’s voice was venomous. “You’re a greedy, uncaring old witch, you know that?”

			Chandi could hardly believe her ears. “Ika! That’s my grandmother you’re talking to. Stop that!”

			“Greedy?” Ajith crossed her arms and glared at Ika. “I’m doing this for her. If I had my way, she would give up on chasing Wriliara Bondiley right now and live out the rest of her life in peace and security. But I know her well enough to know she will never give up. She’s too much of her mother’s daughter. But if my granddaughter is gunna do something, boy, then she’s gunna do it right! I’ll put everything I have into making sure she moves down this path in the most efficient way possible. I push her because I know she can handle it. I push her because I know she secretly wants someone to push her. She can move mountains as long as she has someone behind her who is willing to not go easy on her. Don’t get in her way, Ika. For the eighteenth time . . . she can do it.”

			Ika was quiet for a moment. Then he lowered his head. “Just do what you want, then. I’m too tired to argue with either of you. Go ahead and work yourself to death, Chandi. I’ve never known you to be this stupid. You’re getting desperate now. You’ve always been smarter than this. I don’t . . . I don’t know if you can keep this up for three more steps.”

			Chandi couldn’t bear to hear Ika like this. He sounded so . . . defeated. There was little life left in him. The boy she knew was dying inside and becoming less recognizable as each day passed. “I have no choice but to keep it up. I wish you had more faith in me.”

			Ika did not raise his head. He stayed looking sadly down at his lap.

			Chandi left the room and followed her grandmother to the back field where she would tackle her next trial. 

			 

			D

			 

			There was no one else in the field when Chandi and Ajith arrived. No massive crowd of Turquoise Town residents was waiting to spectate her dramatic training. There was also no Keji, Pattamis, Gira, or Alice. 

			“Before you ask,” said Ajith, “I didn’t want any distractions this time around. No fan club. Just business.”

			Chandi looked around for her furry little master, finding him nowhere. “But . . . what about Master Cinnamon? Doesn’t he need to be here as well for the step to start?”

			“Not this time,” said Ajith, pulling the leather book out from her jacket as she walked over to her usual place to stand. “I’ve already looked ahead to see what is required of you this time around. It won’t take two experienced Oracles to monitor the process. I didn’t tell the rabbit you were doing it now. He thinks you’ll be doing the step in a few hours. He’s still inside his pot downstairs in the basement.”

			Chandi shook her head. “He’s going to be really mad at you for keeping him out of this.”

			“Tough.” Ajith bent down and opened the book to an orange sheet of paper.

			Chandi straightened her posture and breathed in through her nose. “So how hard does this one sound? Will it be as bad as the last?”

			“Surprisingly, no,” said Ajith, looking over the instructions one last time. “That’s why it only requires one overseeing Oracle. It’ll be rough, I won’t lie to you. But it should not be nearly as bad as the last step.”

			Chandi let out the breath she had taken in. “That’s good. Let’s get started.” She rolled her shoulders. “I just hope it isn’t too physically demanding.”

			Ajith looked up for a moment, raising an eyebrow. “Is that whining I hear, love?”

			Chandi quickly tried to backpedal. “N-no, no! I’m not whining. I’m ready. Let’s go.” 

			“Okay then.” Ajith stood up, holding her hands out toward Chandi. A wide oval of blue and white Kanah formed between them. “All right, listen closely! Your task is to prevent this collection of Kanah from reaching you. You are to sit down in a meditative state, but hold your hands out in front of you. You are to speak a certain Edamirin word, Aralasta, and your own Kanah will be propelled from your hands in a similar oval to this one. The oval that contains the Kanah of Filiorvis will be moving slowly toward you. You must make sure your Kanah is powerful enough to hold off its advance.”

			“And what happens if it reaches me!” shouted Chandi. She needed to yell over the high buzzing sound coming from the rapid building of Kanah in front of Ajith. 

			“It shocks you!”

			“Badly?”

			“Badly!”

			“Wonderful!”

			Ajith laughed. “You won’t fail if you let the Kanah reach you once, by the way! If it does reach you, after the shock it will loop back to where it began at my hands and begin moving toward you again. You have six minutes to achieve your goal in this step, which is to make sure your Kanah reaches my hands! Once even a sliver of your Kanah brushes one of my hands, you will have completed the step! Do you understand!”

			The shrill sound of the forming oval was so loud now that Chandi almost plugged her ears out of instinct. “Yes! I understand!” She quickly sat down and crossed her legs, holding her hands out in front of her chest.

			“Okay!” yelled Ajith, peering over the sizzling Kanah. “Say the word and we can begin!”

			Meamara be with me. Chandi took in a slow, calm breath. “Aralasta!”

			Very quickly a long horizontal oval of green and white Kanah began to build between Chandi’s hands. She could feel the power of her Kanah stinging on her chest, even through her clothing. 

			“Here it comes!” said Ajith. “The moment I release it from my hands, you will have six minutes!”

			Ajith softly pushed her hands forward, and the collection of energy came toward Chandi.

			Chandi dedicated everything mentally to making sure her Kanah was in flawless form. Then, gradually, she pushed her oval to meet that of Filiorvis. They clashed with the sound of thunder. Within three seconds Chandi lost the strength to keep the encroaching Kanah at bay, let alone push it back toward Ajith. Her own oval burst in the air and Filiorvis’ Kanah swept over her body.

			Chandi yelled out in pain as her whole body spasmed with the force of the shock. It felt like she was inside of a storm cloud. This sensation only lasted a few seconds, but it was an awful experience; one that woke her up to the challenge in front of her. She had six minutes to stop that from happening.

			“Again!” screamed Ajith, the second oval already building up in front of her.

			Chandi had no time to digest what just happened to her. She had no time to feel sorry for herself. She shook her head and stuck out her hands. “Aralasta!”

			The two ovals quickly formed, then quickly clashed together again. Chandi held this one back for much longer than the first. She spent well over a minute struggling against the incredible force of the blue and white Kanah. But in the end, she was still no match. Her oval burst once more and her body was subjected to immense pain as her skin sparked.

			“Again!” said Ajith.

			Chandi fell forward and placed her palms in the snow. Her dark hair fell down in front of her face. She hyperventilated as her hands became numb with the cold.

			“I SAID AGAIN!”

			Chandi lifted her right hand from the snow and used it to slap herself hard in the face. She sat back up and lifted her hands. “Aralasta!”

			Yet again the ovals crashed together, causing another thunderous bang. Chandi couldn’t help but wonder if she was soon to be surrounded by a massive crowd again. She hoped not.

			Again and again she failed to hold off the aggressive Kanah. She underestimated how difficult the task would be. She went into it thinking she would struggle, but not to this degree. She was running out of time. Each shock effect seemed to be worse than the last, too. Things were not going well.  

			“Two minutes left!” said Ajith, sounding a little worried. “Don’t fail me now, girl! You need to get it together quick!”

			Chandi, slowly pulling her body back into its proper posture, slapped herself across the face again. Her hair was fully free from its typical high ponytail, and now it was hanging down over her shoulders. “Aralasta!”

			You don’t have much time left, thought Chandi. You know how to do this. You’ve passed two of these steps so far. This one should be easy for you. Push that damn Kanah back and get this stupid thing over with!

			Chandi glanced momentarily to her right and spotted Ika wheeling himself over to sit next to the backdoor of her house. He gave her a thumbs-up. Evidently he could not withstand the urge to come out and watch her undertake this trial.

			Chandi smiled at him and nodded. This was going to be the one. 

			Her green and white Kanah blasted into the blue and white Kanah of Filiorvis. They swayed back and forth in the air. For a few seconds it looked like Chandi was going to prevail, then Filiorvis came back harder and nearly burst through Chandi’s defence yet again. Chandi would grind her teeth together and summon every ounce of will she could to force the approaching energy in the other direction. This went on for a while. Chandi’s heart nearly stopped beating when she heard her grandmother yell out, “THIRTY SECONDS! MAKE IT HAPPEN!”

			Chandi closed her eyes and screamed until her throat burned. She pushed and pushed and pushed with everything she had. She urged her Kanah onward with such ferocity that her nose began to bleed. Thick red rivers ran down through her nostrils and cascaded over her lips and down her chin. Her body was still in pain from the last step. Her arms trembled with the familiar agony. She had no doubt this process would be easier if she was allowed more time to heal from the last test. But there was no use whining. This was the hand she had been dealt. 

			She let out one final roar with the last bit of her strength. “GOOOOOOOO!”

			She didn’t know why she said it, but it appeared to work. Right before Chandi let her arms drop to her side from exhaustion, her Kanah burst through that of Filiorvis, reaching Ajith’s hands. Not only did Chandi’s Kanah reach Ajith, but it came at her with such force that it fully knocked her onto her back. 

			“YES!” cried Ika, clapping his hands. “You did it! I don’t know what the hell you did, but you sure did it!”

			He was, of course, not present when Ajith read out the instructions of the step. He was smart enough to put it together.

			Chandi, breathing hard, wiped the blood from her nose and smiled. “Yeah . . . I did.” She looked over to her grandmother, slowly getting to her feet, covered in snow. “Sorry about that, Grandma!”

			With a closer look, Chandi saw that Ajith was laughing. “Sorry? That was brilliant, my dear! Absolutely brilliant!”

			Chandi couldn’t help but agree. She was quite proud of herself. She could already feel her Kanah getting more powerful. She felt lighter somehow. She felt like she could dig her fingers into the dirt and lift the entire world. It was an intoxicating feeling. Wriliara had no idea what was coming. 

			She looked to her right to see the stunned faces of yet another crowd of people that came to spectate.

			She sighed. Privacy was evidently not something her training was going to allow. 
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			Interlude: Percy Coldshire
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			Kirga and Wriliara moved on from their previous cave. Kirga sensed Belasefka’s Kanah closing in on them and knew it was best to move on. They walked through the snowy passes of the mountain range going south toward Turquoise Town. Kirga had made their next objective clear for his Apostle: capture Prince Keji Aberdam. It was the only way to get the blood of Stultis. Their advantage was surprise, as no one else knew that bit of the prophecy. The Yellow Armadillo was too difficult to track down for anyone to study his oracular words. But Kirga was aware that there were some who currently tried to call upon Euripides. There were several teams of scholars and scientists from across Wenworld that were currently underground, trying out different methods to lure Euripides from hiding. Kirga’s plan to achieve Dual Affinity relied upon Euripides remaining entirely elusive to those who wished to learn his secrets. The Dalada had a personal and understandable interest in the creature. 

			They had been walking slowly through the thick snow for days. It was getting harder and harder to find animals to hunt as they moved south. After four days of no Ressepal anywhere to be seen, Kirga began to wonder if they were going to starve to death before even making it out of the pass. 

			Well, he knew Wriliara was vulnerable to such a fate. Kirga, being the Genmaga, was unable of starving to death. That was a painful lesson he already learned long ago.

			“How much further until the next cave?” asked Wriliara, who trailed behind Kirga.

			On either side of them were tall crags of sharp rock that helped shield them from the brutal winds. In front of them, however, was a wondrous view of the southern regions of Wenworld. They still had a ways to travel before being able to fully descend the last mountain and enter the wide green plains stretching hundreds of miles. It was the kind of view that stole the breath. It was the kind of view that made days of freezing cold misery worth it.

			“I do not know,” answered Kirga. “I can still sense Belasefka. He is too close for comfort. When his Kanah becomes fainter, then we can find a place to stay for longer than a few hours.”

			“I’m starving,” said Wriliara, his voice hoarse.

			“As am I. We will find more animals to hunt once we get closer to the southern slope of the mountain. I hope.”

			“You hope?” 

			In truth, Kirga was not feeling all too optimistic about the outcome of this leg of their journey. He knew they would make it to Turquoise Town. Nothing in Wenworld could keep him from achieving his overall goal of reuniting with Casey. But it was the state he and Wriliara would be in when they finally made it that had him nervous. He suspected they would need to fight off Gira in order to get to Keji. This, even in shining health, was no easy task. Kirga knew Gira better than anyone still living. He knew how stubborn and strong Gira was. He knew he was stronger than Gira, but he also knew his brother would be a pain to fight against. He couldn’t afford to be held up too long with that duel; not when Belasefka was still on his tail. 

			“Did you see that?” said Wriliara, halting where he stood in the thick snow.

			Kirga looked behind him to see Wriliara craning his neck to look amongst the heights of the sharp rocks on either side of them. He followed his Apostle’s gaze to scan as well. “I see nothing. What is it?”

			“I saw wings,” answered Wriliara. “Huge black wings overhead, just between the rocks there.”

			Kirga squinted and continued to look from left to right in the sliver of sky visible between the crags. “You’re sure of this?”

			“I am. I know what I sa— There!”

			Kirga saw it this time as well. There was no lie. Vast black wings pushed aside the thin clouds with each beat. Judging from the silhouette of the body, these wings belonged to some kind of great bat. “I’m not familiar with this species. Do you know of any bats that size?”

			Wriliara shook his head. “No. There are some large breeds of bat in the west, but nowhere near here. And even then, they aren’t that large. I have no idea what that is.” 

			Yet again the beast flew over them, this time swooping low and seeming to drop some dark object through the air.

			“Watch out!” said Kirga, jumping back to where Wriliara was. They both moved swiftly back to avoid whatever it was the bat just dropped. 

			It landed in the snow and rolled slightly toward them. Kirga, waiting until the bat disappeared again, creeped forward to inspect. “It’s . . . meat.” 

			Sitting in the snow before Kirga’s feet was a fully roasted slab of Ressepal meat. It smelled delicious. In Kirga’s current state, the scent nearly made his knees weak as soon as it hit his nose. 

			Wriliara walked slowly up the slope to join him. “What . . . why . . . I’m confused.”

			Kirga nodded. “As am I. But let’s not question a good thing.” He bent down and picked up the weighty slab, tearing off a piece with his strong hands. “I think I might have a guess at what this bat is.”

			Wriliara ripped a piece off himself and quickly scarfed it down. “Certainly not, My Lord. We cannot be that lucky. What would be the chances?”

			“Can you think of another explanation for a wild animal, one larger than any you know of, bringing us a fully cooked meal when we are on the brink of starvation?”

			After a long pause, Wriliara shook his head. “No . . . I suppose not.”

			Kirga bit into the Ressepal meat, savoring the much-needed nourishment. “There’s no mistaking it. We’re in the presence of another Kensral.”

			 

			D

			 

			Onward they went, choosing to follow the bat as it flew in and out of several passageways within the mountain. It became apparent after a while that this creature was trying to lead them to the fastest passages to get away from Belasefka. There were many ways one could head to the southern plains from where they were in the mountain range. This creature appeared to know the best possible routes. Kirga and Wriliara followed its lead.

			The bat even dropped more food for them. Every few hours it would return with another Ressepal carcass, fully cooked, and even some fruits Kirga knew to only grow in the trees in the southern plains. If this Kensral was capable of travelling that far and back again in only a few hours, he or she was incredibly fast. 

			Kirga tried to guess the size of the Kensral when in its beast form, but it remained so high above that an estimate was difficult to make. His first thought was that multiple fully grown men could easily ride upon the bat’s back. That would be gracefully convenient for their cause. It would make evading Belasefka that much easier. 

			After nine full hours of being led through every tunnel and claustrophobic pathway among the tall, smooth stone, Kirga and Wriliara finally came face to face with the elusive figure who had lightened so much of their burden. After walking around one final chunk of grey, snow-covered rock, Kirga halted to see a small man standing upon a boulder blocking the slim path toward yet another tunnel.  

			The man could be no more than five feet and four inches. His hair was a wild mane of baby blue that trailed down his back to hang between his skinny legs. His face was childlike, free of any facial hair, wrinkles of age, or battle scars of any kind. He had a delicate look to him, but he could still not be mistaken for a child, or even a teenager. His eyes seemed to have no pupils. They were fully blue, giving him an off-putting, empty glare. He wore a white robe that opened at the chest to reveal a diamond patch of brown hair over his sternum. The robe ended above the knees, and he wore nothing below it. His bare legs were hairless; though they did appear to have multiple scars going up and down the shins. 

			On his feet was a pair of wooden sandals that lifted him another few inches with what looked like wooden stilts below them. Without those on he was probably only five feet and one inch. 

			He was a peculiar sight indeed.

			Kirga approached him first. “Are you . . . the Kensral who has been assisting us?”

			The man, in response, only lifted his left hand and stuck his pinky finger up his nose, scratching and digging in an area that had to be close to his brain. 

			Kirga raised an eyebrow. “Do you speak?”

			When the small man only continued to pick his nose, Wriliara walked up next to Kirga, growling under his breath. “Let’s just kill this imbecile, My Lord. I think you may have the wrong fellow. He could just be from some local tribe we don’t know about. There have been rumours of mountain-dwelling freaks in the west. Who’s to say some of them haven’t migrated south? I don’t exactly get civilized vibes from this one.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Kirga, not taking his eyes from their new acquaintance. “This is him. Can’t you sense that Kanah? He’s the Kensral.” He let a small wave of his own Kanah emanate from his body as he lowered his voice. “What is your name. Speak now.”

			The man finally pulled his littlest finger from his nostril, inspecting the crusty green glob that now stuck to the end of it. He then sucked his finger dry, eating his latest discovery. He then wiped his hand on his white robe. “Percy.”

			“Excuse me?” said Kirga. He couldn’t quite catch whether the man just gave his name, or whether he was trying to say something else. 

			“My name is Percy,” said the small man. His voice was soft and equally as childlike as his face. He blinked his all-blue eyes a few times, then pointed at Kirga. “What’s your name?”

			Kirga sighed, lamenting on how he may have just stumbled on the most useless of potential Apostles. “My name is Kirga. I am known throughout Wenworld as Kirga the Hellcat. Perhaps you’ve heard of me.”

			“Nope. Rings no bells.” Percy placed his small hands on his hips. “What’s his name, then?” 

			“My name is Wriliara,” answered Kirga’s last Apostle. “Were you the one who helped guide us through the mountain? The one who gave us the food, too?”

			Percy nodded and smiled. His two front teeth were missing, giving him a slight lisp. “Aye, that was me. Can’t tell you why. Just wanted to. Weird.”

			Kirga smirked. “That would be the product of your natural compulsion. You see, I am the Genmaga of this generation. And Kensr—”

			“I’ll take them fancy cloaks.”

			Kirga froze. He was unsure if he just heard that correctly. Wriliara, too, said nothing in response to that.

			Percy clapped his hands. “Cloaks. Now.”

			Wriliara let out a single scandalized bark. “I beg your pardon?”

			Percy held out one hand, keeping the other on his hip. He said nothing, just continued to hold the hand there and wait.

			Wriliara began to laugh in earnest. “Can I kill him now?”

			Kirga, almost finding some level of curious enjoyment in the audacity of this lone Kensral, decided to play the game a little bit longer. “And what happens if we refuse?”

			A few tense seconds of unblinking eye contact passed between Kirga and Percy. 

			Percy eventually gave Kirga a look of pure confusion. “I would . . . not get the cloaks.”

			Kirga looked to Wriliara, then back to Percy. “Then . . . no?”

			Percy let his hand drop to his side. “Shame. Come on, then.” He turned around and started walking into the shadow of another tunnel. “Dalada chasing ya. Bad news. Best keep our butts movin.”

			Wriliara’s face was priceless. “My Lord, we really don’t have time for this fool. Let’s just kill him and move on. I’d sooner get caught by Belasefka than spend any more time with this Kensral than I need to.”

			“I find him entertaining,” said Kirga.

			“I find him irritating.”

			Kirga fully understood that reaction, but couldn’t help but be intrigued by the man’s peculiar personality, as well as his noteworthy beast form. “You must admit he has made our lives much easier. He has made our journey through the mountain much shorter, and was kind enough to bring us cooked food. Besides, you cannot possibly be blind to the usefulness of another Apostle among our ranks. And he can fly. We would be fools to overlook the gift of this chance meeting.”

			Wriliara sighed. “I suppose so. But something tells me I am going to like him even less than I did Vedara.” 

			“You comin or what?” called Percy, his voice echoing from deep inside the tunnel. “Not far from the slope of the mountain. We can get outta here real soon if you move ya butts!”

			They followed the sound of Percy’s playful voice as they descended the mountain. They tailed him restlessly for another forty minutes before finally exiting the enormous cave systems and stepping out into the open air. They were at the edge of a small forest, and standing at the near base of Mt. Miura. They were on their way to Turquoise Town now, and it was all thanks to Percy.

			The elusive Kensral was sitting cross-legged on a smooth path of inclined grass, waiting for them as they exited the last cave. “Good, good. Dalada boy’ll be far behind us now.” He picked his nose again. “You’re welcome.”

			Kirga took in a breath of clean air. He liked the feeling of the mountain breeze blowing through his black and white hair. “Thank you, Percy. You have been a great help.” He walked over and looked down at him with a gentle smile. “Would you, perhaps, be interested in joining me on my journey? I would be glad to have you. As would my partner here.”

			Wriliara grumbled something unintelligible in the background. It was surely a rebuttal to the previous statement, but he was luckily too far back to hear.

			Percy pulled his knees close to his chest. “It’s weird. So, so, so weird. But . . . yes. I wanna help.”

			Kirga had been gifted another Apostle. Things were finally looking up. “Good man. We make for Turquoise Town.”

			“That sounds great and all,” said Percy, “but first you’ll have to convince my friends.”

			“Friends?”

			Percy rolled his head toward the forest. “Yep. My gang is waiting. They follow me everywhere. Gunna need to convince them you’re good people. If you can, they help. If you can’t, they kill ya; or try to. Your Kanah seems pretty strong. You might wipe out the whole lot yourself.” He buried his face into his knees. “Which would make me sad.”

			“Did you say . . . gang? What gang?”

			“The Coldshire Gang,” answered Percy, lifting his head. “My name is Percy Coldshire. They roll with me.”

			Wriliara walked down the slope to them. “Coldshire? Hang on, I’ve heard of you.”

			Kirga had no memory of that name, nor the gang attributed to it. “You have?”

			Wriliara nodded, not taking his eyes from Percy. “Yes. They come from a town called Talahup. They started as a defence force for the city when a northern gang called The Berdoshi attempted to raid Talahup and sell its children into one of the multiple trafficking markets between Tankam and Old Umbra. These raids only needed to happen once or twice for the people to rise up on their own. Percy here quickly became the head of that group. I knew the Coldshire Gang was led by a small man with strange abilities, but the papers never specified he was a Kensral; nor did they even say his name.” 

			Wriliara crossed his arms and smiled. The look on his face made it seem as if he had gained some kind of respect for Percy. “You killed nearly every member of The Berdoshi by yourself. It took you an afternoon to paint the roads of Talahup red with their blood. Consider me impressed.”

			Percy blushed, hiding his face in his knees again. “Thanks.” 

			Kirga found this story quite intriguing. The more he learned about this Kensral, the more he seemed useful. “So how did they become a gang and not just a local police force?”

			“That’s a reasonable question,” said Wriliara. “From what I could tell, the group of protectors that Percy gathered from his hometown made it their job to track down other gangs that profited from child trafficking . . . killing them all.”

			“Well,” said Kirga, “sounds like I might be taking you away from some important work. Now I feel less justified in doing so.”

			“But I want to help you,” said Percy. “It’s why me and my friends came to Mount Miura. I . . . sensed you. And I know I want to travel with you. Weird.”

			Kirga knew he would not be able to shake Percy now that they had met. “That, as I tried to say earlier, is a result of me being the Genmaga. You are compelled by nature to follow me. All Kensrals are.”

			Percy looked up, blinking his empty blue eyes. “Well . . . what do you want? Is it something good?”

			Kirga thought about the best way to answer that. He almost said he wanted to see his husband again, but that likely wouldn’t sound very noble to anyone but him. Instead, he thought of something anyone could find solace in. And it happened to also be the truth. “I am trying to make it so that we can reunite with our loved ones when we pass on from this life.”

			Percy looked puzzled. “We can’t do that . . . already?”

			“No, we cannot,” answered Kirga. “As long as Wenworld remains inside this Crystal Ball, our souls cannot be brought to the place of eternal peace. That place lies beyond the Crystal. Those who die while it is still intact are forever trapped within, unable to find any happiness or proper rest. I intend to fix that.”

			Percy pursed his lip and hummed. He wiggled his toes in his tall wooden sandals. “You want to destroy the Crystal.”

			Kirga nodded.

			Percy smirked. “You are crazy. Lucky for you, I like crazy.” He jumped up to his feet and dusted off his behind. “Okay. Follow me and I’ll lead you to my friends. I can convince them this is worth it.”

			 

			D

			 

			And so Kirga and Wriliara followed. They trailed behind Percy, who stomped his feet as he walked like a dramatic impersonation of a marching soldier, throwing his arms out to his side and swinging them violently with each step. His head was held high and his blue mane bounced back and forth. He carried on with that absurd way of walking for the full twenty minutes it took them to enter the small forest.

			Finally, Percy stomped both feet together and pivoted to face Kirga again. “Here we are.”

			Kirga didn’t need to be told. He could sense many Kanahs surrounding them now. He could not see where Percy’s gang was hiding amid the thick pine trees, but he knew they were watching him. 

			“Tell your pals to come out,” said Wriliara, his sharp snake eyes glowing green in the shade from the trees.

			Percy gave a thumbs-up. “Yes, sir.” He turned toward the thick forest and bellowed from his chest. “THEY ARE GOOD GUYS! COME OUT, COME OUT, WHEREVER YOU ARE! DON’T BE SHY NOW!”

			Within a minute Kirga made out at least twenty silhouettes coming forward from the shadows. Some of them were even standing atop the thickest branches. A few were carrying longbows carved from white wood. A few others were carrying long curved swords. Most of them were carrying tall spears made from white staffs and black steel blades. 

			They were mostly men, but there seemed to be at least four women among the ranks. The gang consisted of people of all sizes and ages. Some were light of skin; others dark. Some were thick with muscle; others frail. But Kirga had no doubt they were all seasoned killers. He could tell simply from their Kanahs. 

			“Who are these people, Percy?” asked a thin woman with bright red hair tied into a bun. She wore a tight white robe and tall black boots. Her eyes were bright blue and the right half of her face was deeply scared. It looked to be the result of a burn. 

			Percy yawned, stretching his back like a cat. Then he scratched at his mane and said, “The one with the black and white hair and funky eyes is the new leader.”

			He said this was such blunt energy that it took a few moments for the rest of the gang to catch up and react.

			The woman with the red hair looked like she had just been slapped. “Are you . . . what are . . . what?”

			Percy pointed at Kirga. “We help him now. He’s the Genmaga. He wants to fix Wenworld. We help him from now on.”

			Needless to say a long period of intense arguments followed this statement. Kirga did his best to stay out of the way as Percy calmly discussed the absolute transference of power in his gang to everybody within said gang. Kirga could tell these people trusted Percy with their entire lives. The fact that they were even entertaining this conversation was a testament to that fact. They all bickered amongst each other for a while. 

			It took some time, but eventually the anger in their voices died down and they at least seemed to be thinking on the idea. Percy needed to explain to them what Kirga was after. The theory of souls being trapped within the Crystal was not just exclusive to the Morga family. There were others who questioned whether Lady Meamara was as good as the stories made her seem. Hearing how Kirga wanted to destroy the Crystal did pique some interest among the Coldshire Gang.

			Eventually, the grumbling died down to calm discussion. A bald man with a long grey beard leaned on his spear. “Percy . . . we have a code we live by. We have a goal that you started. You were the one who inspired us to make our communities safer by killing the scum who sought to ruin Talahup. And now you’re just . . . abandoning that?”

			Percy had not raised his voice once, even when his whole gang had been yelling at him. He even picked his nose again a few times throughout. “Not really abandoning. I liked the idea of making the world better.” He shrugged. “Following Kirga will do that. I can just feel it.”

			The woman with the red hair and burned face from earlier now approached Kirga. “Is what Percy says true? Do you intend to free our souls? Do you truly believe what Belfaris Morga did when it comes to the afterlife? Or are you just saying that so you can use us?” 

			Kirga thought back to the ominous words of the White Raven. He pushed them down into his subconscious. “I do. Our souls will never know peace as long as Wenworld remains in this prison. Help me destroy the Crystal. It is for all our sakes.”

			The woman smirked. “You know what, you just might be the second coming of Belfaris. I can just feel something from you. Something tells me you’re going to shake up this world even more than you already have.” She nodded, looking him up and down. “I’ve heard about the Genmaga of this generation. I read about what you did in Porshalla. I didn’t know what you looked like, however.” She eyed him from top to toe again. “No one ever said you would be so . . . handsome.”

			Kirga resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Do I have your allegiance or not?”

			The woman stuck out her hand. “You have mine if you have Percy’s, sweet cheeks. My name is Devri.”

			Kirga took her hand with an obvious manner of antipathy. “Wonderful to meet you, Devri. My Name is Kirga Kenris.”

			The man with the grey beard walked up next. His eyes were a calm green and his forehead was indented by a deep scar that spanned the length of his hairline. He stuck out his hand. “If Percy believes your cause is worth it . . . so do I. My name is Kamarr.”

			Kirga took the man’s hand and shook it. “I’m glad to have you, Kamarr.”

			Once Kamarr moved out of the way, others began to line up to greet Kirga.

			What the hell is this? he thought, finding himself very uncomfortable. Surely I don’t have to do all of them?

			He did all of them. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve: Some Troubling News
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			Ika smiled as he watched Prince Keji sing for the people of Turquoise Town. A couple days had passed since Chandi’s last trial, and he finally found the peace of mind to enjoy the simple things. Chandi needed much less time to recover than she did after the second step, so she stood next to Ika and watched the show as well. 

			A massive crowd was gathered in the center of town. Keji danced back and forth atop a tall wooden stage that was set up just in front of the iconic glass fountain. Pattamis sat upon Keji’s head, his mouth hung open as he unleashed a litany of orchestrated music that matched Keji’s vocal performance. 

			It was so wonderfully obvious to anyone who watched that Keji was happiest when performing. The energy he brought to his music was infectious, and his joy positively empowering. 

			Ika had no clue what song it was the boy was singing. It was likely one Keji wrote himself. Ika had caught him with a notepad a few times, jotting down lyrics as they came to him. The boy had the making of a real celebrity. If only the rest of the world outside of Turquoise Town could get over the fact that he was a Yeryaila prince. 

			“Kid really has a talent,” said Gira, who stood on the other side of Chandi. He had thoroughly exhausted himself from yelling at Ajith since the time of Chandi’s third trial. For now, he was in a state of contentment. “He’ll be famous one day.”

			“He’s already famous,” retorted Chandi. 

			“True,” said Gira. “I just mean . . . you know . . . famous for a better reason.”

			The three of them carried on watching the show, fully captivated by the boy’s enigmatic performance. Seeing him do what he enjoyed the most brought Ika great joy. He hoped Keji would be able to live out the rest of his days in Turquoise Town. The day would inevitably come, however, when his lack of Kanah would bring about a Broken Calamity. That fact was always there in the back of Ika’s mind, souring every pocket of bliss. Keji did not deserve to have that level of guilt in his heart. But, unfortunately, there was literally nothing Ika could do to free him from it. 

			Ika flinched when a bright display of fireworks shot out from behind the stage, signaling the end of the show after a final melodic note left the boy’s mouth, and he held a tight fist high above his head. 

			Ika was not aware of the fireworks. It was a nice touch.

			The residents of the town erupted with zealous applause. For several minutes they filled the town square with the sound of their approval. Keji walked around the stage, bowing to as many groups of people as he could. He smiled and waved as flowers—the only kinds that could be found growing in the winter—were thrown on stage. Pattamis even caught one of them in his mouth, making the crowd cheer even more passionately. 

			Ika looked over and saw Chandi wincing in pain as she clapped. “Are you okay?”

			She looked down at him and wore her best attempt at a smile. “Been better. But I’ve been worse.”

			The three steps Chandi had been forced to endure thus far were nothing short of harrowing to watch. Ika understood the importance of learning the only Curse, according to Phiggy, that could allow Chandi to defeat the likes of Wriliara. He fully sympathized with her unyielding motivation toward that goal. She would not rest until she was strong enough to kill the man who ruined her life, just as Ika would not rest until he was strong enough to kill the man who ruined his. As understandable as her mentality was, the haste in which she was undergoing her training left him with many sleepless nights. 

			He couldn’t help but notice, however, that her current trial had rebuilt much of their relationship, and that filled him with an intense sense of gratitude. His own negligence toward her, as well as all his loved ones, made Ika’s connections with people torn and nearly severed completely. He had ruined things with Gira, but his bond with Chandi was being remade.

			The attention of the people began to shift from the young price to something else. All eyes in the town square moved east to one of the entrances to the town. There was a great collection of physical energy gathering in that area. It was so powerful that it became difficult to breathe. Ika needed to take in smaller breaths, as trying to take in one large one brought about the feeling of drowning on dry land. Something was wrong in the air. 

			“I know that Kanah,” said Gira in a distant, stunned manner. “What is he doing here?”

			“What is who doing here?” asked Ika.

			Gira shook his head, his mouth agape. “It’s Pulkra. That’s Pulkra’s Kanah. He’s only releasing it like that to draw me over to him. Something big must’ve happened. He wouldn’t come to Turquoise Town and signal me like that if not.”

			The people in front of Keji’s stage began to grip their heads and groan, as if suffering dreadful headaches. Some of them stumbled around as if drunk. Some even fell to their knees. It was clear a member of the Dalada’s Kanah, even so far away, was having a profoundly debilitating effect on them.

			“You better get over there quick before people start throwing up everywhere,” said Chandi.

			Gira nodded and immediately started jogging toward the eastern entrance to town. “You’re right! I’ll talk to you guys later!”

			Ika watched his uncle as he pushed through the dazed Yeryaila horde that was being steadily beaten down by the weight of the Kanah that lingered in town. “What do you think is going on?”

			Chandi shrugged. “I honestly don’t have a guess. I hope it’s not something bad.”

			Ika slightly spun his chair toward her. “Wanna follow him and find out? I think we’re strong enough now to handle his Kanah. I doubt we’ll throw up like the old days with Elra.”

			Chandi was already walking in the direction Gira had gone. “Couldn’t agree more. There’s no way we’re going to miss out on this.”

			Ika wheeled himself with enough speed to trail just behind her as she began to run. He waved at Keji while they passed the stage. “We’re gunna find out what’s going on, okay? You stay here. Great show, by the way!”

			Keji, who d on his skinny legs in an almost amusing display, waved a quivering hand. “Thanks!”

			As Ika wheeled faster and faster, Chandi jogging next to him as they went down an empty street, he thought about Pulkra. Neither he nor Chandi had met Pulkra yet. Gira talked about him a lot. He had countless stories about the man’s greatness, and also his dramatic disposition. Ika couldn’t deny he was rather excited to meet him. He was, according to all witness accounts of the man, utterly and confoundingly beautiful. The way in which he carried himself was also described as ‘divine’. It was hard not to look forward to it. 

			As they got closer and closer to their destination, the Kanah got more and more difficult to withstand. Ika needed to stop for a moment.

			Chandi slid to a halt in front of him, almost slipping on a patch of ice. “What’s wrong? Why did you stop?” 

			Ika rubbed his chest with his left hand. “Is this . . . is this harder for you than you remember it being? I can’t . . . it’s hard to breathe.”

			“Ika . . . I think this is because of Kirga’s Curse. Your Kanah is weaker now than it’s probably ever been. You had a better chance of meeting a Dalada member without a bad reaction when we first ran away from home. Your Kanah is not stable enough for this. Just let me go on my own. I’ll tell you what Pulkra says.”

			“No way!” said Ika. “I have to go too. I just . . . need a second.”

			They waited in the middle of the street for a few minutes until Ika gained some composure. They carried on only when Ika was sure he wasn’t going to vomit. 

			It took them only ten minutes of wheeling and jogging to get to the eastern archway. Ika looked down the cobblestone path that trailed down the steep hill until his eyes met Gira’s. Gira was looking back and acknowledging them with a nod of the head while he carried on speaking with what Ika could only describe as the most beautiful man in existence.

			They were far enough away that Ika could not make out all of the features of Pulkra’s face, but they were near enough for him to be sure that this was no ordinary person. His sapphire hair was long and voluminous, his skin fair and shining, and his legs were long and heavily muscled. 

			“Wow, he’s pretty,” said Chandi. “Are you okay for us to get closer?”

			Ika’s chest was in substantial pain and he was very lightheaded. It would be unwise for him to subject himself to more of this Kanah than he absolutely needed to. “No. I . . . I think we should stay here.”

			Chandi placed a hand on his shoulder. “Okay. That’s fine. We can wait until Gira is done talking.”

			Ika felt so pathetic. Chandi was going through the hardest training of her life, and yet she could still manage getting closer to Pulkra without a problem at all. She was still in recovery from her last challenge, but her status as an Oracle put Ika’s to shame.

			He was overcome by a sudden wave of anger. He wanted to swat away Chandi’s hand and just go home; climb back into bed and forget about whatever it was the Dalada needed his uncle for. 

			The moment passed. He bit down on the inside of his cheek and willed himself out of such foolishness. His Affinity made him prone to such things, but his overall will and heart had to take precedent. Chandi wanted nothing but the best for him. He was tempted to slap himself for the momentary decent into his darker nature. He was getting better at fighting it. That realization alone helped him banish his growing anger. 

			He could not guess at what his uncle and Pulkra were talking about, but Gira seemed very surprised by whatever it was. Ika could tell this simply by his physical gestures, and even his posture. He knew Gira well enough to know when he was caught off guard by something. 

			“Do you think the others in town will come running to see a Dalada member?” asked Chandi, breaking the patient silence.

			Ika hadn’t considered that. Nonetheless, the answer seemed obvious. “No. They’re all Yeryaila. They don’t have enough understanding of Kanah to sense where the power is exactly coming from. They sensed him originally because he was purposely trying to get Gira’s attention. They’ll likely wander around town searching for whatever is causing the disturbance. Ajith and my mom would be able to pinpoint it. They could be on their way. Master Cinnamon would stay inside, though. He still wouldn’t want to be seen; especially if he sensed it was a member of the Dalada. Pulkra would kill him right here.”

			“Do you ever think about how Master Cinnamon fought Belasefka?” asked Chandi.

			Ika recalled the story his old master had told them about the time he dueled Belasefka atop Opiana Mountain. This was many years before they ever met. “He lost that fight. Duh.”

			“Yeah,” said Chandi, crossing her arms, “but the fact that they fought at all is impressive, isn’t it? He had an actual duel with a member of the Dalada. And not just any member . . . Belasefka! That’s incredible.”

			Ika couldn’t argue with that. “It is incredible. I’m glad he survived that duel; otherwise, he never would’ve went on to train the two of us. Things happen for a reason.”

			“Things happen for a reason,” echoed Chandi.

			After another few minutes, Gira walked away from Pulkra and came toward Ika and Chandi. Pulkra stayed and waited next to the tall arch on the cobblestone path. “Well . . . that was . . . interesting.”

			“What is it?” asked Chandi. “Another mission from Kanakon?”

			Gira looked shaken. He rubbed at the back of his head, staring at the ground beyond where they stood, fixed in thought. “No, it’s not that. Well, kinda. Pulkra has a mission, but he wants me to come along for . . . personal reasons.”

			Ika found that an odd statement. “And what does that mean, exactly?”

			Gira blinked a few times and regained himself. “He thinks he’s found a way to contact one of the soothsaying Armadillos.”

			The two Armadillos, yellow and pink, were known worldwide as fortunetelling beasts. They were one half of the four legendary animals in Wenworld. The other half, the Black and White Ravens, were now dead; the Black Raven killed by Dremagon . . . and the White Raven killed by Kirga. 

			“Which one?” asked Chandi.

			“Euripides,” answered Gira. “He is the Yellow Armadillo. This is huge news. The Dalada has been trying to get in contact with him for a long time. Granted, they weren’t trying very hard until Kirga killed the White Raven. Now they’ve been dedicating countless hours to finding out a way to summon him. They’re not sure, but they think they’re onto something.”

			“Isn’t it considered taboo to say his name out loud like that?” asked Ika. “Wasn’t it like that for the White Raven?”

			“It was,” said Gira. “But that was only the case for him. Many people in Wenworld were very scared of Corvus. You can say his name now with no fear, obviously. He’s dead. But Euripides had never caused any real harm to the world. If anything, he’s incredibly helpful.”

			Chandi leaned to the right to look over Gira’s shoulder at Pulkra, still waiting below. “So are you just leaving with him now, then? What’s the big deal with the Armadillo? I know hearing from someone who can know the future is pretty important . . . but isn’t he known to be unhelpful? Can’t his prophecies be kinda . . . hit or miss?”

			“Hit or miss is quite a good way to describe them, yeah,” said Gira, smiling. “But people misunderstand what he’s capable of. He sometimes sees brief flashes of events that are sure to take place, and even then they are extraordinarily vague. But most often he is informed, through some unknown power, of things that can happen, as long as certain variables are laid out in the correct way. It’s important for us to speak with him because he is bound to know stuff about Kirga and the Genmaga Prophecy. We can find out what Kirga is trying to achieve. It’s pretty safe to assume he wants to destroy the Crystal like his ancestor, Belfaris Morga. But how he plans to go about it is still a mystery to us. Once we find out his exact plan of action, it will be much easier to catch him and kill him.”

			“Makes sense to me,” said Chandi. “I wish we could come with you.”

			Gira shook his head. “Neither of you are in the condition for that. You have training to do, and Ika has recovering to focus on.” He refused to meet Ika’s eye. That lingering sense of awkwardness was still present. “Pulkra and I will handle this together.”

			“Well, be careful,” said Chandi.

			Gira laughed. “Honey, I’ve got Pulkra with me. There is no place safer for me.” He pulled her into a hug. “You be careful with that training. By the time I get back you’ll be finished. You’ll have learned Filiorvis. Tell Ajith to go easy on you.”

			“You know she won’t.”

			When Gira let go of Chandi, he turned slowly to Ika. “I’ll see you in a bit. Take care of her . . . and yourself.”

			Ika didn’t know what to say. He knew he could muster a simple ‘goodbye’ or ‘good luck’, but he wanted to say something more meaningful. He settled for a nod and a slight smile. 

			 

			D

			 

			Gira and Pulkra departed just before Alice and Ajith showed up to find out what was going on. Chandi explained the situation. Alice was rather upset about the fact that Gira did not even take the time to say goodbye to her, but Chandi tried to make it as clear as possible that the opportunity was too urgent to waste time. Ajith, in contrast to Alice’s hurt feelings, seemed disappointed that something more interesting wasn’t going on. She seemed almost excited for a good fight. She grumbled and waddled her way back into town without saying another word to anyone. 

			Ika went home shortly after his uncle’s departure. He said goodbye to Chandi halfway there and was pushed the rest of the way by his mother, who was not at all dressed for the weather. In her haste to see where the imposing Kanah was coming from, she ran outside into the snow with nothing but a thin white shirt and a long red skirt. She was shivering by the time they made it to the front door of the Ivory house. 

			“Hang on!” said Ika, causing Alice to stop pushing him down the path next to their mailbox.

			“What?” she asked tersely. “I’m freezing my butt off here, Ika.”

			Ika’s attention was drawn to a young boy standing on the other side of the road. He was waving around a newspaper in one hand. The other was carrying a large stack. It was the same kid Gira got the paper from before they travelled to Crimson Town to see Don-Galaga.

			“EXTRA, EXTRA, READ ALL ABOUT IT! HELLCAT RETURNING TO TURQUOISE TOWN! NO JOKE, PEOPLE! HELLCAT MIGHT BE ON HIS WAY TO YOUR HOUSE SOON! BUY A COPY OF THE DAILY DRAGON TO LEARN HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF! SAFETY DON’T COME FREE, FOLKS!”

			Alice gasped. “What did that boy just say?” 

			Ika spun his chair to the side to face him. “Hey, kid!”

			The boy looked over. “Yeah?”

			“Did you say the Hellcat was coming . . . here?”

			The boy had a frightened look on his face as he gaped at Ika. It was well known, even to the younger generation still coming up, that the Ivory family was traumatized by the last time a giant black cat came through town and burst in through their window. The tale had become Turquoise Town legend; especially now that the cat was revealed through worldwide coverage to be the current generation’s Genmaga. That only served to worsen the gossip about the Ivorys. The family was still well loved by all, but there was certainly a sour spot to their reputation when Kirga became known as the Hellcat who killed poor little Genevieve. The people in town had the same question, naturally, that Ika did: why them? What made the Ivorys so important? Were they somehow dangerous?

			The boy nodded his head. Ika could see his throat bop from a nervous gulp all the way from the other side of the street. The thing was, he didn’t have this reaction at all when he spoke with Gira. Chances are the kid had no idea he was speaking to an Ivory. It was likely he got chewed out by a grandparent or even a friend of his family who saw him talking to Gira. They wouldn’t have said anything bad about Gira, because almost everybody in town loved him. But they definitely would’ve told the boy to show some respect and not give the Ivorys attitude.

			Ika could hardly believe it. What reason could there be for Kirga wanting to come back? “Give me one of those papers!” He looked up. “Mom, can you go inside and get some Teeth for the boy?”

			“Sure.” Alice quickly disappeared inside while the boy walked over to the small fence just beyond Ika’s mailbox. 

			Ika reached out and took the paper from his outstretched hand. “Thanks. My mother will pay you.”

			“Oh, nah,” said the boy, waving his hand in front of him. “You take that for free, mister. I know this story is . . . anyway, stay safe! That freak could come through here again. But don’t worry, we’ll all protect you. We won’t let that monster hurt anybody else.”

			Ika smiled at the boy’s heart. He appreciated the sentiment, no matter how naïve it was. Kirga could kill every last person in Turquoise Town without breaking a sweat. “Thank you. I feel safe here, don’t worry.”

			As the boy ran back to return to his job of handing out copies of The Daily Dragon, Ika inspected the most recent story himself. 

			‘GENMAGA SEEN MOVING SOUTH INTO THE BELDISH CREST! THE HELLCAT IS ON THE MOVE, AND NOBODY SOUTH OF BEEKY VALLEY IS SAFE!’

			Ika skimmed the story as fast as he could. According to the paper, Kirga the Hellcat was spotted by southern officials travelling with what was apparently known as ‘The Coldshire Gang’, led by none other than Percy Coldshire. Ika had never heard of these people before, but the paper gave him a brief rundown. Apparently the Coldshire Gang was formed in a northern town called Talahup, and the leader, Percy, put the group together to halt the overabundance of child trafficking in the northern regions through violent, illegal means.

			This confused Ika quite a bit. It sounded like these people fought for a noble enough cause. So what where they doing travelling with Kirga? It didn’t make sense. He kept reading in an attempt to find out more. The story was not very long and did not provide much else. It only said no motivations for the Genmaga’s movements were known, but that all people of the southern settlements should be wary and report any sightings of a tall man with half black and half white hair, and with dark eyes with bright white irises.

			Alice came outside again once Ika had finished reading, carrying a small pink purse. “Where did the boy go?”

			Ika, looking over the paper once more, shrugged. “He said he’d give me the paper for free.” 

			“Ika, that is very rude. You should always pay someone for their work.”

			Ika, ignoring her, handed over the paper. “It’s no lie. Kirga is close.”

			Alice snatched it up and scanned the contents. The fear was plain in her eyes. “What could he possibly want? He has had the power to come back here for years. He could’ve shown up at any time he wanted. Why now?”

			“I don’t know,” said Ika. “Maybe he thinks Gira will be here when he arrives. Maybe he’s decided he wants revenge for what Gira did to Casey.”

			Alice crumpled the paper and frowned. “No, Ika. He’s had close to two decades to do that. He clearly has dropped the desire to kill Gira. His plan involves something else. Revenge is beneath him now. The real question is how a return trip to Turquoise Town furthers his goal . . . whatever that goal is.” She moved toward the door to the house again. “Let me get my jacket. We should tell Ajith and Chandi about this. If Kirga is coming this way . . . that means Wriliara is as well.”

		

	
		
			Interlude: Bring It On Home
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			The journey south was taking longer than Kirga liked. They still had many days left to travel before coming near Turquoise Town. The addition of Percy and his gang to the trek was making things take even longer. It bothered Kirga to have Percy’s entourage along for the ride, because he was sure he and Wriliara could ride on the new Kensral’s back when he was in his bat form. But if they did that, they would have to leave behind the rest of the Coldshire Gang, and Percy refused to do that. The whole thing was very frustrating.

			The other issue with them moving as such a large unit was that of Capital spies. Kirga knew there to be various agents of Kanakon roaming the hills and woods of the southern regions. It was highly probable that they would be spotted by someone. Belasefka would soon know where they were. Their only hope was staying far enough ahead of him to prevent utter destruction. 

			Although their current situation was aggravating to Kirga, there was one aspect of it that perhaps aggravated him even more than the thought of Belasefka coming down on their heads. And that was Devri. The woman simply refused to leave Kirga alone. She did everything in her power to walk directly next to him, speaking into his ears for countless hours. Kirga could not recall ever being this annoyed with anyone in his entire life. Her poor attempts at flirtation were harmless and almost amusing at first. Now they were enough to drive Kirga mad. He did notice Wriliara laughing a few times during his suffering, though. That somehow made it worse.

			“How come your hair is like that?” asked Devri, pointing to her own red bun. “Half black and half white?”

			“Born that way,” said Kirga, only granting her the shortest possible answers. 

			“And your eyes? White irises with black all around?”

			“Same answer.”

			Devri nodded. “Cool, cool. I like it.” She said nothing for a few blessed minutes. Then, “You can turn into a cat of some kind, yeah?”

			Kirga sighed. “Yes.”

			He could hear Wriliara chuckling behind him. It was rare to hear laughter from him. That was the only reason Kirga did not chastise him for it. 

			Devri swung her hands out next to her in a childish, unsure fashion. “Can I see it?”

			“No.”

			“Are you single, Mr. Hellcat?”

			She had finally come to it. Kirga had been expecting the question for the past few hours. Evidently, she got sick of the games and just dove in. 

			“Yes.”

			Devri smiled. “I see.” There was an erotic tone to her voice that made Kirga very uncomfortable. “What say you and I sneak away from the others when night hits and—”

			“No.”

			Wriliara laughed louder.

			Devri paused. “But—”

			“I said no.”

			Devri took a few moments to process the finality of Kirga’s voice, then she stomped off in front of him and rejoined the larger group walking ahead. “Your loss, Cat Boy.”

			Kirga was grateful beyond words that she had given up on him. For now. “I sincerely doubt that.”

			Wriliara, still laughing under his breath, walked up to join Kirga again. “You’re far kinder than I am, My Lord. I would’ve broken her neck three hours ago. You’ve been entertaining agonizing small talk with her this whole time. Why not just tell her to piss off?”

			“I did not want to be rude.”

			“Your level of patience is astounding.”

			Kirga suppressed another sigh. “You have no idea.”

			They passed the last of the sparce trees scattered about the fields just beyond the rim of Mt. Miura. Now they were in truly empty plains. Rolling green hills were all that awaited them for another week of travel. They were growing closer to Grelaiba Fields with every step, and Grelaiba was not far from Lake Crucius, which was not far from Turquoise Town. Slowly but surely, they were making their way to Prince Keji. All Kirga needed was his blood to attain Dual Affinity. He was so close now. With Dual Affinity achieved, Kirga could make short work of even Belasefka. Well, perhaps not short work. But he knew he could defeat him. 

			“I think I know of a way to make this go faster, My Lord,” said Wriliara, using a hand to shield his eyes from the light of the sun as he gazed out at the aesthetic green blanket before them. 

			“And what do you suggest?” asked Kirga, enjoying the view himself, as well as the soft sound of the sighing wind. 

			“I say we send Percy ahead on his own and shorten this whole trip. The man appears to be superbly agile in his bestial form. Can he not sneak into Turquoise Town in the middle of the night and simply abduct the boy on his own? I feel he is skilled enough to pull that off. And all of us together are bound to be sensed by Gira Ivory if he is there. Percy on his own, if he is proficient enough at concealing his Kanah, should be able to get in without being sensed. Then he can bring Prince Keji back here to us, and we can all make our way to Opiana Mountain.”

			Kirga thought it over. “That is not a bad idea.” He called out to Percy, who was leading the gang far ahead. “Percy! Come back here a moment. I would like to speak with you.”

			The rest of the Coldshire Gang gave Kirga wary looks as Percy made his way to the back of the migration. He waved for them to keep walking and not worry. 

			Kirga placed a hand on Percy’s shoulder and ushered him into walking next to him along with Wriliara. “I’m afraid this is taking too long. Travelling with a group this large will not allow us to sneak into Turquoise Town. Our goal is to capture the son of King Stultis, who is currently living in that small town.”

			Percy’s all-blue eyes widened. “Really? The son of Stultis? You’re sure he’s in this Turquoise Town?”

			“I am sure. But capturing him will be harder if we all show up to do the job. Wriliara came up with a far better idea.”

			“I’m thinking you could achieve this task with far more efficiency on your own,” interjected Wriliara. “You move incredibly fast in your bat form. You’re also shockingly quiet. How good are you at suppressing your Kanah?”

			Percy nodded and smile. “Oh, real good. After all, you two didn’t sense me flying over ya.”

			“A fair point,” said Kirga. “Then we will wait for you here. You must fly to Turquoise Town and steal Keji yourself. Does your gang carry camping supplies with them so we can set up here?”

			“Yep. We got tents, extra clothes and all that.” He scratched at his wild blue mane of hair. “But . . . how will I know where to find the Prince?”

			“You’ll be able to sense which house he is staying in,” answered Kirga. “The town consists of mostly Yeryaila. Keji would be staying with either the Ivory family or the MorrowHill family. If Gira is in town, you will sense the most powerful Kanah coming from the Ivory house. If he is for some reason out of town, you will sense the greatest amount of Kanah from Ajith MorrowHill in her home. She is the grandmother of Chandi MorrowHill, an Oracle who is currently training to kill my Apostle.”

			“She’s going to need to train a long time,” said Wriliara.

			“Spy on them first,” continued Kirga. “When night falls, try to see which household Keji is staying in. Suppress your Kanah, sneak in through the window of whichever room is his, and swiftly escape with him and bring him back to us.”

			Percy rubbed at his sharp chin. “You guys will be right here?”

			Kirga looked forward and back, scanning the green plains. “No. I’ve changed my mind. This is too open for my liking. I will take us to Lake Crucius. There are trees there that can cover our camp, and it is closer to Turquoise Forest.” He leaned down and looked hard into Percy’s eyes. “Do you think you can do this?”

			Percy beamed with confidence. “Easy.”

			Kirga patted the small Kensral on the shoulder. “Good man.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen: Dreams of the Past
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			Gira always appreciated Pulkra’s tendency to get things done quickly and not mess about. As soon as he confirmed for the Dalada member that he would come along with him to meet Euripides, Pulkra summoned his gigantic spectral eagle of white and gold Kanah. It was a signature Summon he had become known for in many regions. People all around Wenworld would look to the sky and theorize whether they saw Pulkra high above their towns, or whether it was just a trick of the light through the clouds. It became, over time, a truly bothersome way for people to gain notoriety by claiming they saw Pulkra during the night; or even more obnoxious, that they saw him wave at them as he flew by. 

			Pulkra’s marvelous Summon went by the name of Alfeera. Alfeera was an Iron Summon, and so therefore the bird was not actually real. It was only an ethereal likeness of a great eagle. Ethereal or no, it could move at extraordinary speeds. Wherever it was Pulkra planned to take Gira, Gira knew it would not take long to get there. 

			They were currently still flying through the open blue sky. The afternoon had come, and Gira was not smart enough to eat something before leaving. He sure hoped there was food wherever Pulkra was taking him, because he was starving.

			He and Pulkra were both sat upon the back of Alfeera. Due to the protective layer of Kanah that ballooned out from the Summon’s head, the harsh wind that came from traveling at such insane speed did not blow them off, or even ruffle their hair. 

			“So you’re sure about this?” asked Gira, rubbing absentmindedly at his hungry stomach.

			Pulkra combed at his luscious hair with a large silver brush. “I would not say it is a guarantee, darling. But this is the best shot we have at speaking with one of the Armadillos. After what happened in Porshalla, and especially what happened at Paragon Forest, King Stultis is finally taking Kirga seriously. We’ve been trying to help him see reason for years. As I’m sure you’ve surmised, Stultis is no easy man to convince of anything. If he does not want to believe something, Meamara herself could not sway him.”

			Gira resisted the urge to laugh sarcastically. “Oh, is he now? You’ve tried to make him see reason, have you? If I recall correctly, you have been underestimating Kirga for years as well.”

			Pulkra pursed his lip and shrugged. “Okay, fair enough. I suppose the Dalada, too, is to blame in that regard. We did not foresee Kirga becoming this powerful. He was always a strong kid. But his hatred has made him something truly dangerous.”

			Gira looked out over the front of the bird. They were passing between two small mountains. “I need you to walk me through this. Where are you taking me exactly, and what method do you plan to use to contact a Soothsayer?”

			Pulkra finished brushing his hair, tucking the silver brush into a small satchel wrapped around his thin waste. “I’ve found someone . . . an Oracle . . . who has the power to bring Euripides, the Yellow Armadillo, straight to us. We know that Kirga must’ve spoken to Euripides at some point to study his own prophecy. But we do not know how he was able to find the creature. Our best guess is that Euripides came to him. Kirga’s unique Kanah, as the Genmaga of this generation, would’ve been too sweet for Euripides not to investigate. So that proves the way to get to him is to get him to come to you.”

			“And you believe you have the means to intrigue one of the most elusive creatures in history?” asked Gira, not at all convinced. “Who is this person you’re talking about? They must be something special.”

			Pulkra’s eyes flashed. “Oh, they are, my pessimistic friend. She’s a Wenny Rabbit with a very special talent; a talent I feel is exactly what we need.”

			Gira leaned forward where he sat, resting his weight on his bent knee. “A Wenny Rabbit? You’re kidding me.”

			“What’s your issue with Wenny Rabbits?”

			“Nothing, I guess,” said Gira, thinking on it. “It’s just . . . they’re known to keep to themselves. I can’t see a Wenny even being interested in finding one of the Soothsayers. And I certainly can’t see one having the only means to contact one.”

			He suddenly thought about something and went stiff. He stared hard into Pulkra’s eyes. “Hang on a sec! This Wenny . . . it’s not Mango, is it?”

			Pulkra threw back his head and laughed. It was a sweet, melodic sound that tickled the heart. “No, no. I assure you it is not Mango. Who knows where that lunatic is these days? I would never bring you to see him. Her name is Strawberry. I have a feeling you will like her. I sure do.”

			Gira took a nap not long after his conversation with Pulkra. He didn’t know what was coming, but he had a feeling he would need some good rest before it came. His rest was not a blissful one, however. When Gira slipped deep into his unconscious mind, he was met with visions of the past. 

			This happened often to Oracles. Yeryaila dreamt of distorted faces and dreadful creatures when trapped in a nightmare, and random events of marginal happiness when travelling through a dream. Oracles, in comparison, often relived past moments of their lives when they slept. This was an unwelcomed thing for those who wished to forget; for those who wished to free themselves from the pain their memories brought them. 

			 

			D

			 

			39 years ago . . . 

			 

			Gira awoke in his small bed to the annoying sensation of having his face poked. He rubbed his eyes and looked over to see a young boy’s round face close to his. The boy had all-black eyes with bright white irises. His hair, which was shoulder-length and silky, was half white and half black.

			“I’m tired, Kirga. What do you want?”

			Kirga poked Gira in the face again, this time with more urgency. “Come on! Now’s our chance. We have to hurry before Dad gets home. Ikarus thinks he’s found them.”

			That woke Gira up. He tried his best to pry open his eyes, which were crusty with sleep. “He found them? Are you super-duper sure?”

			Kirga nodded, smiling from ear to ear. “Super-duper sure. Come on!” He turned and ran from the room, practically skipping as he disappeared down the hall. 

			Gira quickly threw off his covers and jumped into a pair of fluffy white slippers. He wasn’t sure if Ikarus was outside or not. But even if he was inside, Gira wore his slippers everywhere. He loved them nearly as much as his brothers. He even named them, something he was known to do for inanimate objects he had grown fond of. The left piece of footwear was ‘Joja’ and the right was ‘Tem’. He said a brief good morning to Joja and Tem before running out into the hall in his baby blue pajamas. 

			He was seven years old. He would enjoy his childhood while he had it. Naming and growing attached to inanimate objects was how he found his enjoyment.

			The ‘Them’ Kirga was referring to when speaking on the status of their location was a pair of black throwing knives. They belonged to Don-Galaga. He made it very clear to the three boys under his parental guidance they were not to search out these knives and play with them, as they were not toys meant for boys; they were objects of combat meant for men. He promised the boys he would train them to be perfect Oracles when they grew to be just a little bit older. But for now, such endeavors were not to be obsessed over.

			Suffice to say, the boys did not take too kindly to that way of thinking. They wanted to learn to throw those knives now. All they had to do was try to find them whenever Don-Galaga was away. And now, according to little Kirga, Ikarus had done so. 

			The boys sometimes went mad with boredom while living in the lonely house at the base of the Hill of Memories. It was a beautiful location to live, but there were no other kids around to play with. ‘Play’ in itself was something rather foreign to them. Don-Galaga was too strict with them to allow them to just enjoy being kids. 

			They would have to make up their own games to pass the time. An example of these games would be their fixation on pranking whoever Don-Galaga sent to check up on them while he was on missions from the Capital City. He would send one representative a week to check up on the boys at least once a day. Those seven days of that representative’s shift were always a pure nightmare.

			Sometimes Ikarus would pants the individual, then run away laughing. Sometimes Gira would hide and Ikarus and Kirga would tell the representative babysitter that he had run away, causing Don-Galaga’s agent to nearly pass out in stress. And other times Kirga would cover the floor in front of the main entry door with various cooking oils, so the babysitter—which is what they always were, in truth—would slip and fall immediately upon meeting the boys; sometimes severely injuring themselves, which only served to make the boys laugh harder.

			Gira could hear Ikarus and Kirga speaking in excited voices. They were in the kitchen on the main floor. Gira ran over to the stairwell next to the door to Kirga’s room. He swiftly jumped up onto the smooth wooden railing and slid on his butt all the way down to the bottom, something Don-Galaga always got mad at Gira for doing when he was present to see it. 

			When he entered the kitchen, Ikarus and Kirga were both bent over with their heads beneath the wide iron sink.

			“Did you find em?” asked Gira, trying to bend down and peek at what they were doing.

			“I told you I would, didn’t I?” replied Ikarus.

			“Well bring em out, bring em out! Kirga didn’t wake me up for nothing.”

			Ikarus and Kirga both came out from under the sink at the same time. Ikarus struck a dramatic pose and held the set of long black knives out above his head. “Behold, brothers! I am the smartest one of us again! My brain is biggest, and Lady Meamara herself knows it!”

			Kirga reached up and yanked the knives, which were all collected neatly in one large sheath, away from Ikarus. “Okay, okay. Let’s just throw them. No one likes a sore winner.”

			The boys had made a bet on who would find the stash first. Whoever succeeded, as Ikarus so humbly exclaimed, would be accepted as having the biggest brain.

			“Where were they, anyway?” asked Gira, genuinely curious. He distinctly remembered checking under the sink. He found nothing when he looked. How could Ikarus have seen what he did not? 

			Ikarus tapped a finger on his thick white bandana that held back a mess of bright orange hair. “Ha Ha! I was smart enough to check behind the wooden panel below the sink. I just had to slowly pull the screws out and popped it off. This is why I am the superior brother. Well, one of a bunch of reasons.”

			“Let’s just go throw them already,” said Kirga, walking past Gira and heading for the front door. 

			Ikarus ran past Gira too now, bumping his younger brother with his shoulder. “Kirga’s right! Come on, Gira. Let’s go see me win at something else.”

			Gira rolled his eyes and trailed behind them. He closed the door behind him as he stepped out onto the wet grass in his white slippers. It had rained the day before. Spring had come and the southern regions in Wenworld always saw the harshest downpours. 

			Ikarus and Kirga were both barefoot. They did this often. Gira could not for the life of him understand how they could go outside without shoes. The pervasive thought of little bugs crawling through his toes or dirt getting stuck under his toenails made Gira squirm. He was not as much of a wild soul as his brothers. 

			“You’re not gunna throw em into the house, are you?” asked Gira, watching in horror as Ikarus and Kirga stood several meters in front of the outer wall of the house, eyeing it as if estimating the place to throw their knives.

			Ikarus had snatched the sheath back from Kirga now. He slid one of the long, curved blades out and inspected it. “Damn. This thing is cool.”

			Gira crossed his arms. “Yeah, and not getting our butts cut off by Dad for scratching the side of the house is pretty cool too.”

			Kirga laughed. “The old man won’t even notice. Don’t be such a scaredy cat.”

			“Says the literal cat,” replied Gira.

			Kirga smiled at him. 

			Kirga’s status as the Genmaga was a very sensitive topic for him. There was a time, around when they first met, that Kirga would’ve snapped at Gira for making light of his condition. Those were the days when Kirga would randomly and painfully transform, unable to control his bestial side. Those days were far and few between now. 

			“Fine. You guys go ahead then.”

			“Oh, we will,” said Ikarus, raising the arm that held the knife above his head and sticking his tongue out in a humorously focused face.

			He reeled back and threw the knife with perhaps too much force. The black knife flew at the house so fast the eye could barely catch it. Then, with a loud thud, the handle of the knife bounced off the wooden wall and sent it flying toward Gira. 

			Gira actually needed to jump out of the way so it didn’t lodge itself inside him instead. “Hey! Ikarus, watch out! You coulda killed me just now!”

			Ikarus pulled out another knife. “Oh, don’t be such a baby.” He handed it over to Kirga. “Here, you try. This is actually tougher than I thought.”

			Kirga took the knife and motioned with his other hand for Gira to come over to where they were standing so he wasn’t in any danger of getting hit. Gira scurried over to stand behind Kirga, still a little mad at Ikarus for not caring about the fact that he almost got a throwing knife in the face.

			“All right,” said Kirga, slowly raising the knife over his right shoulder. With one precise movement, he brought his arm back down and tossed the knife through the air. It stuck perfectly into the wood, and buried itself quite deep. “Easy.”

			Ikarus angrily crossed his arms. “Bah! Pure Genmaga luck.” He pulled out another knife and handed it over to Gira this time. “You try. Make me look good.”

			Gira’s hands trembled as he took the surprisingly heavy knife. “This is dumb. Can’t we throw it at something else?”

			Ikarus mockingly looked around at the empty rolling hills surrounding the Hill of Memories. “You see any trees around? Just throw it at the wall and stop being a baby.” 

			“Okay, okay.” Gira was getting annoyed with his older brother’s attitude today. Sometimes Ikarus was a joy to be around. He was caring and protective of both his brothers. Other days he was a competitive jerk. “Just don’t blame me when we get in trouble.”

			He tried to mimic Kirga as he raised his arm. He even tried to stand in the same way Kirga did. He was the one who did it perfectly, after all. It was likely a good idea for Gira to see what he could learn from him. Ikarus’ brain did not work in that way. If Kirga did something right while he did something wrong, Ikarus would go out of his way to make sure he achieved the same goal doing anything but what Kirga did. He would find a different way to succeed; a way he discovered on his own. Either that, or he would simply resign himself to failure. He would rather lose his own way than try to learn from one of his brothers. 

			Gira did his best to imitate Kirga as he brought his arm swiftly downward. He let the knife go at around the same place Kirga did. It flew through the air in identical fashion to Kirga’s throw. And yet, Gira’s knife only bounced off the wall in the same way Ikarus’ did. The handle was the thing that hit. 

			Ikarus giggled. “Nice job.”

			Gira’s anger took over. “It did the same exact thing as yours, you idiot!”

			Ikarus turned to him, a dangerous glimmer in his eye. “What did you just say to me?” He walked up until his chest was nearly pressed against Gira’s. He was older and a good deal taller, so he looked down his nose into Gira’s silver eyes. “Call me an idiot again.”

			Kirga sighed from behind him. “Don’t do this again. Can we just get back to throwing?”

			Neither Gira nor Ikarus paid any attention to Kirga. They were lost in the tense staring contest they were having. Gira knew that Ikarus would continue to belittle him if he let him get away with it. He had noticed a pattern of Ikarus backing down if only he is stood up to in moments like these. There was a danger of going too far, though. Push Ikarus back in the right way and he respected you. Push him a little too hard in your attempt to make yourself look tough, and he came down harder on you than ever before.

			Gira made the wrong choice this time. He was still tired, since Kirga woke him up. He was hungry, drowsy, and a little bit grumpy. All a bad combination for a showdown with your older brother. He used all his strength to bring up both palms and push Ikarus hard in the center of the chest.

			Ikarus took a few steps back from the force of the push. For a second his face showed nothing but pure shock. Then, in a slow moment that filled Gira with fear, that face changed to the image of unbridled anger. He ran at Gira and pushed him back. This push sent Gira flying onto his back, landing in a wet thud on the soaked grass. 

			“Ikarus!” shouted Kirga. “What’s your problem?”

			“He pushed me first!” said Ikarus, throwing his hands out as he looked behind him. “You saw it, Kirga. Why do you always take Gira’s side in everything?”

			“Because he’s right most of the time. And you’re an ass most of the time.”

			Gira slowly got to his feet. His pajamas were ruined. They were not only drenched by the wet grass, but his entire back was now covered in mud. Furious was not the right word. It was not powerful enough to describe what he felt as he stared at his older brother. He was not in the mood for this today. 

			“How am I the ass?” asked Ikarus, still looking back at Kirga. “It’s always me who’s the bad guy. I wish you would take my side just one t—”

			Ikarus was interrupted by Gira spinning him around with a firm grip, and punching him hard in the mouth.

			Kirga gasped. 

			Ikarus staggered backward again, this time clutching his mouth as a thin stream of blood began to fall between his fingers. It was a hard punch that made a loud ‘pop’ when Gira’s fist made contact. Ikarus’ eyes were even watering from the sting of having his lip busted. 

			The look in his eyes now was beyond description. It was easily, without need of consideration, the most anger Gira had ever seen in his brother’s eyes. He immediately regretted the punch and wanted to run away and hide. He wanted to curl up into a ball and ask for forgiveness. He just wanted to go back to sleep. 

			An appalling Aura began to build around Ikarus’ body. It could only faintly be seen as shimmers in the air, but there was palpable malice in it.

			“Ikarus . . . calm down,” said Kirga. “Don’t hurt him.”

			Ikarus slowly lowered his hand from his face. The entire area surrounding his mouth was smeared by bright red blood. “You’ve done it now.”

			“I’m s-s-sorry,” stammered Gira. “You were being mean again.” He channeled his fear into an animalistic antagonism. “If you wouldn’t be such a jerk, I wouldn’t have hit you! Why are you like that?”

			He tried to sound tough. He tried to sound like he was the one in the right, only chastising his brother and trying to help him see that the whole thing was his fault. His voice broke too many times for the act to be convincing, though. He was terrified, and it was obvious.

			Ikarus started walking toward Gira. Gira’s eyes went wide and already there were tears there.

			“Ikarus . . . I’m warning you,” said Kirga.

			Ikarus drew even closer, and Gira’s tears began to come faster.

			Kirga’s voice became like ice. “Don’t do it.”

			Ikarus came so close that he was able to grab the collar of Gira’s pajamas and pull him forward so he stood on his toes and looked Ikarus dead in the eyes. Ikarus said nothing. He was breathing heavily through his nose and his eyes were dilated. He looked like he was contemplating throwing Gira on the grass and stomping on his head. 

			“Put him down,” said Kirga. “Last warning.”

			Ikarus clearly was not paying enough attention to his other brother, because he brought his head back, then smashed it into Gira’s nose.

			Gira fell back onto the grass again. He gripped his nose with both hands and bawled in pain. It felt like someone had tilted his head back and poured lava down both nostrils. He cried unashamedly at his condition. 

			Ikarus’ Aura seemed to settled down. There was a look of guilt on his face now. He stuck out his chest in an attempt to hide it. “T-there! Now we’re e-even. You hit me first. You started it. I just finished it.”

			A new Aura could be felt. It was so potent that Ikarus froze where he was, not moving a muscle. It was so overpowering that it even caused Gira to stop sobbing in pain immediately, too stricken with fear to cry over his nose anymore.

			Both Gira and Ikarus looked over at Kirga, who began to bend over and tremble on the spot. He looked as if he were about to throw up. His face had gone even more pale than usual and his body was surrounded by white sparks of Kanah.

			Ikarus held his hands up and walked slowly toward him. “K-K-Kirga . . . calm down. I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to m-m-make him cry! I was just mad!”

			Kirga was beyond conversation. His small body began to morph, his bones audibly cracking. Black fur sprouted from his bare skin and quickly took over his body. He had become the Hellcat. His eyes blazed white as he stared at Ikarus.

			“Kirga . . . s-s-stop!” Ikarus stood frozen in place. “I mean it. Stay right there!”

			Kirga began to slowly move toward Ikarus, growling low. 

			Ikarus looked back to Gira in his fear. “Gira, tell him to stop!”

			Gira’s hands were covered in the blood from his nose. For half a second he almost let Kirga do whatever he wanted to Ikarus as revenge. But that was not right. He got back to his feet, his knees wobbly. “Kirga, I’m fine. You don’t have to hurt Ikarus. He’s sorry! Aren’t you, Ikarus?”

			He took a little too much pleasure in that. 

			Ikarus nodded passionately. “Yes, sorry. I’m very s-sorry. I won’t do it again!”

			It was hopeless trying to talk Kirga out of this state. He continued to stalk slowly forward. Gira knew that if Ikarus turned and tried to run, Kirga would be on him in a second. Apparently Ikarus was smart enough to know it too, because he dared not move. 

			Kirga took another three strides before his narrowed white eyes suddenly widened. He stopped and looked over Ikarus’ shoulder. The terror on the Hellcat’s face was so emotive that Gira couldn’t help but turn around and see whatever it was Kirga was looking at.

			Standing by the corner of the house, silently watching them all, was Don-Galaga. His face was empty of all expression. He had his long pale staff in his right hand. 

			His voice was calm, and no Kanah could be sensed from him. “May I ask what is going on here?”

			Kirga’s body began to crack and shift again, until he was squirming in the wet grass, returned to his normal body. His clothes seemed to come back into form, pushing upward through the black fur that grew over them during the process of transformation from boy to Hellcat. 

			Ikarus slouched forward, visibly releasing a large breath of tension. “Thank Meamara you’re here, Dad! Kirga was going to kill me!”

			“Liar!” yelled Gira, his voice straining in his anger. “He wasn’t going to kill you. You were picking on me and he warned you to stop.”

			Don-Galaga walked over to Gira, making no sound whatsoever as he moved atop the grass. He looked down. “Then what was he going to do, Gira?”

			Gira tried to think of something to say. After a few seconds, he pointed to Ikarus. “He was just gunna scare him, that’s all! Look at my nose, Dad! Ikarus did it! He hurt me!”

			Ikarus pointed back at Gira. “Look at my mouth! Gira did it first. He punched me for no reason!”

			Gira felt his blood boiling. He could barely even look at his brother he was so mad. “For no reason? You stupid—”

			“Enough.” Don-Galaga’s voice became only slightly sharp. It was more than enough to silence them both. “Whose idea was it to come out here and throw the knives I specifically told you three to leave alone? And who found them in the first place?”

			Ikarus raised a hand. “It was . . . me.”

			Don-Galaga hummed and shook his head. “And did you antagonize your brother as well? Don’t you dare look me in my eyes and lie.”

			Kirga was still lying in the grass, panting heavily. Don-Galaga would surely go speak to him next on this incident. But Ikarus needed to be covered first.

			Ikarus looked, for a fleeting moment, like he was going to lie. He glanced up once to meet Don-Galaga’s glare. Under the scrutiny of those eyes he could not bring himself to lie even if he wanted to. None of the boys ever could. 

			“Yes.”

			Don-Galaga stamped his staff into the grass. “Then apologize.”

			Ikarus looked up at his younger brother. He was both embarrassed and frightened. “Sorry.”

			Gira did not accept the apology. But he also wasn’t going to drag this out longer than it needed to be. 

			Don-Galaga knelt down to inspect Gira’s face. “Is your nose broken?”

			Gira shrugged, pained tears still staining his cheeks. “I don’t know.”

			Don-Galaga lightly gripped the bridge of Gira’s nose in a few different places using his forefinger and thumb. “No. It is not broken. But it will require ice. We don’t have a healer out here to help you, so you will have to recover on your own.”

			With that settled, Don-Galaga stood back up and walked past Ikarus toward Kirga, who still had not gotten to his feet. “Get up, boy.”

			Kirga could not stop panting. He was acting as if he had been running for hours. The transformations always took a toll on his body.

			“Get up,” said Don-Galaga again. 

			Kirga managed to eventually push himself up using his knees. His complexion had become almost green. He looked deathly ill. 

			“What did I tell you about letting yourself fall into that form?”

			Kirga’s legs quivered. “I . . . I couldn—”

			“Yes you could.” Don-Galaga’s voice was pure stone now. “You didn’t want to. You have the willpower to resist. We have practiced it before. Do not lie to me. You let yourself become the beast. I have no tolerance for that. Do better . . . or there will be consequences.”

			Gira’s vision suddenly became blurry. The images before him began to distort until they faded into blackness. The whole world felt like it was shaking. He did not want to leave yet. He wanted to defend Kirga. He wanted to tell Don-Galaga that Kirga didn’t deserve to be punished. But it was too late. His dream memory faded into the dark.

			 

			D

			 

			When Gira awoke from his nap, he was being poked in the face by Pulkra, who loomed over him. He wore an impatient look while he continuously jabbed his finger into Gira’s left cheek.

			“Come on. Get up, sleepy bear. We’re here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen: Generation Purple

			[image: ]

			Gira wiped his eyes. “We’re here? Already? Are you sure?”

			Pulkra laughed under his breath. “Of course I’m sure. Now up you get. Let’s go see our rabbit.”

			When Gira looked around and inspected where he was, he found he was no longer lying on the back of the ethereal eagle. Now he was simply sprawled out on the soft grass. They were next to two tall cliffs of grey rock that parted in the middle to create a slim passageway into shadow. Opposite to the passage of stone was a wide green field with large patches here and there of golden sunflowers. 

			Gira got to his feet and rubbed his eyes again. He wasn’t in the best mood. He hated when he had dreams of the past. Sometimes Oracles could have normal nightmares where nothing made sense and a feeling of general unease was the only real threat to one’s mind. But other times they relived things they desperately wanted to forget. They could see events play out exactly how they did in the past, even looking through their own eyes again, as if time had not passed at all. Gira hated it the most when he saw visions of Kirga. His feelings regarding his old brother were already complicated enough. He did not need to rewatch that part of his life. The images brought nothing but pain.

			Pulkra walked toward the sunflower field. “Follow me. Strawberry should be somewhere down here. We agreed to meet at this time, and she isn’t known for being late.”

			Gira jogged to catch up with him, stretching his back and feeling a low crack in his spine. “This trip better be worth it.”

			“Oh, if we get the chance to speak with Euripides . . . it’ll be worth it.”

			Gira was actually rather nervous at the thought of meeting one of the Legendary Animals. He wondered what kind of personality a creature as old and as wise as the Yellow Armadillo could possibly have. What kind of things would he say? What kind of Kanah would they be able to sense from him? The fact that Kirga had not only spoken with the White Raven, but killed him, left Gira unable to process how far gone his old friend had become. It was enough to both break his heart, and also set it ablaze in anger; especially when he thought of Genevieve.

			Pulkra stopped walking, putting his hands on his hips and smirking.

			He halted so abruptly that Gira almost walked right into him. “What is . . .” He paused, squinting as he looked out into the distance. What he saw left him feeling very confused. “What am I looking at right now?”

			Far off into the sunflower field was a small white rabbit with tiny, sharp ears that could barely be seen in its silhouette. The rabbit appeared, from Gira’s perception, to be wearing a light pink dress that flowed down to the tops of its long fuzzy feet. This had to be the Wenny in question. 

			“I take it that’s Strawberry?”

			“It sure is,” said Pulkra. “That rabbit, my dear, is the key we need.”

			“What is she doing?”

			The strange part of the image before him was not the rabbit itself. The part that left Gira scratching his head was what Strawberry looked to be in the process of. She looked to be holding a long golden saxophone in front of her as she danced across the sunflower patches. The faint but lovely sound of her playing travelled down the field to where Gira and Pulkra were standing.

			She was very talented. 

			Trailing behind in a single file line was a row of even smaller furry creatures. They looked to be dancing along with her as she played. She was acting as the pied piper to their little party. It was a bizarre sight.

			“What are those things?” asked Gira.

			“Those are Perpeshi,” answered Pulkra. “They’re a race of mole-like people who live underground. They only come out rarely. You’ve never heard of Perpeshi?”

			Gira shook his head. “No, I have not. May I ask why they’re dancing?”

			Pulkra carried on walking in Strawberry’s direction. Gira followed, keeping his eye on the dancing line. As he got closer, he saw that Strawberry was the only one wearing clothes. These mole people, who were very short and round, were wearing nothing but their light brown fur. 

			“They are dancing because they love music,” said Pulkra. “Really as simple as that. However, even though they are fans of all music, there is no sound they covet more than that of the saxophone. They’ll do anything for someone who can play a good tune using that instrument. This discovery was only made recently . . . and it was by Strawberry herself. She sent a letter to the Capital asking if she could prove her discovery to a representative of the city. Once she did, she made it clear she had built up a deep bond with a portion of the Perpeshi, and she could use her musical talents to get them to find Euripides.”

			“Why didn’t King Stultis just order the Perpeshi to help find Euripides? He has made threats to people before. He could just say he’ll kill them all if they don’t help.”

			“Because they do not speak,” answered Pulkra. “They are not overly intelligent. They cannot speak any language we could use to communicate with them. They would not even comprehend that we were threatening them. But they seem to like Strawberry, and they certainly like her music. She has found a way to get them to do just what we need them to. It couldn’t be done with any kind of sophisticated negotiation, darling. They’re no more than animals.”

			Gira continued to watch as each tiny creature kicked out its feet and shook their shoulders as they danced behind the Wenny Rabbit. They even started holding onto each other’s hips—each Perpeshi holding the sides of the one in front of it—swaying back and forth as they enjoyed the music.  

			“If they’re no more than animals, then how can they be the ones to solve our problem? What can they do that we wouldn’t be able to do on our own?”

			Pulkra waved at Strawberry, who finally spotted their approach. “You’ll see soon enough.”

			Strawberry carried on playing the saxophone; she only slowly turned the trajectory of her party line to move toward Pulkra and Gira. After a few more long minutes of dancing, Strawberry came to stand a few meters in front of Gira.

			She finally took her mouth away from the saxophone. The Perpeshi looked aggravated by that. “Ello.”

			Pulkra bowed. “Hello, Strawberry. Good to see you again. Are you prepared to show us what you’ve found?”

			Strawberry eyed Gira suspiciously. “Aye. But I don’t remember long and handsome here being part of the order.”

			“He is an old friend of mine. I’d like him to be here to witness what we discover. He has a personal history involved in this expedition.”

			“Old friend?” said Strawberry, mockingly. “Honey, you’re a thousand years old or somethin. I think this one here still counts as a new friend.”

			Pulkra laughed. “Oh, you know what I mean.”

			As charming as Gira was finding this conversation, he was puzzled by something. “How come these creatures are not affected by your Kanah?”

			Strawberry answered for him. “The Perpeshi? Oh, dear, they are quite powerful Oracles theyselves. The whole lot of em. It’s how they travel underground. They don’t use Jinxes or Curses, but are still naturally experts at mining with their claws. Their claws are infused with very intense Kanah. Even Pulkra’s Kanah is not enough to make the likes of dem dizzy.”

			“All right then,” said Gira, rather impressed. “Let’s get this show on the road then. Can you please take us to see Euripides. I don’t think I can wait any longer.”

			Strawberry smiled. “Normally I’d snap at a man for rushing me in my work.” She leaned forward and winked. “But for you, sugar, I’ll let it slide.” She waddled past him. “Come on then, y’all. Let’s go see an Armadillo.” 

			She put the saxophone back to her mouth and started playing again. The little mole-like people reentered their line and followed her as they danced. 

			 

			D

			 

			Gira and Pulkra obediently followed Strawberry and the Perpeshi until they walked down the close stone passage created by the sharp grey cliffs. They walked down through the darkness for a long while. It became darker and darker as they went. It was obvious they were descending into some vast cave. The cliffs above their heads became taller and taller until they seemed to morph into a solid ceiling as their party twirled down a spiraling path of jagged rock. They had gone fully underground. 

			The only sources of light once they were thirty minutes deep into the cave were sparse torches of pink fire. They were hung on the walls of the cave system with iron holsters. 

			“Who put these torches here? Was it the Perpessi, or whatever they’re called?” asked Gira.

			Strawberry was still too busy playing her soothing music, so Pulkra had to answer. “No, it definitely wasn’t them. Like I said, they’re really no more than slightly-smarter-than-usual animals. They wouldn’t know enough to hang torches. And they wouldn’t need the torches even if they did know. They can see just fine in complete darkness.” He let his hand idly pass through one of the flames, smiling at its warmth on his skin. “These were put here by the Sun Regiment. They were sent by Stultis from Kanakon to inspect the pathways created by the Perpeshi to make sure our little expedition would be safe.”

			Gira almost laughed. “Safe? You’re a member of the Dalada. I think you’ll be all right.”

			“It’s not just for my sake, darling. There are many teams of researchers across Wenworld who want to explore these cave systems and learn more. Besides, the Capital might be able to find more Rock Serpents. If they find a large enough pack of serpents, that’s a huge boost in Teeth for Kanakon. Usually deep caves like this have countless families of serpents just waiting to have their useless teeth pulled and used for our currency.”

			Gira and Pulkra went on chatting for at least another hour. Strawberry’s music became quite annoying after a while. Even though the Wenny did her best to shake up the songs she played, there was only so much one could withstand listening to the sound of a saxophone; no matter how talented the musician might be. 

			The dancing of the little Perpeshi also became aggravating. As opposed to Strawberry’s shift in notes, they carried on dancing in the same way for hours. They wiggled their hips the same, swayed their heads the same, and shimmied their shoulders the exact same. It was both mesmerizing and maddening. 

			Finally, by the grace of Meamara, Strawberry stopped playing again. The Perpeshi all grumbled and stomped their little feet on the stone. 

			“That’s enough of that!” said Strawberry, giving the creatures a stern look. She looked up at Pulkra. “All right, sugar, this is the place. Just beyond this last turn we’ll come to a big ol’ hole. I mean a biiiiiig hole. These little fellers have what it takes to call on Euripides. The Yellow Armadillo will come running when they start dancing in a certain way. There’s only a handful of the critters following me now, but beyond this bend there’ll be hundreds of em! Once I get in there, they’ll see me leading the ones I got here, then the whole lot will join in. When they’re all together around the hole, they start to dance a certain way. I’ve trained em to do it. I’ll only play the one song they like the most when they dance in that special way.”

			Gira tried to picture how this would look in his head. He couldn’t even come up with a mental image of such lunacy. “And how is this going to summon Euripides? This sounds like nonsense.”

			“It ain’t nonsense, handsome. You just wait and see Strawberry do her work. I’m the one who discovered this little trick. I want that in the history books.”

			She made sure to glare at Pulkra when she said that.

			Pulkra raised his hands. “My dear, I promise the history will read that the genius Wenny, Strawberry, was the one who found out how to summon the Yellow Armadillo.”

			Strawberry nodded. “Good man.” She moved toward the final bend in the cave wall. “Come on then, boys. Let’s go party!”

			Strawberry led them all into the next area. Gira’s mouth fell open as he looked downward over the skinny path of uneven rock that surrounded the circular chasm. The Wenny Rabbit was not lying; this was the deepest hole Gira had ever seen in his life. He could see no bottom when he dared to lean over and inspect. Eventually the hole just devolved into shadows. 

			There were Perpeshi everywhere as well. The little furry creatures were standing shoulder to shoulder with their backs pressed against the wall. They formed a seemingly endless chain of bodies that spiraled both upward and downward along the rim of the great hole. 

			They began to bounce and squeak in unison when they spotted Strawberry. They knew the source of their blessed music had returned. She had built up a relationship with these creatures. It showed. 

			Strawberry threw her arms above her head and presented herself like a returning hero. She twirled the saxophone above her as the Perpeshi squeaked and squealed with even greater ferocity. Her pink dress flew about as she performed a dramatic spin.

			“That’s right, little fellas!” she said, basking in her fame. “Ol’ Strawberry is back! I hope y’all are ready to put on a good show! We’ve got an audience this time!”

			She looked toward Pulkra and Gira, smirking and flexing her little silver whiskers. “Here it comes, boys. This cave is gunna start to shake once they start their dancing. You better hold on tight, or you’ll be fallin right down that hole.”

			“Shake?” Gira didn’t like the sound of that. “How bad are we talking?”

			“Bad, sweetie,” answered Strawberry. “It’s how we get the attention of Euripides. The shakin gets so bad he can’t help but come up and see what the mess is about. The very crust of the world will start wobblin and wigglin.”

			“But why?” asked Gira. “Why will their dancing cause such a disturbance?”

			“Their Kanah,” answered Pulkra. “Or rather, the way in which they naturally use it. Similar to Rock Serpents, the Perpeshi move and mold the crust of Wenworld to suit their travel. They can transform the stone around them in any way they wish. I haven’t seen it myself yet, but I’m going to assume whatever dance they do exudes just enough Kanah to cause a sizeable quake. And when they all do it at the exact same time, it’ll be enough to wake the deepest creatures of the world from any level of slumber.”

			Strawberry winked. “Right on the money, Honey. You Dalada are smart.”

			Without further ado, Strawberry took the golden instrument to her mouth and began, once more, to play. The song she performed for her new audience was unlike anything she had played so far. It was a fast song that immediately compelled the Perpeshi into a frantic dance. It was so good that even Gira himself almost started dancing. He managed to resist fully joining the Perpeshi in their party, but he could not resist tapping his foot upon the stone at the very least. Even Pulkra crossed his arms and nodded his head with the melody, a blissful smile on his face. 

			Golden Kanah started to froth and rise from the feet of the Perpeshi as they tapped their claws on the rock. They looked like they were tapdancing. And their tapdancing was brining on a powerful quake that almost threw Gira headfirst into the hole. He had to cling to Pulkra, who was as unmovable as a tree, just to keep his footing.

			Strawberry managed to intensify her playing so the song somehow became even faster. The dancing picked up its ferocity as well to match the pace of the song. Now there were large chunks of rock falling from the ceiling above their heads. They were so large that Gira feared one of them would land upon the head of one of the Perpeshi and kill the poor creature.

			“This is insanity!” he yelled above the sound of the trembling underground surrounding them. The world sounded like it was breaking from the inside.

			Pulkra was smiling from ear to ear now. “This is glorious!”

			Strawberry started dancing along in the same fashion as the Perpeshi. She skipped around the spiraling path, weaving in and out of the enthusiastic animals as she mimicked their rhythmic movements. 

			This went on for several minutes. The whole thing had turned into a proper show. Gira found this moment alone to be worth the trip; even if Euripides never showed.

			That, however, was definitely not going to happen. Gira was sure of the success of this venture when he felt a wave of warm Kanah wash over his body. His tongue felt like it was burning in his mouth, and he was tempted to jump from one leg to the other as the soles of his feet sizzled.

			“Is that him?” Gira asked, unable to mask the excitement on his face.

			Pulkra placed a hand on Gira’s shoulder and nodded. “Be on your best behaviour, darling. You’re about to meet one of the four Legendary Animals. One of the two who are still left.”

			Gira squinted in pain as a headache gripped him. It felt like his eyeballs were going to melt in his skull. Even the saliva settled under his tongue felt as if it would soon begin to boil and give off steam. 

			He still clutched to Pulkra to prevent falling. “Is this . . . uh . . . going to get worse? This is pretty uncomfortable.”

			“Oh, stop whining,” said Pulkra. “Be grateful you’re getting the chance to experience this.”

			The heat grew and grew until Gira could see a golden light slowly building in the depths of the hole. The encompassing shadow was making way for a glowing light that expanded until it erased the shadows completely. The shaking carried on, more and more chunks of stone breaking apart around them. 

			“Okay, stop!” shouted Pulkra to Strawberry. “He is here!”

			Strawberry stopped playing. The Perpeshi instantly began their routine of grumbling and stomping to show their frustration. They didn’t seem to care at all about their new visitor. They paid him no attention.

			Gira, however, was paying attention to nothing but the gigantic armored animal that just crawled up the sides of the wall to situate its lumbering head just below where Strawberry was standing.

			It was Euripides, and his presence threatened to turn the air into fire. There was such an intense heat that permeated around the beast. It would easily be enough to set a Yeryaila ablaze. 

			The Yellow Armadillo’s long white claws actually sliced into the sides of the cave and stuck there, holding his rotund frame in the air above the hole. The golden scales of the Armadillo’s body glimmered in the dark. And the head of Euripides was long and sharp. It was also heavily armoured with much smaller scales. 

			Two beady black eyes stared at Strawberry. A slow, lazy voice escaped the creature. “Please . . . stop shaking. Trying to . . . sleep.”

			Gira immediately compared the sound of the voice to one who was midway through a powerful yawn. 

			Strawberry put her saxophone to the side and bowed to Euripides, holding the ends of her pink dress out to the side with her paws. “Ello, Mr. Euripides. Sorry to disturb ya. I have some very special visitors here to see you. It’s very important that you speak with em.”

			Euripides very leisurely rotated his head to look around at all the Perpeshi. “Noisy . . . Perpeshi. Don’t like. Not . . . interested.”

			There was no shortage of historical documents or famous stories that praised the two soothsaying Armadillos for their vast wisdom. Gira, upon meeting one of them, was not certain ‘wise’ would be the first word used to describe Euripides. He could think of many others that fit better. 

			Strawberry laughed. “No, no, Mr. Euripides. I’m talking about Pulkra and his pal.”

			“Pulkra?” The creature seemed to wake up a little after hearing that name. He, once again, very slowly moved his head over to look at Gira and the Dalada member. 

			Pulkra smiled and slightly bowed his head. “Hello there. You’ve been hiding from the world quite well. You’re a difficult fellow to get a hold of.”

			Euripides actually laughed. It was—as expected by this point—also a tired, laborious sound. “Make that way . . . on purpose. Like . . . sleep. Don’t like . . . being bothered.”

			Pulkra put his hands on his hips and looked at Euripides like a scolding mother. “I’m aware you don’t like being bothered, love. But that’s not quite a good enough reason to be so elusive when you know people need you. You can save lives. You have saved lives many times in the past. Maybe we shouldn’t disappear from all aspects of society. I think that is rather . . . irresponsible, don’t you think?”

			Gira could hardly believe it, but Euripides dropped his head, as if embarrassed. “But . . . don’t like . . . so much . . . responsibility. Just want . . . to sleep. Please . . . don’t make feel bad. Don’t . . . make demands. Please.”

			Gira leaned over the edge of the slim path again to look closer at the Armadillo’s massive golden scales. It was true: they were etched with prophetic messages and associated information. Some of the scales read like bulleted lists with events that could possibly take place if given the environment to do so. Other scales contained paragraphs of detailed prose talking about unavoidable events. Those scales, however, were written in nothing more than vague, flowery passages that read like poetry written by a maniac. They were the glimpses of a fractured mind. Seeing the future in brief flashes did terrible things to the mind. 

			“I’m sorry, but you are desperately needed,” said Pulkra. “It will not take long. I promise.” He looked to Strawberry and gestured for her to take her little fuzzy friends and leave this area of the cave. The upcoming conversation needed to be private. 

			Strawberry lifted up her saxophone and began to play again. The Perpeshi jumped back into the dancing line, happy as can be, and followed the Wenny Rabbit down and around the tunnel that led out of the area of the cave with the endless hole. It only took a few minutes for Gira and Pulkra to be alone with Euripides. 

			Euripides sighed heavily, great gusts of wind flying about the cave. “Ask . . . what want. Will . . . listen. Though . . . don’t want to.”

			“Thank you,” said Pulkra. “You should know right away that we are here to discuss The Genmaga Prophecy. We know you must have, at some time, met Kirga the Hellcat. I’m not sure how he found you, but I have my guess. His current plan and movements can only be informed by his knowledge of the prophecy. There are things regarding this generation’s Genmaga that the Capital City is not aware of. Can you please show us the scale that contains your jumbled thoughts on this matter?”

			Gira felt his favourite bandana become drenched with sweat. The heat emanating from Euripides’ Kanah was harrowing. Gira’s clothes were sticking to his skin and his hair was wet like he had come out fresh from a shower. He had a feeling the upcoming conversation was going to be a very uncomfortable one. 

			Euripides groaned like a child. “Do I . . . have to?”

			“I would very much like you to,” answered Pulkra.

			Euripides moaned even louder, then he began to climb up the walls. He ripped his claws free from the stone and then buried them once more, a few meters higher. He climbed until his belly was in front of Gira and Pulkra’s faces. Then, with another childish whine, he turned his body so his back was to them.

			“Close one . . . to you. Right in front . . . see it.”

			Gira and Pulkra leaned forward to look at the largest scale. It was easy to focus on the Genmaga Prophecy as opposed to what was on the scales on either side of it, since they were covered in inane scrawl. The Genmaga one was at least legible. And it was deeply enlightening.

			“Very interesting,” said Pulkra, rubbing his chin. 

			The first thing Gira noticed was that the names of the Genmagas of the previous generations—the children born who were technically capable of bringing about great destruction to the world—were written on the scale. He took his time and read a handful of them.

			 

			Generation Pink – Mikor Melta

			Generation Black – Ibu Sepsatalis

			Generation Red – Freka Nilum

			Generation Gold – Eperana Jonja

			Generation Blue – Marley Jinsk

			Generation White – Jarvis Alabor

			Generation Purple – Kirga Morga

			 

			“There he is!” said Gira, pointing to Kirga’s name. 

			The writing was surprisingly small and readable. It was clear Euripides was using his own claws to scratch his thoughts onto the scales, as the words were carved deeply into the armour. Gira was impressed Euripides had managed to write precise sets of script using only the tips of his claws, and also managing to scratch them out on body parts far from his face. Granted, Gira knew armadillos were capable of bending their bodies in fascinating ways. Evidently the specific kind of armadillo Euripides was could maneuver their bodies to an extreme degree.  

			Pulkra hummed. “Indeed. But I am far more interested in what it says the Genmaga of Generation Purple is capable of doing. Look below.”

			Gira followed where Pulkra was pointing and found the unsettling details on how Kirga could destroy the Crystal. Reading it over was enough to make Gira’s heart beat faster and his hands shake at his side. 

			The Genmaga of Generation Purple can destroy the Crystal Ball of Wenworld if they follow these steps. 

			The First Step – Consume the soul of the first born of the Ivory Fang

			The Second Step – Consume the soul of Corvus, the White Raven

			The Third Step – Drink the Blood of the present king that sits the throne of Cebrumbala to obtain Dual Affinity. This must be done at the top of Opiana Mountain on the thirtieth of December. It must be done during the evening Morphing of that specific day

			The Final Step – Step into the ceaseless beam of Kanah in Cebrumbala and physically separate the flow of the beam with your hands

			Once all steps have been completed, the Crystal can be destroyed. What takes place after the destruction of the Crystal is beyond my knowledge.

			The writing on the scales, although done by Euripides, didn’t read at all in the same way that he spoke. He seemed to write in proper speech, but speak rather improperly. Another peculiar aspect to the Armadillo’s personality.

			“Wait, wait, wait,” said Gira, his legs trembling now. 

			There were so many things he needed to take in at once. He had so much to analyze. The First Step was the thing that messed with Gira’s head the most. He had no idea what an ‘Ivory Fang’ was, but the nature of the writing made it obvious that it was referring to Ikarus. The first born of Ikarus was Genevieve, and Kirga consumed her soul as the Hellcat. Now it was all clear. Now the purpose of Kirga’s brutal action was finally revealed. Gira had agonized over the question for so many years, and now he got his answer. Kirga killed Genevieve because she was part of his plan to obtain Dual Affinity and destroy the Crystal. But what was the Ivory Fang? What did that mean?

			“I . . . I don’t understand.” He turned to Pulkra. “What is the Ivory Fang? Have you heard that term before? My brother is who that must be referring to.”

			Pulkra studied the words on the scale for another few seconds, then he shook his head. “No, my friend. I am sorry. I have no knowledge of such a term. But something tells me Don-Galaga did when he adopted you and your older brother. I always found it odd that he took you two in. And that he tried so hard to hide you. He has other contacts he sends lost children to when he comes across them on his missions. He never just takes them in himself.”

			Gira never even thought about that. What did this mean about his entire childhood with the leader of the Dalada? He grew up with Don-Galaga as his only father. Was his love a lie? Did Don-Galaga only adopt Ikarus and him because he wanted to gain something from them? Were they just pawns in some great game? Or even worse, was it only Ikarus Don-Galaga wanted to keep an eye on, and Gira was nothing more than a package deal? 

			This thought almost brought Gira to tears right there. His whole life he had felt like the loser of the family; the runt that could never match Kirga or Ikarus in talent or intelligence. He distinctly remembered many sleepless nights where he would stare at the ceiling and ask himself if Don-Galaga really loved him at all. How could he, when his other two sons shone so much brighter in all aspects? If Don-Galaga only ever took them under his wing because of the significance of Ikarus . . . that would confirm Gira’s oldest and most potent fear. 

			“But I don’t get it. Why would Kirga need to consume the soul of the Ivory Fang’s first born instead of the Ivory Fang himself? Why would Genevieve need to die? She was innocent.”

			Pulkra placed his hands on his helps and yelled upward. “Euripides, please clarify for us! What is the Ivory Fang, and why would their first born need to die for Kirga to obtain Dual Affinity?”

			Gira found it odd Pulkra was not hung up at all about Dual Affinity being real. He figured Pulkra would at least show some semblance of surprise.

			“Ivory Fang . . .” drawled Euripides, his low voice echoing in the cave, “. . .  important member . . . of dynasty. Capable . . . much power. Very . . . strong . . . if adult.”

			Dynasty? Adult? It sounded to Gira like Euripides was saying Ikarus was destined for great power if he reached a certain age. But why would he refer to the Ivory family as a dynasty? Gira was suddenly reminded of his last conversation with Vedara before killing him. Vedara was trying to convey to him just how little he knew about his own family. 

			“But why would the first born of this ‘Fang’ need to be consumed?” asked Pulkra, calmly. “What potential power did they hold?”

			“Don’t . . . know. Only see . . . some things. Can’t . . . understand always. Sorry.”

			Gira punched the scale in front of him. “Damn you! We’ve come all this way to learn and you’ve taught us nothing!”

			Euripides groaned sadly. “Again . . . sorry.”

			“But we have learned, my friend,” said Pulkra, resting a hand on the back of Gira’s neck. “We know how to stop Kirga. He is close to his goal now. He wants Dual Affinity, and we cannot let him obtain such a state. He will be strong enough to kill us all if he does.”

			Gira looked over the steps again. “It says the last thing he needs for that is . . . to drink King Stultis’ blood?” He laughed. “Good luck with that. He’ll never get past the Dalada. He managed to sneak past Elra last time he went to Kanakon, but no way he makes it to Cebrumbala without being caught and annihilated.”

			“Unless he does not need to make it to King Stultis at all.”

			Gira looked at Pulkra in confusion. They locked eyes for several seconds before the horror of Pulkra’s implication settled in Gira’s mind. “No.”

			Pulkra nodded. “The boy. The Prince literally has Stultis’ same blood running through his veins. And Kirga can get to him much easier than he can get to Cebrumbala. You never should’ve taken the boy away from his father, Gira. If tragedy becomes of this . . . know that it is your fault.”

			Gira stepped back and slapped Pulkra’s hand away. He couldn’t believe he just heard him speak like that. “The poor boy was being utterly discarded and abused under Stultis’ watch, you idiot. Maybe you, or any member of the Dalada, should’ve did a better job at watching over the son of your precious king. Maybe Don-Galaga, who seems so keen on finding homes for lost kids, should’ve done something to help Keji.” He faked a sarcastic laugh. “Or no, I’m sorry, Don-Galaga only cares about children who clearly need help if he can gain something from them; otherwise, he could not really care less.”

			“That is not true,” said Pulkra, his voice lowering. “Don’t speak about him in that way.”

			“Oh, forget it,” said Gira. “I will ask him about all this myself. I highly doubt it’s some sort of coincidence that Don-Galaga found Ikarus and I that day. It’s no coincidence that he adopted us and took us to the Hill of Memories. There are many things he never shared with me. I’m not going to play along in that game anymore.”

			“Gira, please focus on what’s important right now,” urged Pulkra. “We must get back to Turquoise Town and prevent Kirga from taking the boy! He is likely almost there as we speak.”

			“We?” Gira studied Pulkra’s face. “It’s not part of your mission from the Capital to take out the Genmaga and save the Prince. I thought you guys only ever do what is asked of you.”

			“Don’t be a child,” snapped Pulkra. “That is still true. But I am operating, as I always am, on a kind of time limit. I have other missions I must complete for Stultis, but the trip back to Turquoise Town will not eat up enough time to get in the way of my other duties. And stopping the abduction of the Prince can be seen as a direct correlation to my other mission to learn more about Kirga and his plan. At least, that is how I intend to argue my position to Stultis if he takes issue with it. But I warn you my hands will be tied if Kirga gets to Turquoise Town before us. I need a direct order from the King to help you chase him beyond that point. And I highly doubt I will be granted that when Belasefka has already been put on that mission. The Capital already has one Dalada member set aside for the Hellcat. Stultis will not permit another. ”

			Gira resisted the desire to point out what a lackluster job Belasefka was doing at catching Kirga. He looked to Euripides’ back once more. Part of him dreaded the thought of leaving. There were so many things he wanted to ask the ancient creature. So many things he was sure he could learn from looking over the hundreds of prophecies etched into his armour. It somehow felt deeply wrong to leave. But he knew in his heart he had to. Keji was in trouble, and that mattered more than anything in the world right now; even more than the truth of Gira’s adoption, and whether his existence truly meant nothing to his only father. That question alone broke Gira’s heart. The fact that he even needed to wonder it was excruciating. 

			Alice preferred Ikarus over him. That fact had stayed with Gira all his life. He did not want to imagine how it would feel if he learned that Don-Galaga also chose Ikarus over him. It seemed, the more that Gira searched the memories of his past, that Kirga was the only one who ever really cared for him. That irony was sickening. 

			“Okay . . . then what are we waiting for? We’ve got a prince to save.”

			Euripides crawled back down the hole, slowly rotating his body so his giant face was close to Gira and Pulkra. “This mean . . . sleep now? Can leave . . . yes?”

			Pulkra pointed at him and snapped. “No! You can’t go anywhere. There is still much the Capital wishes to study from you. You are going to stay right there and wait for a team of researchers. They will be sent here within hours. Expect to be speaking with them for a few weeks at least. Now that we’ve found you, we aren’t letting you go. The Perpeshi are little heroes in Kanakon’s eyes now. They have found the secret to contacting you now. There is so much we can achieve with you under our thumb. Now if only we could get your brother as well.”

			“Not . . . staying. Leaving.”

			Pulkra raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

			Euripides narrowed his dark, glossy eyes. “Can’t tell . . . what to do. Older . . . than you.”

			Gira almost laughed at that.

			Pulkra put his hands on his hips and stuck out his chest. “So what? I’m more powerful.”

			Euripides let a sickening smile creep slowly onto his face. It immediately chilled the blood in Gira’s veins. Even his intensely warm Kanah now became cold. Gira had to suppress a shiver, when moments before he felt like he might burst into flame. The creature’s teeth were long, sharp, and bright white.

			“Would not . . . be so sure.”  

			Pulkra removed his hands from his hips and rested them at his side. He visibly settled himself, as if respecting the creature’s authority. “Where will you go, then?”

			“Wherever . . . want. Not . . . business.”

			Pulkra tucked a strand of sapphire hair behind his ears and snorted. “Rude.” 

			“Can’t you just use the Perpeshi to find him again?” asked Gira.

			Pulkra winked at him. “A fine point, dear Gira.”

			“Won’t . . . come,” said Euripides. “Ignore . . . shaking next time. Want . . . alone. Like . . . alone. Please . . . leave me.”

			He had given them what they needed when it came to the dangers of Generation Purple. As far as Gira himself was concerned, Euripides had given them what they were after. He had helped them. Now he should be allowed to go back and rest. If the creature found happiness in solitude, then leave him to his solitude. But Gira knew how Kanakon worked. If Stultis, or any other officials in the Capital City, wanted to use Euripides, they would lock him down with chains and torture him until he did only as they demanded. He hated that about Kanakon. They would do unspeakable things in the name of ‘the greater good’. 

			Pulkra stared into the Yellow Armadillo’s eyes, never blinking. “I have orders to not let you go. You know I cannot go against what I am told to do by the King.”

			Euripides smiled again. It was equally as disturbing as the first time. “Also know . . . can’t stop me. Not even . . . if wanted to.”

			Gira pulled on Pulkra’s long Dalada cape and made for the exit passage of the cave. “Come on. We don’t have time for this. You did your job. I thought you were told by Stultis to find out more about Kirga? Well, you did that! Now shut up and come with me. December Thirtieth is almost here! Keji is in trouble.”

			Pulkra turned and followed Gira. “Fine, fine.” He called out over his shoulder. “I’m not done with you yet, Euripides! The Capital isn’t done with you yet.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen: The Fourth Step
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			The day had come for Chandi’s next trial. She was getting close to the end now. Time seemed to be passing so quickly. She tried to enjoy her recovery days, but her relaxation never felt like it lasted long when all she did was nap all day and meditate during the few hours she was awake. 

			So much was going on all around her, but she knew she could not be of any use. Gira had left Turquoise Town with Pulkra in order to track down the Yellow Armadillo and learn the secrets to Kirga’s plan. Chandi wished she could come along on that little adventure, but she was too busy with her own endeavor.

			And then there was Ika. Chandi felt so helpless in regard to him as well. His recovery process with his mother was going horribly. The best thing Chandi could do was moral support. And over the past year she had learned Ika was not very receptive to that. It only made him even angrier. 

			The other thing that bugged Chandi was that she couldn’t even find time to spend with Keji. The poor boy spent most of his time lately trying to fit himself into everybody’s complicated schedules. Each time he was left to sing alone. He still got to perform for the crowds in Turquoise Town, which Chandi knew brought him a lot of joy. But even so, Chandi felt like a horrible friend to him. 

			She stared at her ceiling and rubbed at her temples. She was still recovering from a nasty migraine. She was told—when Alice looked at her shortly after her last trial—that her head would be in constant, fluctuating pain until the time of The Fourth Step. Considering that, Chandi was almost glad the day had come. 

			She didn’t even know what the actual date was. She knew it was December. She also knew Crystmas was very close, because the town had been decorated with many red and green gems that glowed in the nighttime. There was also a massive Crystmas tree set up in the town square. The fact that such an amazing holiday was near and Chandi wasn’t even excited for it deeply upset her. What had her life become? Had her tireless pursuit of Wriliara robbed her of all the joy in her life? And could that be Wriliara’s whole plan? Was Chandi playing to his tune by slowly dismantling all the aspects of her life that, in her opinion, made it worth living in the first place?

			There was a knock at her bedroom door. Chandi sat up and looked at her Grandmother, watching her quietly. There was something off about her. She looked sick. Her skin had become a shade paler in the past few days, and her eyes were bloodshot. Her breathing was also heavy and slow, like it took great effort for Ajith to fill her old lungs.

			“Are you okay, Grandma?” asked Chandi.

			Ajith smiled. “I’m quite all right, my dear. Don’t you worry about me. Are you ready? It’s officially six o’clock. Let’s get this next step outta the way.”

			Chandi got to her feet. “Have you . . . uh . . . taken a peek at this one yet?”

			Ajith shook her head. “No, but he has.”

			Behind her came Master Cinnamon. He stood in the frame of the door and leaned on his violet staff. “Hello, sweetheart.”

			Chandi swallowed. She was never sure if she wanted to know the answer, but she asked the question anyway. “How bad is it?”

			Cinnamon seemed to be lost in thought for a moment, taking a few seconds to answer her. “It’s . . . rough. But it’s doable. You’re so close now, Chandi. To achieve Filiorvis at your age is remarkable, and it will make you remarkably powerful. And you’re so damn close. You must be getting at least a little excited?”

			Chandi was not feeling excited at all. Not even a little bit. “No, Master. I will maybe feel a little proud when I finish the final step. Not before.”

			Cinnamon smiled, his long whiskers bouncing on his face. “That’s my girl. Couldn’t have expected a better answer.”

			Chandi heard more footsteps coming down the hall behind the rabbit. Appearing next to him was Keji, with Pattamis wide awake on his head. 

			“Oh, are you planning to watch me crush this challenge too?” she asked, glad to see the boy.

			Keji forced his best encouraging smile. “I told myself I would. But I don’t . . . uh . . . like watching you g-get hurt. So . . . please don’t screw up.”

			Chandi’s fondness for the boy could not be overstated. She gave him her best smile in return. “I promise I won’t screw up.”

			Ajith coughed into her hand. The sound was rough and yet somehow wet. “All right. No more chat. Let’s get out there.”

			“No crowds this time?” asked Chandi, still not over the last time everyone in town spectated her suffering.

			“No more crowds,” said Master Cinnamon. “This trial shouldn’t cause too much of a ruckus. It’ll be over in a few minutes.”

			Chandi didn’t know whether she liked the sound of that or not. “Okay . . . but where’s Ika?”

			“Already out there,” answered Ajith. “So is Alice. They’re probably freezing their butts off, so come on!”

			 

			D

			 

			Each of them needed to bundle up before heading outside. There was no snow falling, but the temperature was enough to give someone frostbite in only a few minutes if their skin was not adequately covered. It happened to be one of the coldest days Turquoise Town had seen in over ten years. Chandi couldn’t bring herself to laugh at her luck; or lack thereof. 

			Ajith was right about Ika and Alice already waiting for them at the usual spot in the field. Ika looked tired and grumpy, while Alice looked nothing but worried for Chandi’s safety. She gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up which Chandi found very cute. Ika followed with one of his own. He looked so haggard and broken. It almost brought a tear to Chandi’s eye seeing how much he was withering away in that chair. 

			There was no one else around, and the small field behind Chandi’s house was covered by the backside of a row of stone shops. And on the other side of the field was Turquoise Forest. There was no chance of someone just passing by and seeing them training, unless the trial caused a disturbance significant enough for everyone in town to either hear or see it. This made things a little more comfortable for Master Cinnamon, who very much did not want to be seen by anyone.

			Any time a crowd suddenly appeared near Ika or Chandi’s house, Cinnamon would need to dash inside fast enough for one of their Yeryaila eyes to track him. It had become quite annoying.

			Ajith walked into the center of the snowy field and once more pulled out the leather origin book of Filiorvis from her long, sumptuous coat. She placed it on the ground and flipped it open to an all-green page. She began to read it herself, inspecting the task for the first time. 

			Chandi didn’t know why her grandmother didn’t read ahead during Chandi’s five days of rest. She could only imagine the temptation to see what would come next. And yet, for whatever reason, Ajith would only read out the instructions on the day of the trial. Perhaps it was a superstition thing. 

			“Okay, here we go!” said Ajith.

			Chandi quickly scurried a few meters in front of her and sat down, prepared to face whatever Filiorvis would throw at her today.

			Master Cinnamon stood next to the book with his staff planted in the snow. He held both paws out toward Chandi. “You might actually want to be on your feet for this one, Chandi!”

			“Huh? Why?”

			“Just trust me!” yelled the rabbit. “Get up and get in a strong stance. This will be short, but taxing.”

			Taxing? thought Chandi, resisting the urge to shake her head and give her master attitude. She hated it when Master Cinnamon spoke in such a vague way about something so important. What the heck does that even mean? Normally these stupid steps have something to do with controlling my Kanah. Why would I need to be in a fighting stance to do that? Now I’m really nervous. I wish they would just tell me beforehand what I’m getting into. Why do they feel the need to surprise me in the moment? Do they think it’s better for my training? Probably. These two refuse to give me a break no matter what.

			Ajith stood up, holding her palms up to join Cinnamon’s paws in preparation. “All right, listen closely!”

			Chandi was listening more intently than she could ever recall. 

			“Cinnamon and I are going to speak an incantation at the same time. The last word of the Edamirin incantation is Saranuuk! When you hear the word Saranuuk, a blast of Kanah will come at you from between where Cinnamon and I are standing! You must let this steady beam of Kanah completely engulf you. You must use only your own Kanah to prevent it from burning the flesh from your bones!”

			“WHAT!”

			That was Ika’s voice, but Chandi was too focused to even look in his direction. 

			“Burn her flesh from her— this is ridiculous! What kind of Curse would ask this of the wielder just to learn it?”

			“A very powerful one!” answered Master Cinnamon. “I know you don’t like it, Ika. I don’t much either. But we’ve been over this already. She needs it. And it’s too late to stop now, so stop your whining. You’re just stressing Chandi out even more.”

			That wasn’t true, actually. Chandi had evolved past the point of being thrown off by stuff like this. She had matured as an Oracle since The First Step. She banished the fear in her heart; only determination. 

			Evidently Master Cinnamon could see that in her eyes, because he smiled proudly at her. 

			“Ready, rabbit?” asked Ajith.

			Cinnamon nodded.

			Together, they began the incantation. Ajith was looking down at the book, but Cinnamon had clearly already memorized it when he read it ahead of time, because his eyes remained fixed on Chandi.

			 

			‘Ferrin a’ beneras ina derkatta. Bendala ben porsitas Ibugala! Trep hinder ben a’ musatali, gur’fenri hislo red ben yili’bursa! Jurdes Idiovuuk, Milliuuk, arestata ben a’ mulatepa. Credres ferrin a’ wenru jhaika piltar hinder ben gama. Gersen hislo che’liki Saranuuk!’

			 

			When Chandi heard the last word, she closed her eyes and fixed her footing into the frozen snow, summoning all the Kanah she could to shield herself from the blast. She knew the blast had come, as she felt her skin begin to burn. She decided to keep her eyes closed and focus as much as possible. The worst of the pain was in her face. Every bit of skin was searing, but the most egregious sting was concentrated on her thin eyelids. The layer of weak skin over her eyes was becoming so hot that Chandi wondered if she would go blind by the time the trial was over. She wondered if this intense heat would bring about permanent damage to her vision. 

			She could faintly hear Ika’s voice. It sounded like it was coming from down a deep hole. He sounded so far away. He also sounded, to Chandi’s dismay, utterly horrified and angry.

			What’s he so mad about? She thought. I think I’m doing pretty well right now. Why does he always have such little faith in me?

			She felt the burning intensify on the rest of her body now. The throbbing was not just centered on her face. The dreadful sting had taken over most portions of her body. Even though it was deeply painful, Chandi didn’t think it was any worse than what she had experienced before in her training; or even in her recent trials to learn Filiorvis. Even so, Ika’s voice was in complete hysterics. He seemed to be screaming at Master Cinnamon and Ajith. Even Alice’s voice could be heard yelling as well, but no one’s louder than Ika’s.

			What the heck is going on out there? Did another crowd show up? Is that why everyone is freaking out? If so, I can handle being the center of attention again. I don’t like it, but it’s not a big deal. It’s probably just Ika and Master Cinnamon arguing about something like they always do, and Alice is trying to get Ika to show some respect and not be rude. It can’t be about my performance, can it? I genuinely think I’m doing fine. Yes, it hurts. But it always hurts. This isn’t any worse than usual. 

			Chandi heard Cinnamon’s voice screaming so loud it was breaking. “You’re done! You did it! Let your Kanah go, Chandi! You need to relax now, sweetheart. But don’t freak out.”

			Don’t freak out? What does he mean? I did it already? He was right; this was fast. No problem. I’m getting good at these steps.

			She allowed her Kanah to flow normally and opened her eyes. Immediately she fell to her knees in pain. She could hardly see. There was something wet obstructing her vision and gathering under her eyelids. She lifted up trembling hands and wiped at her eyes. When she pulled them away, she saw that her hands were covered in blood. And not only that, the skin on her hands was almost completely gone. Her hands were nearly burned right to the skeleton.

			She resisted the urge to scream, instead looking down at her body. When she came out into the cold she was wearing a thick jacket and an even thicker pair of overalls. Now she was completely naked from head to toe. Her clothes had been burned away by the blast. 

			That was not the part that disturbed her, though. The part that petrified her was that her entire body seemed to be charred. Her brown skin was abnormally coal black in some areas, and the dead skin that had been seared was peeling off her body, leaving bloody gashes that oozed down onto her thin thighs. The skin on her chest was cracked and falling off her, like she was turning to ash. There were large patches of moist pink skin where the burning was most severe. Even the slight blowing of the chilly wind on those areas was excruciating. 

			“What . . . w-w-what’s happening to m-me?”

			There were tears in her eyes. Even those stung as they fell down her scalded face.

			Alice was the first one to get to her. There were tears in her eyes as well, something Chandi took as a very bad sign; confirmation that something had gone horribly wrong. 

			When Chandi tried to look down at her body again, Alice used both hands to lightly grasp Chandi’s face and keep her looking up. “Just keep looking at me, okay? Just keep your eyes on me.”

			Chandi tried to talk again but the pain in her lips was too awful. All the skin on her lips had peeled away, and now the entire area surrounding her mouth was purple and oozing pus and blood.

			Alice removed her hands from Chandi’s face and promptly got to work on healing whatever she possibly could. Chandi could barely feel the waves of light Kanah that Alice hovered over her lower body. In the places where she could feel anything, she was in horrible agony. It was far worse somehow now that she had dropped her defensive Kanah. But the remainder of her body was just numb. Numb and dead to the touch. 

			Everybody came over to her at once. Ika rolled as fast as he could over the frozen snow, the special wheels of his wheelchair allowing him to move quite fast. There were tears in his eyes as well. Now that Chandi’s vision was slowly coming back, she saw that they were all crying. Even Ajith was obviously holding back the desire to sob. 

			Chandi tried to speak again, but simply could not. It was like her pain was getting worse as time went on, like she was crumbling apart, or her body was catching up with its own injuries.

			“You’re gunna be okay, gal,” said Pattamis, looking horrified atop Keji’s head. 

			Chandi wondered if that were true. She couldn’t even guess at what happened. Evidently her Kanah was just not as strong as it needed to be to completely protect her from the blast. Filiorvis was not going down without a fight. If Chandi wanted to master such a Curse, she needed to put her whole soul into doing it. This Curse had pushed her beyond anything she had been forced to face in her life. She just hoped it was worth the price. 

			Ajith took off her jacket and wrapped it around Chandi’s shoulder to cover her nakedness. Chandi was still shocked that her thick clothing was wholly blown away into ashes. She must’ve just barely survived herself.

			“I am so sorry,” said Chandi’s grandmother, her shoulders shaking as she finally broke down and wept. “I am so sorry. So, so, so . . .”

			“That’s enough of that for now,” snapped Alice, still focused only on Chandi’s burns. “She’s going through enough. She doesn’t need to see us all breaking down around her. Someone help me get her inside and out of the cold! You can feel guilt later, for now pull your heads out of your asses and help me!”

			Ajith buried her face into her weathered and wrinkled brown hands, sobbing uncontrollably. Her grief and guilt had utterly consumed her. She was of no use. She had broken down beyond reason. 

			“Cinnamon!” Alice yelled. “Get over here and help me lift her!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen: Agony and Abduction
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			Chandi could not remember clearly how she had gotten back into the bed of Alice’s room again. She went into a mild state of shock after seeing her own mangled body. She had to be carried into the Ivory house and all the way upstairs. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed since she completed The Fourth Step, but she knew her body was now covered in white bandages. Even her face was mostly concealed. The only places where the white wrapping parted were her mouth and eyes. She was mummified and completely unable to move. She could not speak, either. 

			When she finally gained enough cognizance to analyze her condition and current location, she looked over to see Keji and Ika at the foot of her bed, tears still in their eyes. Keji wore a deeply concerned expression as he clutched the sheets on the side of the mattress. Ika, however, just looked blank. It appeared he may have been in some form of shock as well. He already looked broken before. Now he just looked . . . empty. Gone. Like there was nothing of himself left behind his eyes.

			Chandi wanted to ask them how bad it was. She wanted to hear something vaguely encouraging about her condition. And yet, still, she could not will herself to speak. Her throat and lips burned too fiercely for her to voice any words. 

			She could not move her neck, but she shifted her eyes to the right to look out the window. Night had come and the moon was bright. Several hours must have passed without her even noticing. Turquoise Town, for all the dreads of the day, looked beautiful basking in the moonlight. The snow upon the rooftops glistened and the lampposts burned blue. All was quiet. No one could be seen walking the streets, and a soothing hiss of winter wind played with the curtains of Alice’s bedroom window. She must have left it open to appease Chandi’s overly warm body. 

			Ika and Keji tried to say many consolatory and encouraging words to Chandi, but she literally could not hear them; at least not clear enough to make sense of them. She caught a few words here and there, but full sentences were impossible to discern. She suspected this was because her ears, too, had been badly deformed by the Kanah of Filiorvis. She felt like a monster. Part of her contemplated whether it would’ve been better if she had just died. 

			Pretty soon Ika and Keji gave Chandi a kiss on the forehead and left the room, allowing her some peace and quiet so she could sleep. She missed them as soon as the door closed. She wished they would stay with her until she fell asleep. She was too scared to be left on her own; especially when she could neither move nor speak. She suddenly became extremely claustrophobic, crying stinging tears as she tried to will her muscles into movement. The only other time in Chandi MorrowHill’s life that she had ever felt such sorrow was when Wriliara butchered her parents that day during their picnic. That was the only event that came close to this. 

			She cried and cried and cried, only making subtle moans here and there from her pained throat. She wept like she had lost everything in her life. She wept like all her efforts had been for nothing. She wept like she wanted to die. She did want to die. She wanted to fall asleep and just quietly slip away. In that moment, lying in that bed, stained by the blood of her decaying skin, she had given up. Usually her Sun Affinity could hold her spirits up, no matter the struggle. She was always one to fight through anything with a smile. Not anymore. She was done. 

			She went into a melancholic daze for a few minutes, just staring at the empty wall in front of her. She finally stopped crying and was now just accepting her enfeebled state. She had gone numb inside.

			This daze was eventually broken by a vast dark shape swooping by Alice’s bedroom window. It was so sudden and unnerving that Chandi flinched. She actually managed to turn her head slightly toward the open window. She could’ve sworn she saw a bat. But it didn’t look like a normal bat. It was gigantic; far larger than any bat she knew of. 

			After a few moments she convinced herself it was all in her head and returned to dazing at the wall. She was snapped out of it again when she spotted the long, serrated wings fly over a nearby house in the corner of her eye. There was no mistaking it this time. She definitely saw a bat, or something akin to one.

			The door to the room slowly creaked open. Keji quietly walked inside. He was wearing a set of dark blue pajamas. Pattamis was not even on his head, meaning he was already fast asleep on a chair somewhere in the house. 

			“Can I  . . . come in? I just wanted to check up on you and talk for a bit. I . . . I c-c-can go if y-you want.”

			Chandi grunted. That was all she could manage. But the desperate look in her eyes—the look that begged for company of any kind—must’ve let Keji know it was okay, because he came in all the way and closed the door as lightly as possible behind him. 

			He came over and sat at the end of the bed, careful to avoid the expanding patch of Chandi’s blood that had completely ruined the white sheets. “Me, Cinnamon, and Pattamis are staying here for the night. That’s why I’m wearing the pajamas. It . . . didn’t feel right going back home without you.” He looked into her eyes. “Can you nod your head?”

			Chandi tried. Searing pain shot up the back of her neck when she did. Once again she was met with the thought that her injuries had become worse over time. Her Kanah had become much stronger since the completion of The Third Step; when she harnessed her Kanah to protect her body during The Fourth Step, its defensive properties could only be taken away a layer at a time. This meant the degree to which she was burned only became clear after her Kanah stopped numbing the pain. It took a few hours for the numbing to cease. Now every minor labour was agony.  

			She grunted again to let him know that was not going to happen.

			Keji nodded. “Okay. No problem. I just want to relax and talk to you for a bit. I’m . . . really scared. I know you’re the o-one going through this but . . . seeing you like this is . . .” He paused for a moment. He was on the verge of tears. “I know you’re going to get better. You’re too tough to let this stop you from a full recovery. You’ll be b-back to yourself in no time.”

			Before Chandi was internally begging for him to stay, merely because she could not bear being alone with her thoughts. But now, just as quickly, she wanted him to leave and not come back into the room until she was fully healed. Keji should not have to see her like this. It was unfair and it was morbid to put him through it. Chandi had become his older sister in many ways. Seeing her reduced to a bloody, inert mass must’ve been tearing his heart apart.

			He lowered his head so Chandi could not see his eyes. His breathing had become ragged. “I . . . I l-love you. Please j-just . . . don’t give up. I just want to know that you won’t give up. Because if you do . . . so will I.”

			More painful tears streamed down Chandi’s face and into her white bandages. She wanted more than anything in the world to take him in her arms and tell him that she loved him as well. 

			His hands were shaking atop his lap. “I’m s-scared for a lot of reasons. I’m scared about Ika not recovering too. I’m scared about how things seem like they’re just . . . changing. We don’t . . . have fun anymore. Not like we used to. We used to play games together; the three of us, I mean. Well, adding Pattamis makes four. We used to laugh and spend hours just doing nothing. Those were the best moments of my entire life. I’d wait for you guys to get back from the Hill of Memories with Cinnamon . . . then we’d get back to just goofing around.” He looked up again, looking so much older now than Chandi knew he was. It was in his eyes. “But ever since Ika learned the truth about his family, we haven’t been the same. I know you guys have been trying to hide it for my sake. I . . . I’m g-grateful for it. And I love you both for it. But I just . . . will things ever go back? Will you two ever be happy again? Is chasing Kirga and Wriliara really worth it? What happens if you both do achieve your revenge . . . but I don’t even recognize you anymore? Would that be worth it?”  

			Chandi strained her throat and forced out a few syllables with all of her strength. She managed to make a few wretched, croaking sounds. “Ah . . . ways . . . lo . . . ooo.”

			Keji leaned closer to her. “What was that? I’m sorry, please say it one more time.”

			Chandi closed her eyes and pushed through the pain to make the same sounds. “Ahhway . . . lo . . . ooo.”

			Keji’s eyes widened slightly as he put together what she had said.

			Always Love You.

			He immediately leaned over and buried his face into her lower thigh, crying without shame into the thin sheet over her legs. “Please get better. Please, please, please get better. I don’t know what I’ll do without you. I don’t know what Ika will do without you. If you stay like . . . this . . . Ika will never be himself again. Without you . . . Ika will never be happy again. He needs you. We a-all do.”

			Chandi wasn’t sure, truthfully, whether she was going to fully recover. Her body was so ravished that the idea of returning to her life before the burns seemed an impossible dream. Even if she did manage to return to some semblance of normalcy, she feared she would be hideously deformed forever. What would Ika think? She was suddenly faced with the struggle of wondering why she cared what Ika specifically thought regarding her perceived beauty. But now was certainly not the time to wrestle with such things. 

			Her eyes were torn away from poor Keji when some massive black shape came flying at the window. She tried to scream to warn Keji but nothing came out. Her voice broke and only a faint gasping sound came out. She was right about her earlier assumption. She did see a bat. A monstrous one.

			This giant dark creature flew right into Alice’s room at blinding speed. It landed tactfully on the end of the bed, on the other side of Chandi’s legs. It was so tall that it needed to hunch forward so its black head did not break through the ceiling. Its vast wings also needed to curl inward so they didn’t scrape against the walls on either side of the room.

			The feeling of such a heavy weight coming down upon the bed made Keji snap his head up in alarm. All Chandi could do was tremble and make a high-pitched squealing noise deep in her throat as Keji was whacked once on the top of the head by the bat’s gnarled and bony hand. The boy was knocked unconscious upon impact, and the bat lifted both its feet to grip his torso. 

			The creature turned its head and looked deep into Chandi’s eyes for a long second. They shared a stare in the sudden silence. The bat’s eyes were calm and inquisitive, while Chandi’s were full of pure hatred and warning. If this beast took Keji, even in spite of her current state, she would kill it. She promised the bat this with her eyes.

			The creature broke the stare first, flapping its great wings once and flying out the window with Keji in its grip. Just like that, Keji Aberdam was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen: The Worst of Times

			[image: ]

			Chandi squirmed in her bed and attempted to scream for the entire remainder of the night. She felt more claustrophobic than ever. Keji had been abducted by some dark creature and she could not even tell anyone about it. The worst night of her life passed her by, seeming like it lasted for a hundred hours. 

			The most agonizing part was that Alice came by a few times just to check on her and change some bandages. Chandi tried so hard to let her know something was wrong, but Alice seemed too tired to really notice the look of urgency in Chandi’s eyes. Chandi just hoped her throat would be well enough to speak by the time the morning came. 

			 

			D

			 

			Eventually the Morphing brought in the morning sun. The wait for someone to inevitably come into Alice’s room to check on Chandi was pure torture. She had to let everyone know what happened. The sooner she told them, the sooner they could mount a rescue operation of some kind. They would have to find some way to track down the bat first, though. They would cross that bridge when they came to it. For now, all that mattered was making sure it was known that poor Keji had been knocked out and taken away. 

			It was a moment of indescribable relief when Alice finally pushed open the door and came into the room. She looked exhausted; like she had only managed a few hours of sleep for the whole night. If only she had been awake when Keji was being abducted.

			“Good morning, sweet girl. I’m sorry I haven’t changed your bandages in a few hours. I needed to try to at least get some sleep. How are you feeling?” 

			She tried, once more, to scream. Her throat allowed her some semblance of intelligible sound; at least more than the night prior. But it was still too difficult to discern that something was terribly wrong. 

			Alice approached the side of the bed and rubbed Chandi’s arm very gently. “I know it hurts, Honey, but I promise it won’t hurt for long. I’m going to do everything I can to lessen the pain first. From there I will work at rebuilding the layers of skin you have lost. It’ll be a hard process . . . but I swear to you I will not let you down.”

			This was beyond anything Chandi thought she deserved. This was becoming some kind of sick joke by Lady Meamara herself. Perhaps Meamara really was evil. Chandi lived her life dedicated to doing what she thought was right. She treated people with kindness. She never stole. She never betrayed those who trusted her. She never even cussed, for goodness’ sake. Why was this happening to her? 

			Alice went to work on Chandi’s body, hovering her palms over different areas and speaking quiet passages of Edamirin as golden Kanah leaked from her hands and onto Chandi’s body. Chandi could feel her skin tingling when before it was numb. She took that as a good sign. But none of that mattered at the moment. Her inability to tell Alice about Keji was currently depressing her even more than the state of her body. 

			She almost started to cry again from the sheer frustration when Ika rolled into the room on his wheelchair. He still had dark circles under his eyes, and he was getting even skinnier. “How is she?”

			Alice glanced back over her shoulder as she held balls of Kanah over Chandi’s chest. “Not in very high spirits, but I don’t blame her. She can’t speak. She can barely make any sounds at all. But I intend to fix at least that part by the end of today. I’ll focus on healing her throat for the duration of the afternoon.”

			Chandi stared at Ika with a pleading look that she prayed would get through to him. He knew her well enough to sense when something was off. She had faith in that. That faith was all she had left at the moment. 

			Ika blinked a few times, clearly still very tired. He squinted to focus his vision as he looked at Chandi’s face. Chandi made her best attempt at sending him an urgent glare.

			“Chandi? What’s wrong?”

			Alice looked back at her son, then over to Chandi’s face. “What do you mean?”

			Chandi made more grunting sounds, widening her eyes even more to convey her state of mind.

			“Are you in pain?” asked Alice.

			Chandi grunted once. She forced out a sound. “. . .  oh.”

			“No?”

			She managed to slightly nod her head forward. 

			“Then what is it?” asked Ika, wheeling over to the side of the bed. “Do you have an itch?”

			Chandi was growing furious. “. . .  oh.”

			Ika looked at his mom in confusion. He then rested a hand on Chandi’s hand. “But something is wrong, right?”

			The pain was dizzying, but she forced another sound from her burning throat. “. . .  es!”

			Alice leaned forward over the bed. “Yes? What’s wrong? Does it have to do with you?”

			“. . .  oh.”

			Her voice was hoarse and cracking. She sounded like nothing human. 

			Ika gripped her hand a little tighter. “Okay . . . does it have something to do with someone from this house?”

			Chandi squealed and rocked slightly back and forth, as if presenting for him that he had made the correct assumption. 

			Ika suddenly looked frightened. Almost as frightened as Chandi. “Okay, grunt when I guess the right name.” 

			He paused, giving her a brief second to comprehend her instructions. “My mom.”

			Chandi made no noise.

			“Me.”

			Silence.

			“Gira?”

			He took a chance with that one, since Gira was technically not in the house. But he clearly just wanted to give Chandi some leeway if she didn’t think that through in her haste. But still, she made no sound.

			“Keji.”

			Chandi grunted as loud as she could, widening her eyes again.

			Ika still held Chandi’s hand. “Mom, go and check on Keji right now. You can move faster than me.”

			Alice stared at Chandi questioningly. “Ika, I think she may have just had a bad dream. It has been a terrible night for her.”

			“Mom, now!” Ika yelled. “Look at her eyes! Whatever she’s saying, she means it! Something is really wrong. Just trust me and go! And FAST!”

			Alice, without another word, fled from the room, banging the door into the wall as she left. The doorknob was likely to leave a mark. 

			Chandi finally closed her eyes and let out a stinging sigh. Ika had come through for her yet again. She wasn’t surprised. She gripped his hand tightly, a sign that she was regaining some use of her body. Her recovery after her Kanah stopped shielding her was slow, but it was still moving. 

			After a few minutes Alice came flying back into the room. “Keji’s not in the lounge room with Pattamis. He’s not in the house at all!”

			Ika looked at Chandi again. “Did he run away?”

			Chandi closed her eyes and pushed out another answer. “. . .  oh.”

			Ika narrowed his eyes. “Did someone . . . take him away?”

			“. . .  ES!”

			Alice ran to the other side of the bed and leaned forward to come close to Chandi’s face. “Who, Honey? Who took him? You have to try to speak for us. Do your best.”

			Chandi took in a deep breath. “It . . . wa . . . b-b-bah.”

			“Say again, sweetheart?” said Alice, raising a hand and resting it over the center of Chandi’s throat. She began to leak bright Kanah into the area to ease the process of her speech.

			Chandi tried again. “. . .  wa . . . a . . . b-bat! BAT!”

			Ika shared a look with his mother before stroking Chandi’s hand. “A bat? A bat took Keji?”

			Chandi, with a painful effort, nodded. Then she shifted her sapphire eyes to the open window.

			Ika followed her stare. “A bat came through the open window and took Keji away. But . . . there are no bats in Turquoise Town. And how could just one bat take away a boy the size of Keji?”

			Chandi had asked herself that same question when she watched it happen before her eyes. She had no prior knowledge of a creature similar to the one she saw. However, now that she thought about the incident again, there was something about the way it looked at her before taking Keji. There was a deep intelligence in those eyes; intelligence and cognizance that simply could not belong to a wild animal. There was only one explanation.

			Alice came to it first. “The bat would have to be massive to steal a boy of Keji’s size. And you’re right, Ika; there are no wild bats in Turquoise Town or in Turquoise Forest.” She looked at Chandi, her face and voice steady. “It was a Kensral . . . wasn’t it?”

			Ika snapped his head to also look at Chandi. “A Kensral? But that would mean . . .”

			Chandi grimaced and forced another little nod.

			Alice sighed. “Whoever that person really was . . . they were sent here by Kirga.”

			“But why?” asked Ika, his voice straining in his sudden dread and confusion. “Why would Kirga want Keji? What does Keji have to do with whatever he’s after? If he really wants to destroy the Crystal, how could Keji help him do that?”

			“I do not know, Ika,” said Alice, crossing her arms. “But I hope Gira has answers for us when he returns with Pulkra.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen: A Choice to Make
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			Gira slept atop Pulkra’s eagle for most of the way home. He was lucky this time, as he did not dream of his childhood days with Ikarus and Kirga. He hated those dreams. They filled him with nothing but anguish.

			Gira only knew he was back home when he felt the ethereal eagle drop down and land in front of the archway into Turquoise Town. Pulkra jumped down to the ground and motioned for Gira to hurry up. He did, blinking away his sleep and leaping down to join the Dalada member. 

			With a snap of his delicate fingers Pulkra disbanded the eagle. “Let’s hope we’re not too late. The Prince should still be here. It doesn’t look like there’s been any big fights in town. No buildings are destroyed or on fire.”

			“There wouldn’t be,” said Gira. “Without me here there would be nobody to stop Kirga from taking Keji. He could just walk in and walk out.”

			“Is Ajith MorrowHill not living here?” asked Pulkra.

			“Yes,” said Gira, “but she is far too old to hold him off.”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t underestimate the old girl,” said Pulkra. “That woman can put up much more of a fight than she appears to be able to.”

			Gira began climbing the stairs to town two at a time. “Let’s find out if you’re right!” 

			 

			D

			 

			Gira ran as fast as his feet would carry him all the way to the MorrowHill house. He knew Keji would still be there, living under Chandi and Ajith’s protection. He came up to the front door and banged on it several times. It was freezing cold outside and nobody was around. Gira looked over his shoulder to see if Pulkra had followed him. He had not. Clearly he intended to leisurely walk his way into town to see if the son of the King had been taken by Kirga.

			When no one answered the door after about a minute, Gira knocked again; this time with more force. “Chandi! Ajith! Someone open this damn door right now or I’m kicking it down!”

			The door finally opened. Standing in shadow was Ajith. She was lost in some sort of daze. She looked like she had seen death itself.

			Gira hesitated, already fearing the worst. “Ajith? W-where . . . is Keji? Are you all right?”

			Ajith blinked three times, tapping her long fingers idly on the door. “No, Gira. I am not all right.” She seemed to look straight through him. “I thought she could handle it. I was so sure my baby girl could handle it. I swear I thought she could. I swear, I swear, I swear.”

			“What the hell are you talking about, woman? Get a hold of yourself. I need to see Keji. Tell me where he is! Did something happen to him? Was Kirga in town?” 

			She pointed down the empty road. Her breath rose from her mouth in twirling clouds. “Keji’s at Alice’s p-place. So is . . . my girl. My sweet, sweet girl.” She suddenly frowned, gripping the door tightly. “Nothing happened to the boy. And ain’t nobody was in town. Now get outta my sight.”

			Gira was genuinely confused. He looked at her like a wounded animal that might bite. “Okay? I’ll go check on them both right now. Try to be less crazy by the time we get back.” 

			Choosing to ignore whatever strange and cantankerous mood Ajith was in, Gira turned and ran down the street at full speed. He was on his way back to the Ivory house. He could see no signs of destruction anywhere. But even so, something just felt off. He had the bothersome sensation that something terrible was just waiting for him to find it. 

			When he made it to the front door of Alice and Ika’s place, it opened before he even had the chance to knock.

			Alice was standing in the doorway, dressed in a thick beige jacket and thick black pants. She didn’t look startled to see him standing there. “I thought I sensed your Kanah near to the house. We need to talk.”

			“Where is Keji?” asked Gira directly.

			“That is precisely what we need to talk about,” said Alice. “We have work to do. We have reason to believe a Kensral snuck into town and abducted Keji in the middle of the night.”

			Gira was so mad he felt like his head was going to explode. He stopped himself from yelling at Alice, as that would surely solve nothing. “And you didn’t sense this Kensral before they took him? How did they take him? How do you know it was a Kensral? Was Kirga here as well? Was there a fight? Is everyone okay? How could the Kensral just get inside the house without anyone knowing?”

			“Will you slow down!” barked Alice. 

			Gira was bouncing on his toes in frustration. “Let me in the house so you can tell me the full story. We aren’t going anywhere or doing anything until I know exactly what we’re working with here.”

			Alice, after a moment of consideration, stepped away from the door and gestured for Gira to come in. “Just take your boots off before coming into my house.”

			“I know, I know.” Gira walked in quickly and ripped off his boots. He looked around the seemingly empty house. “When was the Kensral here? Was it last night?”

			Alice removed her boots as well. She kept her jacket on as she walked into the living room. “It was last night, yes.” She walked to her favourite upholstered chair and sat down. “Keji, Pattamis, and Cinnamon decided to sleep here so they could check up on . . . Chandi.”

			Gira raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? She would’ve completed The Fourth Step by now, right? How did she do?”

			Alice hung her head.

			Gira felt his heart begin to slow down. “Alice . . . how did she do?”

			“Not well.”

			Gira turned around to see Cinnamon waddle into the living room. Gira had already sensed another powerful Kanah in the house, so he wasn’t surprised to see him. “What do you mean? She didn’t fail, did she?”

			Cinnamon shook his head. “No, the girl passed the test. She only has one more to go before learning Filiorvis.”

			“Then what’s the problem?”

			Alice raised her head again. “There were some . . . complications.”

			Gira was running out of patience very fast. “I’m going to kill someone if one of you doesn’t get to the point in the next minute. We don’t have time for this.”

			“Chandi was burned very badly during the trial,” said Cinnamon. 

			“How badly are we talking?”

			Cinnamon said nothing. He could not even meet Gira’s stare.

			Gira clenched his fists and tried to calm his breathing. “Where is she? Is she in the house right now?”

			Alice was wiping tears from her face with her jacket sleeve when Gira turned back to face her. “She’s . . . uh . . . upstairs. She’s in my room recovering. Please just let her rest. She’s not really in the mood to—”

			Gira was already running up the stairs before Alice had time to finish her sentence. His heart was beating so hard it hurt now. He was having difficulty breathing as he turned the corner into the hallway headed toward Alice’s room. He had to pass under the damned attic that caused so much strife the year prior. Every time Gira walked under that square hatch in the ceiling he felt like his luck had gotten worse; like passing under it slowly deteriorated everything in his life, one layer at a time. 

			He ran at the door and practically bashed it open with his shoulder. He stepped fully into Alice’s room and was met with a sight that left him petrified. His brain was unable to make sense of what he was looking at. 

			Ika was sitting in his wheelchair next to Alice’s large bed. He was holding the hand of someone who currently rested in the bed. No, someone was not accurate. It was more like  . . . something. There was some horribly disfigured, charred creature lying in the bed. Whatever it was, it had stained most of the bed red with blood. It was also covered from head to toe in white bandages that were also stained red in many places. The few bits of skin that could be seen peeking through the wrappings were patches of festering pus and dried bubbles of blood. The eyes of this creature were sunken into the dark skull, looking out at Gira with the glossy, pathetic impression of a dead lamb. The appendages of this ‘thing’ were scrawny and fragile, and the smell coming off it was enough to make Gira audibly retch. 

			He spotted tears in the creature’s eyes. There was something in those sapphire eyes that Gira recognized. There was a deep and powerful emotion that resonated from them. He knew who this was. It was no creature at all. 

			He looked over at Ika, wordlessly begging him to say he wasn’t looking at who he thought he was looking at.

			Ika sadly nodded. “It’s her.”

			As soon as the words left Ika’s mouth, Gira needed to approach the end of the bed and lean on it so he did not fall over. His knees lost all their strength and he became cripplingly dizzy. “No. No, no, no. It can’t be. It simply can’t be!”

			More tears poured out from the eyes of the creature he now knew was Chandi MorrowHill. They were tears of utter shame now. She was ashamed to be seen by Gira as such a deformed monster. He could hear the faint, pained moans of her sobbing. She sounded like a very old dog that had been kicked. 

			Gira used his hands to walk himself up the other side of the bed, still supporting himself so he did not faint right then and there. He eventually reached her face. He looked into her eyes for one long second, then buried his face into her neck and started to cry. He hugged her and wept like his world had ended.

			Gira wept very seldomly. It seemed as if he did so more this very year than the previous decade of his life. How was everything going so wrong? Was Turquoise Town itself cursed? It was hard to keep track of how many things were going downhill so fast.

			This broken girl who he now held was the closest thing he ever had to a daughter. He could remember teaching her to ride a bike like it was yesterday. He could still see the glimmer in her eyes when he taught her to swim and she could finally do it on her own without him needing to hold her. He could still hear her crying as she told him about a boy she thought she liked in town making fun of her clothes. He could relive every precious moment with her in his head, and did so while he held her. 

			This never should’ve happened to her. He couldn’t imagine the pain, both mentally and physically, that this incident must’ve dealt. All he wanted in life was to protect both Ika and her. As Ika sat in a wheelchair looking on at the burnt husk that used to be Chandi, Gira never felt like more of a failure. The last time he had ever loathed himself so unconditionally was when he was given the news of Genevieve’s death; and before that was within the first few hours of giving up Casey to Migra. Now that he was faced with such memories, he could not help to deny that his entire life had been nothing but one destructive failure followed by another. He could do absolutely nothing right. Everyone he ever loved was ruined before his eyes; it was only a question of how long it took before the next tragedy came for him. There was no escaping it. It was his reality. He wasn’t sure he deserved it, but he knew in his heart, right there with Chandi crying above him, that he would never be allowed true happiness. It was just not his destiny. 

			“H-how?” He said between his body-shaking sobs. “How could this have happened?”

			Ika’s voice was numb of all emotion. “She completed The Fourth Step . . . but her Kanah wasn’t enough to withstand all the damage dealt to her. Simple as that.”

			Gira’s anguish morphed into fury. He raised his head up. “I told her.” He was thinking of Ajith. “I told her that Chandi was too young to try to learn Filiorvis. I told all of you! I’ve been warning you ever since Phiggy gave us the tip about the Curse! I specifically said Filiorvis was a bad idea to play around with! DAMN YOU ALL!”  

			Alice came into the room now, with Cinnamon trailing only a few seconds behind her. She placed her hands on her hips. “I will do all I can to heal Chandi. But we still need to talk about Keji.”

			Gira’s head was spinning with rage. He felt like he was going to vomit and burst into flames at the same time. “Okay, tell me. How did this happen?” 

			He still wanted to yell at them over Chandi’s condition. He still wanted to yell at Chandi herself, but knew that would only break the girl’s heart even more. She did not need that right now. All she needed was unwavering support and attention. But he did warn her, years ago, to forget about Filiorvis for her own sake. 

			Alice walked around the bed and over to the window just behind Gira. “Chandi is unable to speak right now, but we were able to get out of her that a large bat came through this window here and took Keji away. My guess is Keji snuck into the room to have a quiet talk with Chandi—or to just check up on her—and that was when the Kensral made its move. We only know it was a Kensral because no other bats that size could live in this area. No bats at all live in this region of the world, if I am not mistaken.”

			“It was a Kensral all right,” said Gira, shaking his head. “I don’t know when or how Kirga found himself a new Apostle . . . but that’s who snuck into town and snatched up our boy. He must be very talented with Kanah as well, for him to conceal it to the point where none of you sensed his presence.” He slammed his fist on the dresser next to the window. “We were too late. If only I had been here.”

			“We’ll get him back,” said Cinnamon. “We just need to find out where he is being taken.”

			“I already know where he is being taken,” said Gira, lost in a daze of deep thought. He was considering his next move.

			“Where?” asked Ika. “How could you know that?”

			Gira looked at his nephew. “Pulkra and I succeeded in finding Euripides. We saw The Genmaga Prophecy. We know what Kirga wants and how exactly he can go about getting it.” Seeing every face in the room, even Chandi’s, look at him expectantly, he went on. “Kirga does want to destroy the Crystal; likely for the absurd chance of seeing Casey again. He is following the Morganian theory of the Crystal preventing us from meeting our loved ones again after death. He wants to make it so his soul can be reunited with his husband’s. He likely plans to kill himself after shattering the Crystal. However, we’ve discovered he needs Dual Affinity to do it.”

			Cinnamon gasped. “Dual Affinity! You’re outta your damn mind, Ivory. Don’t joke at a time like this! No one can master both Sun and Moon Affinities at the same time.”

			“That’s funny,” said Gira. “I think I remember you saying Kirga was not a threat because every Genmaga has always amounted to nothing and been nothing but a failure. Remember that?”

			Cinnamon scratched at a whisker. “Fair enough.”

			“I’m only telling you what we learned from the Yellow Armadillo. Kirga is close to achieving Dual Affinity. The next thing he has to do to obtain it is drink the blood of King Stultis at Opiana Mountain on the thirtieth of December. How much blood is not specified. If Kirga succeeds in this . . . we’ll never be able to stop him.”

			“That’s why they took Keji,” said Ika. He was the first one to put it together. “It would be way too hard for Kirga to get at Stultis himself, so he went for the son.”

			“That is correct,” said Gira.

			Ika rested his elbows on his knees and let out a long breath. “That means this is all our fault. He would’ve been safer back in Kanakon.”

			“Perhaps,” said Gira. “But he also wouldn’t have been happy. He did not belong there. I was tempted to blame myself when I heard about Kirga’s plan as well. But that isn’t productive. We’ll save the kid. We gave him a happier life, and shouldn’t beat ourselves up over that. We won’t let Kirga do what he wants with him.”

			“Will he die?” asked Alice. “You said the prophecy specifies that his blood must be drank by the Genmaga, but you didn’t say it would kill him.”

			Gira had thought about that during his trip back to town with Pulkra. “I don’t think Keji will die from this process, no. But he will live in guilt for the rest of his life—however long that would be after Kirga gets what he wants. That boy already hates himself because of being born a Yeryaila. A potential Broken Calamity hangs over his head everywhere he goes. I won’t let this do the same. And, of course, the world is on track to ending if Kirga obtains Dual Affinity. There’s also that.”

			“Did you find out anything else regarding The Genmaga Prophecy?” asked Cinnamon. “Did you find a way to make some sense of Kirga’s earlier actions? Why did Porshalla need to happen? Why did he need to kill the White Raven?” He hesitated. “And . . . you know . . . why did he need to . . .”

			“Kill my sister,” finished Ika. “What did Genevieve have to do with any of this? Did Euripides tell you anything about her?”

			Alice looked at Gira expectantly as well. She did not blink once as she waited for an answer. 

			Gira wasn’t sure how they were going to react. He was still not sure how he felt on the matter. He did not know why The Genmaga Prophecy required these specific steps. It seemed neither did Euripides. Lady Meamara was the only one who could really know, because many theorize it is her who sets up these things; it is her who creates the trials that must be overcome to destroy the Crystal. And Gira still had questions to ask Don-Galaga regarding the Ivory Fang.

			“The very first step in the prophecy was . . . for the Hellcat to consume the soul of the firstborn of the Ivory Fang. Ikarus was the Ivory Fang . . . so Genevieve needed to die in order for Kirga to officially start the process.”

			Ika and Alice shared a look. 

			“What is the Ivory Fang?” asked Cinnamon. “Never heard of that in my life.”

			“Neither have I,” said Gira. “I intend to learn more about it when I next see Don-Galaga. I suspect it is the reason he ever adopted my brother and me; as sad as that realization makes me.”

			“So that’s why he didn’t kill me too,” said Ika. “He didn’t care enough to. He was there specifically for my sister . . . all because she was the firstborn of the family.” He gripped the armrests of his wheelchair and grimaced at the ground. “She didn’t deserve that. She didn’t know what she was. She didn’t know what danger she was in. She was just a little girl. Kirga is a monster who has to die.”

			“On that we agree,” said Gira. 

			“The Ivory Fang,” said Alice, her voice sounding far off. She was lost in thought. “That is why we suffered so much that day. That is why I held my dead girl in my arms. I . . . I don’t even know what it means, and yet that title has ruined my entire life.” She finally blinked herself back into the present, glancing up at Gira. “Do you think . . . Ikarus knew all along? Or was he just as clueless as we are about what he was?”

			Gira had also thought about this on his way home. The answer he came to was absolute. “No. I promise you he would also have no clue what that word means. If he did know, he would’ve told me. As far as we knew, our family name was not that important. We knew of some Ivorys in the past that did notable things, but it seems our family tree is more important to the Capital, and the world, than we ever could’ve predicted.”

			They all carried on discussing the meeting with Euripides for another ten minutes or so. They were eventually interrupted by the sound of obnoxious screaming coming from downstairs. It was echoing through the house.

			“HELLLOOOOOO! HELLO, HELLO, HELLO! WHERE THE HELL IS EVERYBODY! SOMEONE COME HERE AND GET ME!”

			It was Pattamis’ voice. They had all forgotten about the talking hat completely. Gira didn’t predict him taking the news about Keji very well. 

			Alice made for the door. “I’ll go get him. Everyone stay here.”

			They waited as she ran down the stairs. After another minute the screaming came to a halt. Gira could hear Alice trying to calm the hat down while he chirped angrily at her. 

			Cinnamon tapped one long furry foot on the wooden floor. “Gira . . . did the prophecy say whether or not . . . Kirga could actually do it? Destroy the Crystal, I mean.”

			“Yes,” answered Gira. “Euripides made it very clear that, if Kirga follows the prophecy step by step, he will be capable of destroying the Crystal.”

			“And that will destroy Wenworld itself and kill us all, right?” said Ika, stroking Chandi’s hand. She was watching them intently, but still could not speak.

			Gira leaned back against the wall next to the window. “I can’t say that for sure, Ika. But it’s safe to assume we will all die. Meamara saved us from something when she locked us inside the Crystal. Don-Galaga does not remember much from when he was alive before the Crystal’s creation, but he makes it very clear he knows that to be a fact. Meamara is our saviour. What she was saving us from is anybody’s guess.” 

			Alice finally came back into the room, carrying the grumpy blue hat in her hands. 

			Pattamis was frowning deeply at everyone. “What’s the matta with you people? I’m getting sick of everyone steppin all over poor Pattamis. Even my little pal forgot about me when he got up this morning. Where is he anyway?”

			Gira took the initiative when he noticed no one else was going to. “Keji has been . . . abducted.”

			“WHAT!” Pattamis bounced up and down in Alice’s hands. “By who? When? Why? Where were you losers when it was happening? Why is everybody but me so useless!”

			“He was taken by a Kensral who works for Kirga,” said Cinnamon. “But we’ll get him back.”

			“Then let’s go track the freak down right now!” yelled the talking hat. “What are you morons sitting around and waiting for?”

			Gira sympathized with Pattamis’ lack of patience. However, he wasn’t quite sure who was going to be part of the party to go get him.

			Ika spoke up before Gira had the chance to speak his mind on that issue. “I want to get Keji back right now too, trust me. But . . . uh . . . who’s going to go? Mom, you’re a healer who can’t use Curses. You’ll be useless fighting Kirga and his squad. And besides, you’re needed here to heal Chandi before The Fifth Step.” He pointed to Cinnamon. “Master Cinnamon, you’re also needed here to help regulate the Kanah of Filiorvis before it interacts with Chandi. Ajith specifically said teaching this Curse requires two masters of Kanah. And if Chandi doesn’t learn Filiorvis at this point, she loses the use of her Kanah forever.”

			Chandi grunted angrily, making clear her position on that.

			“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” said the rabbit. “That’s not going to happen.”

			“Well then you’ll have to stay,” continued Ika. He gestured down to his limp legs. “And I’m surely not going to be of any use in a fight. Ajith is a strong Oracle, but she also has to stay here to teach Chandi Filiorvis. And she’s too old to be very effective against someone like Kirga anyway.” Ika, as well as everyone else in the room, looked to Gira. “That only leaves you, Uncle Gira.”

			That was the first time Ika had called Gira ‘Uncle Gira’ in a year; since he learned the truth. Even in their dire situation—even though Gira was both exhausted and stressed about Keji’s safety and the future of Kirga’s plans—he felt a flush of warmth in his chest. He almost smiled at hearing his nephew refer to him that way again, but knew a smile would be rather inappropriate given the present context. 

			“Then I will go alone,” he said, already predicting such an outcome.

			“You can’t!” said Ika. “Don’t be such an idiot. You can’t fight Wriliara, this new Apostle, and Kirga all by yourself!”

			“Can’t you bring Pulkra along with you?” asked Cinnamon. Just saying the name suddenly made his eyes go wide. “Wait a minute. Is . . . is Pulkra here with you right now? Is he around the corner?”

			Gira raised a hand. “Relax. Pulkra is still lazily walking his way here. He’s too dignified to run for much of anything. He’s probably still a few blocks away. You’ll be able to sense his Kanah before he’s anywhere near this house. But I suggest you start hiding within the next ten minutes or so.”

			Cinnamon visibly relaxed.

			“He’s right, though,” said Alice. “About bringing Pulkra with you, I mean. He’s a Dalada member. You’ll be safe fighting alongside him.”

			“The fact that he’s a Dalada member is exactly why he won’t be fighting with me,” said Gira. He hated that it was true, as he would’ve liked Pulkra’s assistance on this. 

			“But why?” asked Ika. 

			Gira rested his hands in the tops of his pant pockets as he stayed leaning against the wall. “Because he would have to travel all the way with me to Opiana Mountain, and that will take time. He has other missions to perform from the Capital. I know what you’re thinking: shouldn’t this be the most important thing? Normally I’d agree with you, if we were dealing with a reliable and levelheaded ruler of this world. But, instead, we are dealing with Stultis Aberdam. The man is an idiot. By the time we explain to him how dangerously close Kirga is to obtaining a mythical level of power that could threaten even Don-Galaga, Kirga will have already achieved it. And we would need to travel all the way back to Kanakon just to have that lengthy debate with him first. We don’t have time for any of that.” He snapped at Alice. “What’s the date, even? Do you know?”

			Alice scratched her cheek for a second, seeming to jog her memory. It had been a stressful few weeks for everybody. “Um . . . I’m pretty sure today is the twenty-first.”

			The twenty-first of December. Crystmas Eve was in three days. Gira was hit with a deep pang in his heart. This time of year was not supposed to be dominated by such distress and anger. All of them had completely forgotten about Crystmas. It almost made Gira sick to his stomach to see what his family had become. This was the price he knew Ika and Chandi would have to pay when they dedicated their lives to revenge. 

			Gira pulled a hand out of his pocket and rubbed his chin. “I’ve only got seven days to stop Kirga and save Keji. Seven damn days. I need to leave now. It takes weeks to get to Opiana by foot, so I’ll need to purchase one of the stables’ unique animals to carry me at a decent pace. That will be costly.”

			“I can help you gather some provisions to take with you,” said Cinnamon. “I’ve got more food than I know what to do with in my Gritka. I can put together a backpack full of stuff you’ll need to stay healthy. You have a nasty fight ahead of you.”

			Gira nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate it. And trust me, I’m aware of how nasty it will be.”

			Pattamis breathed out heavily. “If by ‘nasty’ you mean he’s almost for sure gunna die, then yeah.”

			Alice shook the hat in her hands. “Pattamis! Don’t you ever talk like that!” 

			“Okay, Okay!” Pattamis settled down, looking fixedly at Gira. He seemed to slowly grow serious; more serious than Gira had ever seen him look. There was a potent, debilitating fear in his large glowing white eyes. “Just promise me you’ll save my boy. He’s all I got.”

			Gira held Pattamis’ stare without blinking or showing him any sign of uncertainty. “I promise.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen: Thank You
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			Ika sat by the living room window, staring out into an oncoming blizzard. His uncle was outside speaking with Pulkra. Ika could only faintly see their outline far down the street through the falling snow, but he could feel Pulkra’s Kanah pressing on his ribs. He suspected everyone in town could feel it. If it wasn’t for the blizzard, Ika didn’t doubt they would be outside gathering around him in the hundreds, trying to take pictures or get autographs. 

			Many thoughts stirred in Ika’s mind. He had previously established with himself that he would never forgive his uncle for what he had done. And yet his heart was full of fear. He did not want Gira to go after Keji alone. If he couldn’t get Pulkra to go with him, it would be suicide. No other way to describe it. Gira was very strong, but even he could not take Kirga and Wriliara at the same time; not to mention whoever this new Apostle was. 

			Ika could see Gira’s arms waving about as he yelled at Pulkra. He could also see Pulkra standing defiantly with his hands planted on his narrow hips, his long cape flowing in the harsh wind. Gira must be begging him to come along and save Keji. But getting a member of the Dalada to assist in anything that isn’t directed straight from the King’s mouth was essentially impossible. It was a waste of time. Ika was surprised Pulkra even gave Gira the ride back home. He had already strayed outside of the usual bounds set for a member of the King’s personal squad. He had taken one too many risks. 

			But even if Pulkra could not help, Belasefka was still on Kirga’s trail. Ika had read that much in The Daily Dragon. He had been following that situation closely. Unfortunately, it didn’t sound like Belasefka was any closer to catching Kirga. He was slippery. It served as proof of how hard to catch Kirga really was if an Oracle as old and as powerful as Belasefka was being constantly fooled by him for close to a year. 

			The conversation outside did not appear to be going well. Gira looked animated and frustrated, while Pulkra just looked nonchalant. He was not going to be able to help Gira; not even to travel with him to Opiana. Gira would have to take a horse and go on his own. If only Phiggy would actually show his face. His Runework could make the journey to Opiana much shorter. Ika wondered where the Gast could possibly be. He had yet to show his face since Paragon Forest. 

			Pulkra eventually bowed slightly to Gira and walked away, leaving Gira standing alone in the street. Ika’s uncle hung his head for a few moments, then turned and started walking back toward the house.

			Ika wheeled himself back and away from the living room window. He didn’t want Gira to catch him watching so intently. He didn’t want to give his uncle the false idea that he had forgiven him. He remembered seeing the joy in his eyes when he called him ‘Uncle Gira’ again. He had not done that in a long while, and it had a visible effect on Gira. Ika was mad at himself for doing it. It just slipped out in the moment. He didn’t mean to say it. After their argument outside of Crimson Town, Ika was in no rush to patch any holes in their relationship. He was too stubborn to even attempt fixing their fractured bond. 

			However, even though he still held his uncle in great contempt, he was very nervous about the idea of him leaving town alone. Ika was furious, but he wasn’t so far gone that he wanted Gira to die. At least, he didn’t think he was. There were some nights when Ika lied awake in anger that he did wish harm upon both his uncle and his own mother. This was shortly after the whole truth was told to him and his Moon Affinity was most persuasive over his emotions. Ika knew this was not really him thinking these thoughts. But sometimes he wondered how much sway his dark Affinity actually had, and whether his anger would be equally as controlling if he were born under the sun.

			He did tell Gira he wished he and his mother would perish in a fire. He felt a little embarrassed now that he ever said something so vicious.

			Gira burst in through the front door, quickly closing it behind him to escape the fury of the blizzard. He stomped his feet to remove the snow on the mat before ripping off his dark grey jacket and hanging it on the hook. 

			“Well?” asked Ika, leaning his head around the wall covering the entrance.

			Gira walked into the living room with the answer plain on his face. “I’m in this alone. Pulkra can’t afford to fall behind in his other assignments.”

			“But that’s ridiculous!” said Ika. “This is far more important than whatever else he has to do.”

			“Trust me, I agree,” said Gira, groaning like an old man as he sat back in Alice’s favourite seat. “But Pulkra would need to convince King Stultis of that first before making any moves. He told me he’s going to finish his other missions as fast as humanly possible, then get his butt to Kanakon to ask for a full council meeting of the Dalada, where he will stress the issue of putting every member of the squad on Kirga as soon as possible. The number one goal of the Dalada should be to assassinate Kirga the Hellcat.” He sighed. “But that’s going to take way too long. There’s nothing else I can do, Ika. I have no friends to call upon, and we have no time to wait for the recovery of you and Chandi. It would be nice if the rabbit could come with me, but he’s needed here. Where is the little furball, anyway?”

			Ika rolled onto the carpet and rotated his chair to face his uncle. “Master Cinnamon is busy getting a pack ready for you to take with you. It’s mostly junk food and candy from what I could see him walking by with. He keeps taking food out of the Gritka and bringing it to a large grey backpack he has laid out in the lounge room. I have no idea why he doesn’t just bring the backpack into the Gritka with him. I’m sure they’ll be some turkey or chicken breast in there for you; one of those fancy meals that can be reserved with the chef’s Kanah. But I hope you’re okay with surviving on mostly cupcakes and chocolate bars.”

			Gira smiled. “Kid, if I’m destined to die within the next week, I can think of no better diet to be on. I couldn’t ask for a better stash to take with me to my final song.” He leaned his head back on the cushion of the seat and closed his eyes, smiling even wider.

			Ika stared at him for a long while. “You shouldn’t talk like that. You’ve come back from worse. Don’t be so dramatic.”

			Gira said nothing for a few seconds. His smile faded. “Would you miss me?”

			Ika’s hands were trembling atop the armrests of his chair. “What?”

			“Tell me truthfully. I want to hear your real answer; from the heart. It’s okay if you say no. I just . . . I really want to know. I . . . need to know.”

			“Stop messing around.”

			Gira’s eyes remained closed. “Please . . . Ika . . . just answer the question.”

			Ika was not prepared to be put on the spot like that. He opened his mouth once but nothing came out. He nervously scratched at his armrests as he thought of what to say. Why couldn’t he just say a simple yes? For whatever stubborn, childish, contemptible reason . . . he just couldn’t say anything in that moment. He simply sat in silence.

			Gira smirked slightly. “So that’s a ‘No’ then, eh? That’s okay. I . . . uh . . . I understand.” He finally opened his silver eyes and looked over at Ika. “I’ll understand if you never bring yourself to love me again after how long I’ve been lying to you; after finding out I’m a murderer who killed his own best friend. Just . . . I just need to hear you say that you know I would love you no matter what you did. I need to hear you say that you know I would love you regardless of whatever ways you may hurt me. Unconditionally. Forever. Those are the ways that I love you and am proud of you. Please . . . just say you know. That’ll be enough for me.”

			Ika swallowed hard. “I . . . I know.”

			Gira closed his eyes and nodded. “Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty: Miles to Go Before I Sleep
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			Gira was almost ready to make off. He still needed to say goodbye to a couple more people before leaving town, though. He made his way through the upstairs hallway to Alice’s room. He could not leave without seeing Chandi. 

			He was stopped midway by Cinnamon, who held out a large grey leather pack with white straps that went over the shoulders. “Here you are.”

			Gira took the surprisingly heavy backpack and slipped both arms into the straps, settling the pack comfortably on his back to test it out. “Perfect. Uh . . . thanks.”

			An awkward silence built between them until Cinnamon eventually cleared his throat. “Look . . . um . . . I never actually disliked you, you know. I had trouble trusting you at first, because it’s hard for me to trust anyone who is so close with the Dalada. Because . . . you know . . . they want my head on a spike.”

			Gira chuckled. “I never really disliked you, either. I was just concerned for the safety of Ika and Chandi. But it became obvious to me pretty quickly that you did not kill the previous king. You’ve been on the run for something you didn’t even do. I envy your strength in solitude. You’ve lost everything, and yet I still see you smile and laugh. I’m not strong enough for that. If I lived the way you’ve been forced to, I’d be an absolute maniac.” He cleared his throat too, looking down at his feet. “You’re good for them. You make both Ika and Chandi better people. You’re a better uncle to them than I’ve been.”

			Cinnamon held up a paw, his brow deeply furrowing. “Let me stop you right there. There is no one in Wenworld who could be a better guardian for Ika and Chandi, so shut your mouth and stop with this ‘woe is me’ crap. You are exactly what they’ve needed, and you are exactly what they will need in the future. Don’t even think about dying, because this family still needs you. They always will. The only thing I want to hear from you is ‘Yes, I’ll be back here safe and sound’. I will accept nothing else from you.”

			Gira shook his head and laughed. “Yes, I’ll be back here safe and sound.”

			Cinnamon nodded. “Good man. You’re too tough to be killed by that lot, anyway. I have full faith you’ll be just fine.”

			Gira shrugged confidently. “I am Gira Ivory, after all. Kirga’s gunna need a whole army if he wants to kill the likes of me.”

			“All right,” said Cinnamon, snickering. “Now you’re just getting obnoxious. Go on and see Chandi.” He moved out of the way and let Gira pass.

			Gira patted the rabbit on the shoulder before reaching the door to Alice’s room. He turned the knob and pushed the door open slowly. He smirked at Cinnamon one last time before closing the door behind him. When he turned around to look at the bed, he was hit with another nauseous feeling. Seeing what had become of Chandi was enough to make him wish he were blind. 

			She stared at him with watery sapphire eyes. She looked so fragile; not just in her body, but to an even greater degree in her spirit. There was little fortitude or resiliency in those eyes. She just looked sad and scared. Gira fully understood how she could feel that way. 

			“Hello, my sweet girl,” he said, slowly walking up to stand at the foot of the bed. 

			Her eyes watered even more in response. She still could say nothing. She only looked at him.

			Gira walked around to sit by her feet. He gently placed his right hand on her shin. He felt the pronounced bone through the thin white sheet covering the lower half of her body. A dark red patch grew around his hand where he was pressing the sheet even with the slightest amount of force. “Looks like I’m doing this on my own. Pulkra’s out. But don’t worry, I’ll get Keji back. I don’t need anyone else’s help.”

			Chandi’s eyes dilated. She grunted and moaned, shaking her head from side to side in wordless response to that plan. At least she could manage the head shake now. 

			“I’ll be fine, Honey,” said Gira. “Trust me, I know it’s not ideal. It’s a pretty terrible situation, actually. But we literally have no other choice. I’m hard to kill, though. I can steal Keji without having to fight everyone at once. I won’t be stupid and just walk up to their group, demanding they give Keji back. That would not be the best strategy. I’ll . . . think of something else. I have no clue what, but I’ll improvise.”

			She shook her head again, grunting. Her eyes were pleading to him in ways that words could never convey. In that moment the inability to speak did not do her a disservice. It was her look alone that sent a shock into Gira’s heart. 

			He took his hand off of her leg and placed it in his own lap. He looked into her eyes and was met, suddenly, with a strange memory. Why it came to him he could not guess. But it made him very happy. “Have I ever told you how you helped me out of addiction?”

			Chandi’s eyes grew very confused. She frowned and shook her head again.

			“May I tell you that story now before I leave?”

			She nodded. 

			Gira lifted his legs onto the bed and actually sat cross-legged, looking like a child. “This was many years ago now. You were, oh, around eight years old, I think. You hadn’t been living in Turquoise Town for very long. Back then . . . it embarrasses me to talk about . . . but I had a very bad drinking problem. I was an alcoholic, Chandi. There was a brief period of time—I wonder if he even remembers it now—when Alice refused to let me see or speak with Ika. She told me I had to quit drinking if I wanted to be a part of his life again. I know Alice was trying to help me, but all she really did was push me even deeper into my addiction. The thought of being kept away from my nephew stressed me out. And my stress just drove me to drink even more to deal with it. It just became a circle of self-destruction.

			“I still remember mornings where I would wake up in the forest outside of town, because Alice wouldn’t let me stay in the house, and not even recall how I got there or why I was there. After vomiting my brains out for several minutes, I would eventually remember. I would just lay there in the grass and hate myself. Then I would begin to throw up again, and again, and again. And when that finally passed, I would look toward town and say enough was enough. I’d tell myself that I would never sleep in that forest ever again. I’d get clean and confront Alice. I’d get to live with Ika again.” 

			He shook his head. “This proposed plan would always make me feel so . . . determined. So happy. Too bad it was all a lie. I’d last a couple days without a drop of alcohol. Then, usually in the late hours of the night, I’d be hit with an urge so powerful I’d kill myself if I didn’t get another drink. So I’d walk myself down to the one liquor store in Turquoise Town . . . and use a good chunk of my savings from working with Kanakon on as much booze as I could carry in two bags. Then I’d make my way back to the forest, making sure to avoid any roads I knew Alice might be walking down during the day. 

			“Believe it or not, I carried out this routine so often that I ended up building myself my own treehouse deep in Turquoise Forest. I lived in that small, lonely, wooden box of a treehouse for as long as eight months. Eight months, Chandi. My life was utterly pathetic. I just could not stop my addiction, no matter what I tried. I probably told myself thousands of times that the drink in my hand was going to be my last one. Thousands of sips were my last sip. Hundreds of times I needed to wake up to vomit were the last times. Again, and again, and again . . . I was unable to beat the monkey on my back. 

			“I also lost an unhealthy—I’d go so far as to say dangerous—amount of weight. I barely ate during those eight months. I’d have a few pieces of stale bread and a random fruit I’d get from an outdoor stand on the borders of town. This undeniably poor diet I was on weakened my immune system substantially, which led to me catching pretty much every virus under the sun. I spent many feverish nights in my treehouse, cursing and shivering, thinking about painful memories and wishing I were dead.”

			Gira wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell Chandi the next part of the story. He had never told anyone; not even Ika. But for some reason he felt Chandi needed to know. And if this ended up being his only chance to say it, he wanted to get it over with. 

			Chandi’s burned brows furrowed in such a way that her concerned and sympathetic emotion was so obvious, even with most of her face covered by bandages. She made a soft whining sound in her throat.

			Gira patted her leg again. “During one of those many nights, when I couldn’t see my family or live like a normal person in Turquoise Town . . . I tried to kill myself. I climbed down from my treehouse and stole some rope for a stable outside town. I brought the rope back to my treehouse, climbed the tree, wrapped the rope around a long and thick branch, tied a tight noose around my neck . . . and jumped.”

			Chandi made another squealing sound, shaking her head as if she did not want to hear the story. 

			Gira continued. He needed her to hear it. “I fell toward the ground, but my body snapped violently in the air when I finally met the end of the length of the rope. My Kanah stopped me from breaking my own neck instantly. It was excruciatingly painful, but I did not die.

			“I was expecting that, however. I knew an Oracle of my level would have a protective layer of instinctual Kanah I would need to get through first to choke myself slowly and painfully to death. My body swung back and forth several times before I eventually stopped above the grass, kicking my feet out in the burning agony of my throat closing and my brain feeling like it was on the verge of exploding in my skull.”

			He felt himself choking up as he retold the story. He was so ashamed. Deeply ashamed to be recalling this memory—one of so, so many—that Gira Ivory had buried in his rattled mind. “I shut my eyes and waited to eventually be choked unconscious. I thought of who might find my body hanging there. I wondered if anybody would find me at all. Maybe I would just hang there until my body was picked clean by crows. My skeleton would hang in Turquoise Forest for years, with a dirty and poorly-made treehouse full of vintage liquor built into the same tree. It was so pathetic I can’t even find words to describe it to you. I was probably at my lowest point then. I wouldn’t have been able to even look at myself in the mirror without wanting to weep.”

			He took a moment to collect himself. He did not want to cry in front of Chandi. He took three deep breaths, and continued. “Do you know what made me change my mind and choose to save myself?”

			Chandi slowly shook her head, her tears never ceasing.

			“I remembered it was a Wednesday.” He paused, savoring the delightful confusion in Chandi’s eyes. He smiled. “You see, I had promised you the week before that I would teach you how to swim on the upcoming Thursday. We were seeing each other less during my addiction days, but I still got the chance to speak with you and Ajith every now and then. Alice refused to let me see Ika, but Ajith did not stop me from visiting you and spending time at the MorrowHill place. I was always grateful to your grandmother for that. I still am. She wouldn’t let me stay long, however. And she certainly wouldn’t let me stay at your place while I was fighting my addiction, and I don’t blame her for that. But she still didn’t keep me from seeing you.

			“Once I thought of your face . . . once I thought about your reaction to finding out I wouldn’t be able to swim with you that day . . . that was enough for me to raise my hand and slash through the rope with a lash of dark Kanah. I cut it and fell to the grass, my neck in searing pain and my vision blurry with tears. I knew then that I was at the lowest point I was ever going to allow myself to get. And this wasn’t like the promises I made to myself about my drinking. I actually meant this one. I was never going to reach the point of giving up ever again. Whatever time I had left in this life, I would never give up. I would keep trying to better myself no matter what.”

			He hadn’t thought about the time he tried to kill himself in years. He had made a momentous effort to bury that event in his mind. Unearthing it was shockingly painful. “But it was not that moment that actually got me to quit drinking. That was only the moment I decided to push forward no matter how depressed I became. The moment my drinking habit was altogether beaten was the next day when I got to see you. You really don’t remember what you said to me?”

			There was a smile in Chandi’s eyes as she shook her head again.

			“I went to see you the following morning. When I knocked on the door and Ajith opened, you ran right out and hugged me without a word. After a few seconds you pulled away and made a strange face. ‘What’s that smell?’ you said. I looked at you and said, ‘That’s . . . uh . . . something I need to take every once in a while. It . . . it’s like medicine. It’s medicine with a strong smell.’ You still held that strange face. ‘Does it make you feel better?’ you said. I hesitated. ‘No, sweetheart . . . I don’t think it does’. You took my hand in yours and rubbed it. You had more emotional intelligence at that age than most adults do. ‘Then stop takin it, dummy. I want you to feel better all the time. Only do stuff that makes you happy.’ That was it. Looking into your eyes and hearing how earnest your words were . . . I quit right then.” 

			Gira shrugged. “Okay, I still had a few relapses after that. But they were very small ones. What got me through them, and eventually put me into a state of full recovery, was that little conversation we had. Something so simple. Something so silly. And yet it changed my life. You changed my life.”

			He sighed. “I don’t plan on dying, Chandi. But . . . if I do . . . you must know something.” He smiled again, this time with more honesty than he had in many years. It felt good. It felt freeing. “I love you . . . and I’m proud of the woman you have become. Never ever forget that. Know it in your heart. Know it in your happiest moments, and in your darkest moments. Know it in your dreams and your nightmares. Know it in the early years following my death, and know it in the later years when your memory starts to fail you and you approach death yourself. Know it always, and know it more completely than you know anything else.”

			Chandi’s eyes leaked more and more tears as he spoke. She eventually shut her eyes tight and shook her head again, pleading in all the ways she was physically able to. She did not want him to leave. Not on his own. 

			Gira stood up again and walked to the front of the bed. He leaned over and placed Chandi’s damaged face between both of his hands. She opened her eyes and looked at him. “You’ll recover from this. You’ll be stronger than any of us one day. Don’t let these moments ruin you.” He closed his eyes and kissed her forehead. “Goodbye, my dear.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One: Unrequited Love
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			Ika still sat in the living room. He just didn’t know what to do with himself. He didn’t even know how to prepare his uncle for his journey. He couldn’t help prepare food like Cinnamon, or medicine like Alice was doing. He just sat there like a lump. His uncle was setting off to fight Kirga alone and Ika was entirely helpless. He felt pitiful. 

			After a while, Gira came walking down the stairs wearing the big grey backpack Master Cinnamon made up for him. He looked determined. He looked completely unafraid. Ika didn’t know if that made him badass or an idiot. 

			Someone came around the corner at the bottom of the stairs, cutting Gira off before he reached the front door. It was Ika’s mother. She looked at Gira with an indiscernible expression, crossing her arms. “You come back here safe to me, Gira Ivory. I’ve lost enough people I love. Do you understand me?”

			Gira gripped both of the straps of his backpack, making him look like a Yeryaila child getting ready for his first day of school. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll whoop Kirga’s ass, snatch up little Keji, and make my way back here so we can all enjoy a bit of a delayed Crystmas, drinking hot chocolate and talking about how great I am.”

			Alice laughed in a way Ika had not heard in a long time. She sounded young again. He could see there were tears in her eyes. “Sounds like a plan.” She held her arms out. “Now come here and hug me.”

			Gira did so without hesitation, burying his face into the side of her neck. There were many hushed words exchanged between them then. Part of Ika wished he could hear whatever was said. But part of him also knew this was their moment. Whatever words were exchanged were none of his business. 

			They eventually broke apart, Alice wiping her tears with the back of her hand. “Go on then, my dear. Go do what you do best.”

			Gira made a slight bow. “Goodbye, Alice Ivory. Tell that old bag down the street I said goodbye, too. She’s not in the headspace right now to care about me leaving anyway.”

			Alice nodded. “I’ll tell her.”

			Tell her you love her, you idiot, thought Ika. Tell her you love her right now. She already knows anyway, but you have to say it now. Don’t walk away without saying it!

			Gira moved past her and opened the front door. All of his farewells had been said. He walked out into the snow, slowly pulling the door toward his back as he stepped further into the blizzard. 

			Ika watched him without blinking or breathing. His heart even felt like it stopped beating. The entire world had frozen around him as he watched that door slowly move toward closing. When there was only a sliver of open space left, Gira turned his head toward Ika, smiled brightly, winked one last time, and was gone. The house grew instantly silent after the clang of the door shutting. Ika sat there, completely hollow inside. 

			 

			D

			 

			Ika, even after an entire hour had passed since his uncle closed that front door, still did not leave that living room. He sat by the window, looking down the same street he watched Gira walk down before disappearing into the white haze. 

			“Honey . . . what are you doing?” Alice was standing by the stairs. She had just come down from another grueling healing session with Chandi.

			Ika did not turn to face her, nor did he even rotate his head to look in her direction. He simply carried on looking out into the hypnotic winter storm. “He . . . he loved you.” 

			Alice said nothing in response for a few long heartbeats. “He loved all of us.”

			Ika shook his head, his voice distant and soft. “You know what I mean.”

			Alice let out a long, tired breath. She walked over to her chair and sat down, sharing the window view with her son now. “How did you find that out? Did he tell you?”

			“I found out because I’m not stupid,” said Ika. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He’s been looking at you the same way since I was a child. I’m only now old enough to recognize that look in his eyes was sheer adoration. He was, is, and will always be in love with you. It also wasn’t hard to put together when factoring Uncle Casey into that little equation.”

			Alice crossed one leg over the other. “The five of us had a very . . . complicated history growing up. Gira did fall in love with me, yes. When we were teenagers it became quite obvious. It became even more obvious when he openly professed his love to me on my sixteenth birthday. But . . . my heart already belonged to someone else; and it would belong to that person forever.”

			“Dad,” said Ika.

			“Yes. Your father. The two of them entered a kind of rivalry over me for a few years. It even came to blows a few times. It was a toxic mess that threatened to tear apart the little family we had created. It threatened to turn the brothers against each other forever. Thankfully, when Gira accepted that my love for Ikarus was unbendable, he gave up trying to pursue me.”

			Ika thought back to how Gira sounded during their argument outside of Crimson Town. He thought of the pain he saw in his uncle’s eyes when talking about Alice. “He may have given up trying to pursue you . . . but he never stopped loving you. You can’t be blind enough to miss that.”

			He could hear his mother’s breathing become faster behind him. “He . . .h-he doesn’t really love me, Ika. Not in that way, at least. He just thinks he does. We would never have worked. We were always just meant to be friends. I love Gira, and will love him forever. But the special kind of love he might want from me is reserved for someone who is buried behind this house. I will never marry again. Ikarus was the only one for me.”

			“Why?” asked Ika, coldly. 

			“I’m sorry?”

			“I said why? Why did you love Dad so much? What was it about him that completely captured you? Gira is . . . I don’t . . . how good could Dad have been to eclipse someone like Gira. Uncle Gira . . . deserves love too.”

			Now he could hear Alice fidgeting and shifting in her seat. “Of course he does. Everyone deserves love, Ika. But . . . your father was something otherworldly to me. He shone brighter than the sun and the stars. The sound of his voice was the sweetest thing I was ever lucky enough to hear. He was everything to me. He treated me like gold from the day we met, and we connected in ways I cannot explain to you, unless you would be willing to sit there and listen to an incoherent, passionate array of words that will carry on for the next three days without break. We had a bond, Ika. It was that simple. Your father and I were just . . . meant for each other.”

			“He doesn’t really seem as perfect as you’re trying to tell me he was. I’d really like to believe you, Mom. I’ve been thinking about what it would’ve been like to meet Dad my entire life. In my eyes he has always been a hero. I want to believe he was wholly good.”

			“No one is wholly good, Ika,” said Alice. “Everyone has a dark side. Your dad had one. Uncle Gira has one. Even I have one. Sometimes people let their dark side get the better of them. Your father had his moments.”

			Ika swallowed hard. The harsh wind outside was blowing so loudly he could hear it clearly through the walls of the house. “Did he ever hit you?”

			Alice gasped. “What?”

			Ika carried on looking at the storm. “Did he ever get mad and hit you?”

			“Never once in all my years of knowing him did he lay a finger on me that wasn’t put there in the gentlest of intentions. I wasn’t just lying when I said he treated me like gold. He did. I was everything to him and he made it clear to me every single day. He made sure to tell me every single day. No, he never hit me.”

			Ika nodded. He was hiding his emotions now, but he was internally very happy to hear that. It meant that, no matter what he learned about his family’s past, he could still look up to his father in some capacity. That was important. 

			“Do you think he’ll be okay?”

			It was Alice asking Ika this question. Ika was shocked by that. He felt like he was the one who was supposed to ask her that; and he was seconds from doing so when she beat him to it.

			Ika crossed his arms. “Of course he will be. He’s too tough and too stubborn to die. If continuing to live angers Kirga and makes his life more difficult, then I’d put money on Gira living longer than any of us.”

			Alice laughed. A silence enveloped the room after she slowly stopped. “I hope you’re right.”

		

	
		
			Interlude: Jaden and Makenna
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			Kirga, Wriliara, and the entire force of the Coldshire Gang set up camp to wait for Percy to complete his mission. They set up an array of at least a dozen tan tents next to a small lake. They had already spent a few days waiting around for Percy to return. Things were getting rather boring around the camp. And Kirga also worried about how fast Belasefka would be catching up with them the longer they idled. But they could do nothing for now but wait.

			 It was night, and the camp had grown hungry. Wriliara actually transformed into his beast form to quickly swim along the bottom of the lake and gather up enough fish to feed a whole village. He needed to break through the upper layer of ice to get at the fish still swimming around underneath.

			They cooked the fish over a few small fires; everyone except Kirga, who simply cooked his own fish by using a few powerful waves of his own burning white Kanah. His fish was cooked long before anyone else’s. They were all Oracles, but only Kirga was an Oracle with enough skill and precision with Kanah to focus that much energy into properly cooking a single fish. If anyone else tried they likely would’ve either undercooked it, or overdid it to the point that they burned their own hand off. Even Wriliara cooked his fish the normal way. 

			Kirga sat on top of a sharp rock down by the water. He was staring at his own reflection in the smooth, dark ice of the frozen lake when Devri walked up behind him. Kirga had been putting up with her flirtations for too long now. She didn’t seem to be getting the hint.

			“Enjoying some quiet time by the water, Cat Boy?”

			She was wearing only a long burgundy shirt that covered her upper thighs. She appeared to be wearing nothing else underneath.

			Kirga only glanced at her once, sighed, then turned back to look at his reflection. “May I help you, Devri? And may I also ask how you can walk around nearly naked in late December?”

			She sat next to him on the rock. “You can make your fancy fish . . . I can regulate my temperature pretty easily. It’s something Kamarr taught me to survive in the wild when I was a kid. All it takes to learn is a special kind of meditation. I could teach you if you want?”

			Kirga gave her a sideways glance. “Help me understand you. Are your obvious flirtations an attempt to learn more about me, or are you just genuinely incapable of realizing I have no interest in romance of any kind? You are wasting your time. If you wish to speak on anything else, I will listen. If your interest in me lies only in attraction, I ask that you leave me be.”

			Devri looked scolded. She scratched her head and raised an eyebrow. “Wow, you don’t dance around how you’re feeling, eh? Fair enough. Is it my scarred face?”

			“No,” said Kirga. “There are two reasons why you are wasting your time. Number one is that I have experienced love already in my life. I lost that love. I have no desire to love again. And no, before you add to that point, I have no physical desire either. And number two is that you are not a man, as far as I can tell. I have no interest, romantic or otherwise, in women.”

			Devri nodded, stared off into the distance, then laughed. “I see. Then I really have been making an ass of myself.”

			Kirga smirked. “Happens to us all from time to time.”

			Devri stretched out her bare legs and crossed them. “What’s it like being the Genmaga? People don’t look at you very kindly. The word on people like you is that you’re either a total joke, or the worst thing to ever happen to the world and you should be burned alive at the stake. Which one is it?”

			Kirga spotted Wriliara in the corner of his eye. He was watching them while sitting in front of his fire with a couple other guys. “Both are probably true.”

			Devi laughed. “Well, I sure hope that’s not true. We’ve got a lot riding on you now, Cat Boy. Percy seems to believe in you. He thinks you can really do what you’re saying you can. Do you really think Meamara is keeping us trapped in here? Our . . . souls, I mean. We won’t see our dead friends and family so long as we’re stuck in the Crystal?”

			Kirga looked up to the moon, breathing in the cool air. If it wasn’t for the bustling of the Coldshire camp, it would be a very silent night. “That is what I believe, yes. I have no other choice but to believe it.”

			“Who is it you’re doing this for?” asked Devri, looking out at the moon with him.

			Kirga paused, unsure whether he should tell her. For whatever reason, he decided to. “My husband. His name was Casey. He is dead. If I am correct, I will never see him again if I fail in my task. Unacceptable.”

			“And you’re willing to put millions of lives at risk for this task?”

			Kirga thought on that. “If the only way for me to see him again was to kill every single person in Wenworld with my bare hands, one by one, in single file, a single moment of hesitation would not pass. But I do not believe destroying the Crystal will kill us all. I only believe it will free us, both physically and spiritually.”

			Devri whistled. “Your man musta been somethin.”

			“He was,” said Kirga, looking back down at his reflection on the ice. “He was.”

			Suddenly there was a loud and excited voice calling out from camp. “He’s here! He’s back! Percy is back . . . and it looks like he has the Prince!”

			The Coldshire Gang erupted into glorious applause for the supposed victory. Kirga stood up on the rock to see where the man in camp was pointing. He did, in fact, spot a giant black bat flying below the moon with a small boy carried in his feet. The plan had gone well. Now it was time for the next stage. 

			Percy came in at a great speed, swooping down to land in front of Kirga at the rock. He gently dropped Keji Aberdam on the ground. He quickly exited his beast form and returned to his rather small human condition. “Here’s ya boy. Needed to knock him out using my Kanah a few times during the long flight here. Tried to bite my legs. Not cool. Don’t like him.” 

			Kirga looked down at the blonde boy lying in the thin layer of snow. He did not like how he felt. He was just a boy. Abducting him was upsetting to Kirga. This contradiction always puzzled him. He knew he meant what he said to Devri about killing everyone for the assurance of seeing his husband, and yet still there was guilt in him while looking at one small boy who was not even visibly harmed. He didn’t understand his own emotions at times. 

			He jumped from the rock and walked up to Percy. “Well done. We only have a handful of days until December Thirtieth. I must ask . . . why were you so . . . small when you flew into camp? Your bat form was substantially larger than that when Wriliara and I first met you in the mountains. Explain.”

			Percy stood there and picked his nose. “Can change my size when I’m a bat. Can be real, real small . . . and can be real, real big. Just an ability of mine. It was the only way to sneak through the open window to snatch up the little fella here.”

			Wriliara walked up to stand by the rock. He needed to shove a few gathering people out of his way to reach Kirga and Percy. “So now what is the plan, My Lord? We move north again and head for Opiana Mountain?”

			“We will,” said Kirga. “But not you, my friend. You are needed elsewhere.”

			Wriliara frowned. “What are you talking about? I’m supposed to always be at your side. I want to be at your side. You wish to send me away, My Lord? What possible task could be more important than what lies ahead? You need me around!”

			Kirga looked past Wriliara to the large man with the long grey beard he had met first along with Devri. “Kamarr. Can you please carry Prince Keji into one of the warm tents? Make sure he is comfortable. I do not wish to mistreat him.”

			Kamarr came up and scooped Keji into his arms, walking him down the small hill toward one of the many tents.

			Kirga then let his voice rise, speaking now to the entire Coldshire Gang. “Everyone! Prepare to pack up. Gather your things and dismantle the camp. We move within the next three hours. Our goal of eternal freedom is close now. You decided to join me at the correct time. You will not have far to travel to see my dream realized!”

			They cheered. At first they had been very skeptical of Kirga’s legitimacy, but they came around after Percy had a lengthy conversation with them. They trusted him with their lives. Seeing how dedicated Percy was to Kirga and his goal turned them all into the next loyal followers of the Hellcat. It was fortunate, however, that they did not have the full knowledge of Kensral’s natural instinct to serve the Genmaga. If they had known that, they likely would’ve doubted their leader was in his right mind when deciding to focus everything on assisting Kirga in his grand plan. 

			They all walked down the hill, including Devri, who could not ignore the obvious sign that Kirga wanted to speak to Wriliara alone. 

			When they were alone, Wriliara spoke. “Where are you sending me? Help me understand this. Are you replacing me with Percy, is that it? You’ve found a new Apostle?”

			Kirga rolled his eyes. He expected better from Wriliara than this behaviour. “Please do not act like a spurned teenager. It is quite unbecoming of you. You should know that Percy will also be going with you. The task I have planned for you will require his help as well.”

			Wriliara took in a slow breath. “Very well . . . I am listening. Tell me what you have in mind. I hope it’s good, because I do not wish to leave your side. You have had no issue with me being attached to your hip for years, and now you are sending me away.”

			Kirga patted the air. “Goodness, my friend. I need you to relax for a moment and just listen.” He waited for Wriliara to nod, then continued. “We are so close now. Dual Affinity is within reach for me. All I need to obtain it now is a quality distraction.”

			“A distraction?”

			“Yes,” said Kirga. “King Stultis is the one who controls the movements of the Dalada. If I want to make it to Opiana and drink the Prince’s blood before the end of this week, I must not be met by any member of the squad. They must not beat me to the mountain. If they find out where I am going, which I suspect Gira might, the first thing they will try to do is convince Stultis to dedicate the whole squad, perhaps even Don-Galaga as well, to killing me before I can achieve Dual Affinity. But they will need to hold a council in the tower of Cebrumbala and debate this action with the King. As things stand right now, Gira and the Dalada should have little trouble making Stultis believe I am his top priority.”

			He held out a hand to stop Wriliara, who was opening his mouth to interrupt. “This must not be allowed. It is not the Dalada whose attention I am hoping to divert. They are smart enough to recognize the purposeful diversion, and take the appropriate steps to counter it. But Stultis is simple enough to not see through the diversion, or just not care. You see, Stultis values stability in the northern regions more than he does any other area in Wenworld. Prosperity in cities like Tankam and Old Umbra make Kanakon the richest. Every bit of good fortune that comes to those two cities ends up being double the amount for the Capital. 

			“This is due to just how heavily skewed the trade lines are in the northern web. Western cities like Porshalla or eastern cities like Jelhi get what they give when it comes to their contribution to the Capital City. Fair trade is maintained in those regions. But the north has been a mess ever since James Whitelace ruined everything over three hundred years ago.”

			Wriliara’s frown faded. “James Whitelace? Who is that? What are you even talking about?”

			Kirga sat down on the rock, leaning forward and resting atop his knees. “Just listen. I was told this story by . . .” he stared at the ground, “. . .  by my father. It was a long time ago.” He looked up at Wriliara again. “James Whitelace was an agent of Kanakon, sent to purposefully destabilize the north by King Jeric and Queen Larina. I’ll have to start the story at the beginning act; the act that set the stage for Whitelace’s arrival.” 

			He craned his neck and cleared his throat. “The year was six seventy-two, and Tankam and Old Umbra were, as seems to be always inevitable regardless of the time period, at each other’s throats. Prince Markeesh of Tankam wanted the head of Prince Trinden of Old Umbra for the alleged murder and mutilation of his eldest daughter, Makenna. Makenna of Tankam had fallen in love with the son of Prince Trinden, Jaden of Old Umbra, the summer prior to her brutal death. It was popular gossip that Makenna would sneakily travel to meet her lover in the neighboring—but also rival—city. It was known to many of Tankam’s citizens and became a frequent topic of discussion in the market districts. The only person who really seemed to be fully unaware of this blossoming relationship was Prince Markeesh himself. As far as he knew, his daughter would leave the city with a small party of guards simply to study in one of the villages near the borders of Tankam’s territory that nurtured the opportunity for travelers to learn to paint and sculpt. Makenna was an avid admirer of the arts, and it was known that she wished to pursue those passions and learn whatever complex Jinxes she would need to become a world-class artist.”

			“I’m sorry,” interrupted Wriliara. “What does this have to do with you sending me away when we are so close to our goal?”

			Kirga glared at him. “I will get to that. But first, in order for you to understand my reasoning, you must hear my tale. Do not interrupt me again. We have time to spare until the Coldshire Gang gets fully prepared to move on. Do not test my patience right now. Just be silent and listen.”

			Wriliara bowed his head. “Yes, My Lord. Please continue.”

			Kirga rubbed at his face, trying to recall where he left off. It had been many years since Don-Galaga had told this story while Kirga, Ikarus, and Gira gathered around their fireplace to hear the tale. It was only told at all because Gira asked why Tankam and Old Umbra hated each other so much. There was a famous dispute at the time that almost led to another war between the two cities, and the boys had read about it in the local newspaper that Don-Galaga had left lying around in his personal office. 

			“Okay,” he said, finding a good place to carry on. “Makenna—whose full name was Makenna Laula Milton—visited Jaden in Old Umbra many times. Their love was passionate, but altogether juvenile. They knew they could not work together. They knew how much their families hated each other. They knew their union would never be allowed by their fathers. But they did not care. Love was all that mattered to them. In their hearts they were even hopeful that their bond could convince Prince Markeesh and Prince Trinden that the rivalry between their cities was immature and would lead to great amounts of death if they did not change their policies toward each other

			“They were fools, of course. Young, naïve fools blinded by love. Nothing would get Tankam and Old Umbra to get along. There was no force in the world that could achieve that. Generations of Tankam citizens had been raising their children to never trust anyone they encountered from Old Umbra, and vice versa. There was nothing Makenna or Jaden could do to change the state of the world or the state of northern politics.”

			Kirga waved over to Kamarr, giving the large man the go ahead to start putting out the fires around the camp. “Now where was I? Ah, I must skip to the part where Prince Markeesh of Tankam comes to realize his daughter was not coming back from her latest visit to the village with the school of the arts. Normally Makenna would spend no more than six days away from Tankam before returning home to tell her father about the things she was learning. Of course, everything she said to him would always be lies. She wasn’t really at any school of the arts, after all. She was with Jaden in Old Umbra.

			“Well, by the eighth day without Makenna arriving at the gates of Tankam, Markeesh began to panic. By the ninth day that panic turned to rage. By the tenth day . . . that rage turned to suspicion. You see, none of the guards that were apart of Makenna’s party returned either. Makenna never went anywhere without fifteen of the best guards the Prince could find for his daughter. So not only Makenna, but fifteen highly skilled Oracles in nearly impenetrable crimson armour, carrying the finest onyx blades known to the north, had just gone missing. This was wrong on too many levels for Markeesh to even comprehend. He didn’t even know who to punish for this. At first, he did not know where to direct his fearful fury. That was, until he thought of Prince Trinden. 

			“It was so obvious. He felt like such a fool for not thinking of it on day seven. Trinden would do anything in his power to undermine Markeesh or bring him any kind of imagined misery. That was just the way Old Umbrians were. They were evil down to the bone. At least, all that is what Markeesh would tell you if you asked him. He was so sure that his lovely daughter’s disappearance had something to do with his rival Prince.”

			Kirga stopped for a moment. He thought he sensed something unpleasant. Whatever it was passed very quickly. He decided to let himself believe it was in his imagination. “Prince Markeesh’s suspicions were only confirmed for him when word reached him that people in the market districts had been gossiping about his family. When Markeesh asked what exactly was being said, he was told the truth about where Makenna had been travelling to. He was told about the young love of Makenna and Jaden. Words cannot describe the fury that came upon him. It threatened to erode his sense of self, and especially his sense of diplomacy. 

			“Markeesh ordered a band of fifty trained Oracles to escort him to the city of Old Umbra. He would confront Prince Trinden directly and demand to see Makenna, who would likely still be in the arms of that rat, Jaden. Or even worse, dead. Perhaps this was Trinden’s grand scheme all along. Perhaps his son was in on it as well? Perhaps Jaden was tasked with seducing poor, sweet Makenna, then killing her when she least expected it. That had to be it. His sweet girl was likely rotting somewhere in the alleys of Old Umbra, or she was cut up into chunks and fed to Trinden’s dogs.

			“Markeesh left his city that afternoon with his band of warriors. He rode on horseback as fast as he could east to reach Old Umbrian territory. It would take him only a few days to reach his destination. There is a famous pass of mountains that connects Tankam’s lands to Old Umbra’s lands. It is known as The Kentway. Markeesh came to The Kentway on the morning of March Fourteenth. What he found displayed for all to see at The Kentway started a war between the two cities that lasted three years and cost nine hundred thousand lives.”

			“What did he find?” asked Wriliara. 

			“He found Makenna’s skin hung between two white trees just next to the stone road. She had been fully skinned, and now what was left of Markeesh’s beloved daughter was waving in the gentle wind like a flag. I’m surprised you haven’t heard this tale.”

			Wriliara’s snake eyes went wide. “You made that up, My Lord. Sheer madness.”

			Kirga laughed. “I did not make it up, actually. It is a true story. But it is only one of many regarding the bloody feud between Tankam and Old Umbra. Stories like that one might not be known in the south, but up north they are written in the minds of every citizen. Mothers in Tankam still raise their children to never forgive Old Umbrians for Lady Makenna. Tankam will never let that go. Makenna Milton was well loved by all in the city. Her death brought great grief, and even greater anger. Hatred will forever be most potent in the northern regions. This hatred has allowed Kanakon to capitalize on the instability that conflict always brings.”

			Wriliara held up a hand. “But wait . . . who killed Makenna? Was it really Jaden?”

			Kirga shrugged. “I don’t know.”

			“What!” yelled Wriliara, making some of the members of the Coldshire Gang glance back at him as they continued to pack up their provisions. “What do you mean you don’t know? That’s how the tale ends?”

			Kirga didn’t blame his Apostle for his anger. “Listen, people have been arguing over who killed Makenna Milton for hundreds of years. There have been so many theories that entire books can be compiled consisting them all. Some of them get simply ridiculous, too.”

			“What are some of the theories?” asked Wriliara.

			Kirga was amused by the fact Wriliara had given up on trying to rush Kirga to the point. He was instead too lost in the story to care about why he was being sent away. Kirga would still get to that, though. “Well, there are those who think that Jaden did do it. They follow Markeesh’s line of thinking on the treacherous act. They believe Jaden was put up to it by his father to weaken the royal family in Tankam and lessen their hold over their own population, therefore increasing the instability in the Red City. Makenna held things together in Tankam. There were many riots after news of her brutal death spread around. People wanted to kill all of the Old Umbrians, but they also wanted to take out their anger on the rest of the Milton family. Makenna was the only one who cared for the working class in Tankam. She was the only one who fought for policies that made their lives better. The working citizens took no issue in unloading the weight of their grief onto Markeesh’s shoulders by destroying much of the city in the summer of that year.

			“Now, there is one big hole in the theory that Jaden killed Makenna. Jaden—whose full name was Jaden Mateus Windsong—immediately threw himself from his father’s tower when he heard about what happened to his beloved. There are countless confirmed accounts of where Jaden was when Makenna was missing. He had seemingly not met with Makenna during the time period she had snuck away from Tankam. And there were countless civilian eyewitness accounts of the reaction of the Windsong family when news of war, and the reason for that war, came to them. The reports were delivered publicly during a massive ceremony held in Old Umbra. All were in shock, but no one took the news like Jaden. He ran to the top of the tower at Windsong Manor, his father at his heels the entire way up, begging his son to take a moment to gather his thoughts and not do anything rash. This confirms that Prince Trinden knew about their love. 

			“Trinden could not stop his son in time. He made it just to the top of the stairs to watch his son jump from the highest balcony. Jaden Windsong splattered on the stone floor in front of Windsong Manor, traumatizing the people who had gathered outside just to say they took some small part in the ceremony.”

			“What ceremony was it? And when does James Whitelace come into all this?” asked Wriliara.

			“It was actually a promotion ceremony for Jaden, funnily enough. He was being appointed as the official Warden of the Prince, the second highest position one could have in Old Umbra. It was meant to be a joyous occasion, but it ended with Jaden killing himself. And do not worry; I’ll get to James soon.”

			“So that proves Jaden didn’t do it, then,” said Wriliara.

			Kirga held up a finger. “Not necessarily.”

			Wriliara tilted his head. “What do you mean? His immediate suicide seems like enough to confirm his innocence regarding Lady Milton’s murder.”

			“Other’s argue a different theory,” said Kirga, smirking. “It is true that Jaden committed suicide on the day of his ceremony, right after finding out about Makenna’s death. However, Prince Trinden was a crafty Oracle. He was capable of wielding many fascinating Curses. One of those Curses was called Urdentha. Urdentha allowed him to enter another person’s body and completely control them as many times as he wanted, so long as they had a bowl’s worth of their blood that they could speak an incantation over before initiating the Curse. Prince Trinden had been known to capture soldiers from opposing armies, drain a small amount of their blood, then take over their bodies so he could covertly learn the secrets of his enemies while under perfect cover.

			“The theory, as I’m sure you are able to guess already, is that Trinden drained his own blood into a bowl and took control of his own son to seduce Makenna. Then, to clear the Windsong family of any suspicion, ran his own son to the top of the tower . . . and made him leap to his death.”

			Wriliara raised a hand, like a Yeryaila child in school. “Now hang on a minute, My Lord. Could Trinden control others while moving at the same time? You said he ran after Jaden, trying to stop him from reaching the top of the tower.”

			Kirga waved his finger now. “Ah, so you are paying attention. Yes, that is true. The user of Urdentha can, in fact, control their own bodies while also controlling others. It takes much practice to use effectively, but one can split their mind into two while using Urdentha, allowing them to manage two people at one time. Someone using Urdentha can have an itch on the right ankle of their original body, and an itch on the left arm of their victim’s body, and they can accurately scratch them both at the same time.”

			“So did Trinden kill Makenna, and then kill his own son?”

			Kirga shrugged again. “Like I said, I don’t know. Nobody knows who killed Makenna, or even where her bones are. All that was left of her was her skin, waving between those white trees like clothes left out to dry on a summer afternoon.”

			“What about those guards who were tasked with protecting her?” asked Wriliara. “Were their bodies also at The Kentway?”  

			“They were not,” said Kirga. “That’s the thing. No one ever found Makenna’s guards. They simply disappeared.”

			Wriliara went silent for a time. He looked at the ground and grimaced. He brought his hand down over his mouth, hummed, then looked back at Kirga. “So . . . why would Trinden go so far just to slight Tankam? If the theory is true, I mean.”

			“Like I said, Makenna was holding everything together in the city. Without her . . . Markeesh could not hope to maintain stability; nor could he hope to gain public support for a long conflict with a city as strong as Old Umbra. When looking at it that way, Makenna’s death signaled the loss of the war for Tankam before it even began. The riots and uprisings that came after her passing tore Markeesh’s war effort apart. Tankam surrendered on the Fifteenth of April, six seventy-five. The city suffered heavily in the deals they needed to make to prevent Trinden sacking the place and killing everyone inside.” Kirga brought his hands together. “Now, my patient friend, is when James Whitelace enters the story.”

			Wriliara shook his head, not looking pleased. “No, no, no. Not yet. You cannot simply skip past all of that, My Lord. Have mercy on me. Who killed the woman, for Meamara’s sake!”

			Kirga sighed. “I told you, I do not know! No one knows!”

			“Well what’s your theory, then?” asked Wriliara.

			Kirga placed a hand to his chest. “My theory?”

			“Yes. I want to know what you think happened.”

			Kirga was not prepared for this question. Even so, he already had an answer. He had formulated his own theory regarding the fate of Makenna Milton many years ago. “In my opinion . . . the most likely explanation was that Makenna’s personal guard killed her. Very boring answer, but that would be my guess.”

			“But why?” asked Wriliara. It was almost impressive how much the two of them could ignore the bustle of the large camp behind them while lost in conversation. “Why would her own guard kill her? And the even better question is why they would go as far as to skin her and display her skin for the world to see? This answer confounds me. What kind of monsters were they?”

			Kirga held up a cautioning hand. “Now, don’t go and take my word as law on this. There are even holes to my theory as well, but I’ll get to those after I explain my reasoning. Basically, the group of guards Prince Markeesh assigned to protect his daughter came from a very specific garrison. It was known as the Barthern Garrison. Markeesh was not aware of this, of course, but half of the members of the Barthern Garrison, which numbered up to eleven thousand Oracles, wanted Markeesh strung up from a tree. They hated him; but they were not public with their hatred. Most of the members from the garrison were recruited in the Silk District. The Silk District was one of three that were hit the hardest by Markeesh’s tax policies. The rate of homelessness climbed year by year in the Silk District, and the Barthern Garrison knew it was time for new management in Tankam. They knew there would be a great change brought to the ruling family in the city if Tankam were to, for example, lose a war with a neighboring city.”

			“I see,” said Wriliara. “So the members of the Barthern Garrison were the real masterminds behind the outcome of the war? If so, where did they disappear to?”

			“That is where the hole comes in,” said Kirga. “You see, the guards being the answer was almost too perfect to me. But the fact that none of them were ever seen again just does not add up. An investigation was launched while the war was still ongoing, and officials in Tankam tracked down the family members of the guards who were known to travel often with Makenna. Based on all evidence, the guards were very close with their families. They left wives and children behind. If they were trying to undermine Markeesh, then they should’ve eventually returned to their families once the regime had changed in the city. But none of them were ever seen in any city or town. If they were trying to make life better for the Silk District . . . why not return? Unless they knew it was a suicide run to save their loved ones, perhaps. Perhaps they resigned themselves to killing Makenna to change Tankam for the better, then they killed themselves. That is my theory. But . . . like I said . . . it has holes.”

			“The biggest hole to me,” said Wriliara, “is still the state Makenna was left in. What would the Barthern Garrison do with her bones? Where was the rest of her body? Why skinning specifically? Why not just cut her head off to send a gruesome enough message to kick off a war? There are many questions one could have.”

			Kirga laughed. “Now you see why people argue about it to this day.”

			Wriliara twirled his finger through the air in a ‘hurry up’ gesture. “All right, I’ve had my fill of that maddening dilemma. Please torture me with it no longer. Speak to me of James Whitelace now. If he is the reason you are sending me away, I wish to know all about him.”

			Kirga paused for another moment. He was sure he could sense something. He just didn’t know what he was sensing. He carried on with his tale regardless. “Well, Kanakon sent Whitelace to the north once the war was settled and Tankam surrendered. Prince Markeesh was not treated well by Prince Trinden upon his surrender. He was stripped naked and forced to walk down the main street of Old Umbra while the citizens of the city pelted him to death with rocks.”

			“Lovely,” said Wriliara.

			Kirga hummed. “Indeed. Anyways, after a large war like that, usually an agent must be sent to facilitate the economic shift and make sure the Capital profits in some way from the new regime that comes into power. This is where the worst corruption takes place, of course.”

			Wriliara raised his hand once more. “I have another question, My Lord.”

			Kirga grumbled. “You know how I feel about being interrupted.”

			“Just a brief one.”

			“Very well. What is it?”

			“Why did Kanakon not just send the Dalada to end the war? Why not send someone like Don-Galaga to put a stop to things himself? Why let the carnage ensue?”

			Kirga admired the question, in spite of its naiveté. “Because, my friend, war can be immensely profitable at times. Kanakon was continuously accepting refugees from Tankam and Old Umbra during the war; specifically Tankam. This boost in new people did wonders for Kanakon’s struggling work force at the time. The boost in population regulated several aspects of Kanakon’s economy. I assure you if the war became detrimental for the King and Queen, Don-Galaga would’ve been in the northern regions within a week.”

			It was a disgusting fact that the Capital City had powerful enough Oracles under its control to stop bloodshed and suffering, but only ever did so when it benefited them. It was one of the many reasons Kirga hated the Capital so much.

			“Carry on, My Lord. That was my last interruption . . . most likely.”

			Kirga gave him an apprehensive glare before speaking again. “Whitelace made it known upon his arrival to Tankam that he was an agent from the Royal Family. He was untouchable after that. He could do whatever he wanted and no one could stop him. So . . . he was the one who decided what the new regime would be. You’d think it would be Trinden who would make that choice, having won the war, but Kanakon often ripped things away from people.

			“James chose a man by the name of Julius Crocker to rule over Tankam in its new future. This meant the Crocker family was the new figurehead in the Red City. Almost all of Markeesh’s extended family, or even close friends, were handed over to Trinden. Trinden, predictably, had them all hanged. As for Julius, he was conveniently a runner up for Tankam’s ‘Director of Trade’. There was a democratic election held in the city a few years before the death of Makenna. In some ways, Markeesh could be gracefully democratic despite the obvious monarchical state of the city. Julius lost the election because it was revealed to the public during his campaign that he was being secretly paid off by officials from Kanakon in order to sway trade drastically in their favour. So, naturally, Julius Crocker was James’ first choice when he came to the city.”

			Kirga walked down the hill to stand face to face with his most loyal Apostle. He looked into Wriliara’s eyes and placed both hands on his shoulders. “You must understand something. Kanakon places great importance on the north. Whenever something goes wrong, and it has the potential to hurt the Capital, they are on it without delay. The last time this happened was the famous Battle of Redstone, where the legendary Chimera, Pheramea, was killed by Kelsey Preston. Tell me you know that story.”

			Wriliara nodded. “Yes. I know of Kelsey Preston. Pheramea was a menace to the world at that time. Kelsey is spoken of in many regions.”

			“Indeed,” said Kirga, slowly taking his hands down from Wriliara’s shoulders. “And the only reason stability was maintained in the north was because of her . . . and Don-Galaga. Kelsey Preston killed the great Chimera, which allowed Tankam to defend itself against the surprise attack of Prince Hassufel of Old Umbra. They held off long enough for Don-Galaga to put a stop to the invasion. If it wasn’t for little Kelsey, Pheramea would’ve ran over the city and razed it to the ground. Don-Galaga would’ve been too late to stop the forced change of regime. He would’ve had to pick a side, and Old Umbra would’ve been the obvious choice.”

			“So what is your point, My Lord?”

			“My point is that I cannot have King Stultis’ eyes on me for this next stage in my plan. I cannot have him sending more Dalada members after me. He must be distracted. He must send the Dalada elsewhere. They can be nowhere near Opiana Mountain. James Whitelace created a foundation of economic corruption hundreds of years ago, and that foundation is still protected by Stultis to this day. Weakening that foundation will give me the time I need to achieve Dual Affinity. Once I do, no one can stop me. Lest I duel with an Oracle with Crystal Affinity, but as far as I could research, no such way of achieving that status has been discovered.”

			Wriliara began to pace back and forth in front of Kirga. He was flexing his slim hands in frustration. “But how can that foundation be weakened? What could possibly be done to draw Stultis’ attention?”

			Devri walked by the two of them, waving her hand to get Kirga’s attention. “Hey, Cat Boy, we’re about ready to push on! Let’s get it going here!”

			Kirga nodded in her direction and gestured with a hand for her to be patient and go away. She slinked away, grumbling as she went.

			“The answer to your question is quite simple,” said Kirga. “The tension between Tankam and Old Umbra is at yet another boiling point. Tankam has enough manpower to defend itself, but not quite enough to launch an attack of their own. Old Umbra, on the other hand, could potentially sweep over Tankam this week and change the dynamic of the north drastically yet again. There is only one thing that has been preventing Old Umbra from taking that chance; one thing that, if removed, would shift King Stultis’ priority completely to that region.”

			Wriliara lowered his head and smirked. “The great lion. You mean to dispose of Pelopidas.”

			“That is correct,” said Kirga. “That giant beast has been Tankam’s guardian for too long. They have come to rely on him for safety. It is time you showed them they have become soft and complacent. It is time Pelopidas was put down. At one time he was immensely powerful, but the creature is quite old now. He will still be no easy target, but I have faith you and Percy together can kill him. If Pelopidas dies . . . war could come to the north within days. Kanakon will be far too busy focusing all of their resources on that to focus on my journey to Opiana with Keji. It is my hope that they don’t even learn that I am in possession of Keji. It is also my hope that they do not learn of my plan from Euripides. Even if they do, I doubt Stultis will take it seriously. He could be convinced at a Dalada council . . . but not if Pelopidas is dead. He will hear nothing else if that kind of news reaches his ears. Do you understand me, my friend?”

			“I understand you fully,” answered Wriliara. “Though I still do not like it. I wish to be by your side always.”

			Percy came up to them again, predictably picking his nose as he walked into their conversation. “Plan?”

			Kirga looked down at the short man. “Plan is that you will use your bat form to fly Wriliara to the city of Tankam in the north. When you arrive, you will both kill the golden lion, Pelopidas. Do you think you can manage that?”

			Percy, without even stopping to consider this request for the length of a heartbeat, nodded. “Sure. No problem.”

			Kirga looked to Wriliara and gestured toward Percy with open arms. “See? He’s confident.”

			“He’s confident because he is half-witted,” said Wriliara.

			“Not true,” answered Percy, bluntly. “Smarter than you.”

			Wriliara balled his fists and grumbled. “My Lord . . . I will kill this tiny furry man if you force me to travel that far with him.”

			“You will do no such thing,” said Kirga. “Now go on, both of you. You must start your journey now. Percy is a brilliant hunter, so you will never want for food. Complete this task and meet me at . . . let us say the borders of Crimson Town. Meet me outside of Crimson Town after you have killed the lion. By that time, if all goes to plan, I will be the only Oracle in history who has obtained Dual Affinity. The Kanahs of both the sun and moon will be subjugated by me. I will be master of both Affinities. Even Belfaris Morga could not claim such supremacy.”

			“You have faith enough in me to assume I can dispose of a being as old and as powerful as Pelopidas?” said Wriliara. 

			“I do,” said Kirga. “Especially when I know you both will be taking the lion on. You underestimate your own power, Wriliara. If you put your mind to slaying Pelopidas . . . you can get it done.”

			A long moment passed between Kirga and Wriliara. They simply stared into each other’s eyes. When Kirga first met Wriliara, he cared little for him or his company. He was nothing more than a tool. But over the years his opinion of his Apostle had greatly changed. Wriliara was almost like a brother to him now. Sending him away brought Kirga nothing but bad feelings. But it had to be done.

			There was one final thing he needed to ask Wriliara. He knew the answer, but wanted to hear it assured once more. “Do you have it?”

			Wriliara patted just behind his left hip, below his cloak. “I do. You’re sure it can kill Pelopidas?”

			Kirga smirked. “Positive. Don’t lose it. I entrust it to you.”

			Wriliara nodded. “I will never fail you.”

			“I know you won’t.”

			A voice came from over Kirga’s shoulder. “Percy is leaving again?”

			Kirga turned around to see Kamarr with a worried face. Kirga crossed his arms. “Indeed. I am sending him north to create a crucial distraction. The rest of the Coldshire Gang will be travelling with me to Opiana Mountain. Please inform the others of this decision. I have no time for dissenters, so make it as clear as possible that this is not a discussion.”

			Kamarr, after looking hesitant for a few passing seconds, nodded his head and turned back toward the other gang members preparing their packs for travel.

			When Kirga looked away from Kamarr and back to Wriliara, the Apostle was sticking out his hand.

			“Farewell, My Lord. I will complete this task. I swear it on my sister’s name. I wish you luck in your last stretch to Dual Affinity.”

			Kirga looked down at Wriliara’s pale hand, then up to his face, then slowly back down to his hand again. He shook it gently. “Farewell . . . Wriliara. Until we meet again.”

			Wriliara smiled. It was a pure, innocent smile that Kirga had never seen. “Until we meet again.”

			Percy stopped picking his nose and gave Kirga a firm and brief nod of the head, then turned into his bat form. This was not like the form he chose to sneak into the Ivory house and snatch away Prince Keji. He was many, many times larger. Large enough to be confused for a small black dragon. 

			Wriliara climbed up the right wing and sat himself upon the center of the bat’s back. He looked profoundly uncomfortable. Kirga had a feeling his visible discomfort was not just because of how it felt to be sitting atop Percy’s back. 

			“Percy! Percy!” 

			The gang members began to call out from the bottom of the hill. They waved frantically at their leader. Kamarr had obviously told them what the plan was, because they did not look or sound confused at what Percy was doing. They did, however, look sorrowful. The love these people had for the strange little man puzzled Kirga. But, surprisingly to him, it also warmed his heart. There was a familial aspect to the Coldshire Gang that Kirga was fond of. Percy was like their father. He was everything to them. They would follow him anywhere, and he would not lead them astray. He was an odd and quiet man, but Kirga could tell he also cared for those under his command.

			Percy lifted his left wing and waved to the gang. Then, with glorious swiftness, he leapt into the air and took off in flight. He flew north, growing further and further from them with every passing second. His speed was a marvel to behold. 

			Kirga watched Percy’s form shrink smaller and smaller as he flew away. Eventually he was just a small black circle in the distance. 

			He didn’t know why, but he had a terribly apprehensive feeling as he watched Wriliara disappear as he and Percy reached the boundary of the Fogwall, where further sight was impossible. He felt like he had just said goodbye to Wriliara forever. 

			His sadness was sapped from him when it was very quickly replaced by fear. He sensed something again; and this time it was no mystery what was causing his discomfort. “No.”

			He spun around and looked west. There was a dark blue cloud coming toward them. With the speed it was moving at, it would be on them in only a few minutes. The entire sky seemed to be painted that ominous blue shade. There were flashes of white lightning within the blue wave as well. He had found them. He had found them . . . and was closing in fast.

			“What is that!” asked Kamarr, unable to look away from the coming wall of collective Kanah. 

			And that is what it was, no doubting it. Pure and angry Kanah. It appeared to be burning in the sky, banishing all other clouds that took up its space. The Kanah was eating away at the world. It was insatiable. 

			“That,” said Kirga, catching himself off guard with how calm he sounded, “is Belasefka. Be prepared to fight your way out of this place. It is too late to run from him now. Normally when he gets this close, Wriliara and I would find a place to hide and wait him out. Then, when we were sure he had moved on, we would very carefully slip away and move to the next location.” He looked around. “This space is far too open. There is nowhere for us to hide.”

			The fear in the eyes of every member of the gang did not give Kirga an optimistic feeling in regard to their ability to fight off one such as Belasefka. He knew the burden of holding him off long enough to find some trick of escape would fall upon him. 

			Devri burst out from a cluster of men behind Kamarr. “Did you say Belasefka? Cause if you did . . . Honey, we’re dead. This story ends now.”

			“Hush,” said Kirga. He raised his voice to demand the attention of the gang. “Now is your time to impress me, Coldshire Gang! I will not lie to you; not all of you will leave this place alive after confronting Belasefka! But I know, if we all focus on attacking him together, we can at least escape here and continue our journey! Show me the depths of your Kanah! Show me every Curse you claim to be proud of! Show me all you have to offer me in terms of your skill as Oracles! Do not flee. If you give into your fear and run, I promise you we will all die right here, right now! The only chance we have of survival is to work together in this fight! Belasefka is not Don-Galaga. Survival here is possible!”

			“I’d like to believe you,” said Kamarr. “But I have a bad feeling, Mr. Hellcat.”

			Kirga watched as a dark figure descended through the massing blue clouds. It was falling toward them, white lightning sparking around it.

			“As do I,” said Kirga.

			Belasefka crashed down onto the field in front of the hill Kirga and the gang were fretfully huddling together on. He created a massive crater when his body made contact. It was difficult for Kirga to keep his feet as the ground beneath him shook. 

			Brown dust from the brutalized ground swept around Belasefka’s body. It eventually cleared away, and the Dalada member’s horrific face was staring at Kirga specifically. His eyes shone icy blue. The upper half of his face was tanned brown, while the lower half was completely devoid of skin. A bare skull was all that was left of his jaw. No lips. No cheeks. No upper neck, either. It was Impossible for any Oracle, regardless of their personal skill or bravery, to look into the eyes of Belasefka and not be overcome with fright.

			“Finally,” said Belasefka, his voice almost lustful. “Now . . . you die.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two: The Price of Your Labour
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			Three days had passed after Gira left Turquoise Town to track down Keji, and Chandi MorrowHill was finally starting to regain control of her body. She loved Alice with all her heart for how desperately she had been working on her. Alice already had so much on her plate when it came to rehabilitating her son. That process was taking so much strength from the woman. Trying to rebuild Chandi now as well was almost killing Alice. The better Chandi began to look and feel, the worst Alice did. But time was not a luxury they could afford. Chandi needed to be ready to take the final step of Filiorvis within five days of Step Four. She could not afford to rest in bed for weeks, even though that is precisely what Alice would’ve suggested under better circumstances. 

			The fifth and final step was approaching, and Chandi needed to be as strong as possible to face it. She was—as to be expected, given the result of her last trial—quite anxious about it. If Step Four nearly peeled every last bit of skin from Chandi’s body, then how dangerous would the final step be?

			It took a few days for Chandi’s grandmother to regain her sense of self. Ajith was beside herself with grief and guilt over what had happened to Chandi. She could never have predicted things getting that bad. By the morning of the third day of recovery, Ajith showed up at the Ivory house, falling to her knees by Chandi’s bed and begging forgiveness. Her sobs were a tortuous thing for Chandi to listen to.

			She forgave her grandmother. She did not even need to consider that for a moment. Ajith and her had their arguments and differing points of view over the years, but Chandi loved her grandmother. She always would. She knew well what she was getting herself into when she began Filiorvis. She wanted to learn the Curse more than anything. Her current physical state was a tragedy of her own making.

			Her state had improved to an encouraging degree, however. At first, she noticed things were getting better when she could wiggle her toes. What followed next was the ability to roll from her left side to her right while she slept at night. Then, before Chandi knew it, she was actually getting out of bed to go to the washroom. She was thankful to be rid of the rather embarrassing procedure that process required during the beginning stages of her recovery.

			Even though Chandi had been into the washroom, she had not looked properly into the mirror at her own appearance. That was the reveal she was dreading the most. She was still covered from head to toe in white bandages. She could see nothing of her own body or face.

			Today, however, was the big moment. The time had come for Chandi to remove the bandages. Her healing process with Alice was far from over. Alice informed her that they would be going through routine sessions of intense healing for the next few years before her skin could return to some semblance of normalcy. And Alice also made it clear that she did not know if Chandi would ever look the same again. She considered it highly unlikely Chandi would go the rest of her life without deep, alarming scars on her body and face. 

			Chandi did not want to know what she looked like. She wanted to remain ignorant of the result of her burns. 

			Alice stood at the foot of her bed, wearing an optimistic smile on her face. Chandi saw right through this farce. It was a pitying smile, in reality. There was no real optimism to be had at present.

			“The time has come, Love,” said Alice, wringing her hands together, already betraying her own falsified hopefulness. “It’s time to take those bandages off. You won’t be needing them anymore.”

			Ajith was not presently in the room. The only ones in the room besides Chandi were Alice and Master Cinnamon, who stood patiently by the door, leaning on his violet staff. 

			Chandi was overcome with dread. She was still lying motionlessly on the bed. “I . . . I don’t know if I want to.”

			Alice kept her mothering smile. “I know you don’t, Honey. But you have to. You can’t keep them on forever. It’ll be fine.”

			Chandi was glad Ika was currently still asleep. She did not want him here for this. “Can . . . can I do it myself, please? Like, in the bathroom? I’d like some space to be alone while I do it.”

			Alice stepped back away from the bed. “Of course you can. Whatever makes you most comfortable.”

			Even though Chandi was the subject of physical concern, Alice did not look so well herself. Her ceaseless healing of both Ika and Chandi was draining her past anything she had experienced in her life. The bones of her face were more pronounced than ever before. Her entire collar bone was plainly visible. She looked like she had lost no less than thirty pounds. And she had not stopped eating, too. She made sure to have several meals a day while working on Ika and Chandi. And yet her rapid and restless expenditure of healing Kanah was eating her from the inside. Chandi felt so guilty for that.

			She got out of bed slowly, her body still in a good deal of pain. It was better, but far from perfect. “I might as well just get it over with.”

			“I’m sure you still look lovely, sweetheart,” said Master Cinnamon. 

			Chandi slowly walked past the rabbit on trembling, thin legs. “Thank you, Master. I guess we’ll f-find out.”

			She made her way to the bathroom. She gave Alice and Cinnamon a halfhearted grin before closing the door on them. The upstairs bathroom of the Ivory house was quite large. It was shaped like a giant square. The flooring was dark, polished wood laid out as small squares connecting to each other and reaching diagonally toward the corners of the room. The white toilet was in the upper right corner of the bathroom, just next to the long white bathtub. There was a wide brown cabinet against the center of the wall. Atop the cabinet was the sink. Above that was the tall mirror.

			Chandi stood by the door and stared at herself in that mirror. Her right hand remained shaking on the doorknob. “Well . . . here goes nothing, I suppose.”

			She walked up to the cabinet, never taking her eyes off of her reflection. All she could see of her appearance were her sapphire eyes, sunken deep into her skull. The bandages were even wrapped over her hair, so it looked like she was bald.

			She reached up and grabbed at the back of her neck, where she knew the first flap would be. All she needed to do was gently pull it to unravel the bandages on her head. She would get to her body after. First she wanted to see her own face. She wanted to judge just how bad the damage was. 

			She pulled and twisted her arm as the long bandage came undone. She felt the cool air on her skin. She had her eyes closed for this part, as there was a harsh sting as her skin peeled free from the dried blood that had accumulated on the inner side of the bandage. 

			She kept unraveling until she was sure that her whole head was free. She needed to pause a few times to pull at a different flap that acted as the first part of another strand of bandage. It was a rather annoying and painful process. 

			She let the white strips fall to the bathroom floor. She also let her hands fall limply to her side. Okay, she thought. You can do this, Chandi. Just open your eyes. Just open your eyes. It won’t be that bad. You’re overthinking it. There’ll be some scarring, yeah. I can deal with that, though. That’s no big deal. But it’s not going to be as bad as you think it is. Just get it over with and take one quick peek! 

			Chandi took in a deep breath, her heart beating incredibly fast, and opened her eyes. 

			Immediately she was overtaken with grief and utter horror. She had not known such horror since the massacre of her parents. This was the first time since then that she had experienced this specific brand of internal terror. 

			She was hideous. She was a monster. 

			Chandi MorrowHill was nothing close to her former self. She was burned so badly that whatever was left of her skin was purple and oozing. Her eyebrows were completely gone, and her forehead was ashy and white, some parts of the skin above her sunken eyes hardened and cracking. Her lips simply no longer existed. Her mouth was a gaping hole of leaking blood and desecrated skin. It looked like patches of the skin that used to be on her cheeks were pried apart by molten hands. It looked like separated sections of her brown skin were still reaching for each other with red strands of disinterred muscle. And her nose was mostly exposed bone breaking through loose and charred threads of brown. 

			She stood there, gaping at her reflection. It took close to a full minute for her brain to make sense of the fact that she was staring at herself. 

			When her subconscious finally caught up, Chandi ran to the toilet and immediately threw up into it. She bent down to her knees and retched several times. She continued to heave and retch until nothing came out but yellow bile. 

			Then, she cried. She let her forehead fall onto the edge of the toilet seat and sobbed from deep in her throat. Her legs shook while she supported her weight. She felt her stomach churning and preparing another spew of revulsion.

			“I’m hideous,” she said through her wails. “I’m . . . what am I? I . . . I can’t . . .”

			She could not bring herself to look into that mirror again. She did not even want to know what the rest of her body looked like. The other thing she noticed when she was looking in the mirror was that she was almost completely bald. Earlier she only thought the bandages made her appear bald. But now she knew it was the hard truth. There were only a few patches of dark hair left still clinging to her destroyed scalp. She looked like a horrid, diseased creature brought back from the dead. She could not let Ika see her like this. She could not let anyone see her like this. She refused to walk back out into the world looking like she did. She wished Filiorvis had just killed her. That would’ve been a mercy compared to living like this. 

			She heard a knock at the door. “Honey? Are you all right? Do you want some help in there?”

			It was Alice’s voice.

			Chandi jerked her head toward the door in horror. “NO! Stay out! I’m . . . I can do it on my own. I . . .” She broke down sobbing again. It was easily loud enough for Alice to hear on the other side of the door. “Alice . . . I’m hideous! I’M HIDEOUS! I LOOK LIKE A MONSTER! WHY COULDN’T YOU FIX IT!”

			She knew in her heart that none of this was Alice’s fault. She knew that Alice was putting her own safety at risk to help her in any way she physically could. And yet her anger still flowed out of her. It consumed her as if she were born under the moon. She could do nothing to hide the fact that she hated the entire world at present. She wanted to burn the Ivory house to the ground with her inside. She wanted to wake up from her current nightmare. She just didn’t want any of this to be real; to be her life.

			She could hear Alice crying now on the other side of the bathroom door. “I’m s-s-sorry, Chandi. I tried my best to help you. I . . . I did my best! Please come out.”

			Chandi wanted to yell again, but could not bring herself to. She only rested her head on the side of the bathtub and sobbed again. She stayed like that for several minutes, crying more passionately than she had in many years. She didn’t know how she was going to carry on. She didn’t know how she was going to work up the courage for the final step. But if she wanted to keep her Kanah, and have any shot at killing Wriliara, she would need to. She would need to suck it up and just keep moving forward, even in spite of everything. 

			Perhaps this was the price of a life dedicated to revenge. Perhaps the only way to succeed on such a path was to be willing to throw away all of who you once were to achieve what you seek. 

			Perhaps. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three: The Fifth Step
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			The remaining two days passed before the next trial with Chandi covering her face with a brand-new set of bandages. She refused to leave the bathroom on the day she saw her face without Alice providing her with a clean set to rewrap over her burns. 

			Ika asked several times over those two days to see Chandi’s face. He tried his best to convey that he did not care what she looked like, and that she couldn’t cover herself forever. She needed to get angry with him for Ika to finally give it up and stop asking.

			Chandi didn’t want to think about her burns. She didn’t want to ponder whether she would look as she did for the rest of her life. All she cared about was passing the final trial and learning the Curse that had scarred her. If she failed to learn Filiorvis, then the burns she received would be for nothing. That was unacceptable. She would let herself think about everything else after she knew she had mastered Filiorvis. Not a second before. 

			Another thing that passed during those two days was Crystmas. It passed in silence and sorrow. There was no joy in the Ivory household. There were no presents. There was no love. Chandi was in pain and anguish, and Ika was lost in fear and depression. And on top of all that, Keji was gone. It was the worst Crystmas in Chandi’s memory. She was almost glad it was over and out of the way now. 

			She knew the time had come to begin the final trial when Ajith showed up at the door to Alice’s bedroom, where Chandi had remained while in recovery. “It’s . . . ah . . . it’s time, Dear. Are you ready?”

			The guilt was still laced in Ajith’s voice. And it was clear in her eyes. It seemed that everyone was worse for wear as of late, because Ajith also looked worn and exhausted. Her case was the most puzzling to Chandi, though. What could she possibly be recovering from? Chandi guessed that the process of maintaining and transferring the Kanah of Filiorvis would take a good deal out of her, but she never suspected her grandmother would look that bad. She looked steps away from death, and it worried Chandi. Even with the assistance of Master Cinnamon, something was off. 

			She shouldn’t look as bad as she does, Chandi thought, staring at her grandmother in the doorway. I don’t get it. What is she not telling me? Is she sick? Is this just old age getting to her? It can’t be. She isn’t that old. I think we’ll all be better off once Filiorvis is out of the way. All I have to do is pass this last test . . . and I’m done. It feels like I’ve been trying to overcome these steps for years, but it’s only been a few weeks. These have been the longest and most painful weeks of my entire life. It’s not even close. I just want this to be over; for Alice’s sake, for Master Cinnamon’s sake, for Grandma’s sake . . . and for my damn sake. 

			She got out of bed. Her face was covered with her new bandages, and her body was covered by a full training suit Chandi had refused to be seen without. It covered everything but her hands and feet, which were also badly scarred. But she didn’t mind people seeing that.  

			Ajith led the way as they walked downstairs. Waiting in the living room next to the front door were Ika, Master Cinnamon, and Alice, who carried Pattamis in the crook of her arm. 

			“This is it,” said Cinnamon. “You’re almost done with this madness. Just one more hurdle.”

			Chandi swallowed hard and nodded. “I’m ready.”

			She could hardly bear the look on Ika’s face. He was full of so much transparent pity for her. It made her angry. But at the same time it made her want to burst into tears. She never wanted Ika, of all people, to pity her. She wanted him to look up to her. She wanted him to admire her. She didn’t want to see that look on his face. It stabbed deep into her like a dagger to the stomach. 

			“Okay,” said Ajith. “Then let’s get on out there. There are no people around, and from the little peek I took at the final step . . . this isn’t going to be fancy enough to draw anyone over.”

			Little peek she took? Chandi found that interesting. Thus far Ajith had very obviously not looked at the book to see what was coming. But now apparently she had read ahead to see what was in store for them. Chandi didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.

			She also was not sure how she felt going into The Fifth Step. She surprised herself by not being nervous. She was not excited either, however. She felt . . . empty. She was still too distraught about the extent of her burns. She tried her best to push that depression deep into the pits of her mind to focus on what needed to be done, but she could not seem to shake her misery. Chandi never found herself a very attractive person in the first place. She always wished she looked a little more feminine in the face. She spent her whole life wishing she could have a different appearance. Now she knew the meaning of the phrase ‘Be careful what you wish for’. Now she would give her soul just to go back to how she used to look.

			Ajith led the way for all of them to walk out to the field behind the house. This was not the same field as the one behind the MorrowHill house. It was smaller, but still very closed off from the rest of town. Ika’s house was nearer to the end of the massive hill that Turquoise Town was built upon. There was a far better view of the surrounding forest behind the Ivory house than the MorrowHill house. The main difference was, of course, the two tombstones next to the lonely tree. ‘Here lies Ikarus Ivory’, and ‘Here lies Casey Kenris’. 

			Chandi was filled with a much different feeling when reading those names than she was before the truth was revealed to her by Ika. She could recall so many days sat by those stones, having a quiet picnic with Ika and Alice. Ika used to love to spend time with the graves of his late father and uncle. These days Ika was never seen next to them. It was like he could not bear to look at the names anymore. Chandi could not really blame him for that. 

			Ajith walked into the center of the field and once again pulled the old leather book from inside her long jacket. She opened it up to an all-black page that appeared, from where Chandi was standing, to be covered in white lettering that almost smoldered on the paper. 

			No, not almost. Chandi looked closer and found that there was actually smoke billowing up from the black page. I don’t have a very good feeling about that. 

			She shivered as she prepared for her grandmother and Cinnamon to begin the final step. It was freezing cold. It wasn’t quite as cold as the day of The Fourth Step, but it was close. It wasn’t snowing, and the sky was clear and bright blue. But there was a dreadfully bone-chilling wind sweeping up the hill and into town that probably made it seem colder than it was. It was the kind of cold that stung the nose when you took a full breath into your nostrils. 

			“You can do this!” yelled Ika. He was sitting in his wheelchair that was parked close to the back door of his house. 

			Chandi gave him a thumbs-up. There was still that insufferable glint in his eye. He couldn’t help it. It was like he was always close to tears when looking at her. 

			Ajith used her best commanding voice. She seemed to have gotten over her earlier trauma; at least enough to focus on the task at hand. “All right, Chandi. This is it!”

			She paused now. Chandi couldn’t tell for certain, but she looked like she was breathing very heavily. Her face looked quite pale as well. And not only that, her arms were trembling by her side.

			She’s nervous. That’s gotta be it. That doesn’t make me feel very confident.

			For a moment Chandi thought her grandmother might faint. But then, as quickly as she seemed to falter, she regained herself. “Cinnamon and I are going to recite another incantation. We actually practiced this one together yesterday. It’s more complicated than usual. When we come to the end of it, you will hear the word ‘Milliuuk’. Once that word is spoken, all the remaining Kanah from Filiorvis will enter your body.”

			“And what am I supposed to do?” asked Chandi. “Enter meditation? Combat stance? Close my eyes?”

			“Nothing, actually,” said Cinnamon.

			“Nothing?”

			The rabbit nodded. “That’s right. All you have to do is stand in the proper place within the Kanah circle I will put down right now . . . then wait to see if the Curse accepts you or not.”

			Cinnamon walked forward, now standing between Ajith and Chandi. He placed both paws atop the thin layer of frozen snow. “Agdis Wrentil!”

			Black ink began to spread out from the area where his paws made contact with the ground. The ink quickly formed itself into a vast circle with various Edamirin symbols gathered within it, as well as three smaller circles. One circle was around Ajith; the other was a meter to her right, where Master Cinnamon was meant to stand; and the third was a little bit larger, building itself around where Chandi stood in the snow. 

			Cinnamon waddled back over to stand in his designated spot. “Okay, Sweet Cheeks, now is the time where you will actually learn this Curse. You know the words to say? You must repeat after me when—”

			“I know, I know,” said Chandi. “Master, you say this same thing every time you teach me a new Curse. I remember the process just as well as the last three times we’ve done this.”

			“Safety first!” said Cinnamon. “I will ask the same thing every time, lest you forget it one day. If you do not say the words right after me, you can suffer—”

			“Severe consequences,” finished Chandi. “Yes, I know. I think I know a thing or two about severe consequences, don’t you?”

			No one laughed. She was a making a joke for the first time since her accident, but no one found it humorous. She didn’t blame them. She didn’t find it very funny, either.

			Cinnamon’s strong voice rang out. It sounded like he was speaking with three voices at once, all with different pitches. “Agdis Citkanah!”

			Chandi immediately followed. “Agdis Citkanah!”

			Ajith held out her palms from where she stood within the dark ink. “Okay, come on, rabbit!”

			They began their Edamirin duet again.

			‘Alas-deraser ben Fertris’keltar Niomieltra hav’keka hav’desa ben a mellotren sar’naka! Igristre gertre ferdan grena dentri ben sapa. Che’liki ben murta underthuan ben litr’popre nedrenegal gepr’benfasa dell a huttui alas-deraser murta ben! Igdusamna Saranuuk, Igdusamna Idiovuuk, Igdusamna Milliuuk!’

			There was the word Chandi was waiting for. Pouring forth from the space between the paws of Cinnamon and the palms of Ajith was a wave of blazing white energy. It rose high into the air, taking the form of a tsunami. The massive wave was likely fifteen feet in height. It moved toward Chandi at an intimidatingly slow pace. When it came within two meters of her, the crest of the great wave morphed into the liquid image of a white phoenix. Then, when the wave was within a meter of Chandi, the entire thing changed form. Now it was not in the form of a liquid at all. It was a vast wall of white fire; inside it the form of a phoenix spreading its wings to engulf Chandi’s entire peripheral vision. 

			It finally crashed down upon her. Shockingly, Chandi felt nothing as it did. Her vision was not obstructed, and her body was in no pain. At first she was frightened, because she thought this meant she had gone numb. She worried she would lose control of her body completely and become crippled. But after a few seconds she noticed she could still feel the freezing air on the back of her neck. She wasn’t numb. If anything, she felt wonderful. The phoenix disappeared when it made contact with her, evaporating and entering her body somehow. She felt better than she had . . . perhaps in her entire life. She felt all sensations that could be described as happiness, and her body felt soothed and cared for. She felt relaxed and eased of all burdens, both physical and mental. She was sanctified by that celestial white Kanah.

			Suddenly, Ajith began to speak Edamirin again; this time, on her own. Chandi looked over at her, confused.

			‘Che’liki ben aburama gersa likop! Frenri a derkatel a murta lipsar nimpor a hetri’lasa! Milliuuk, Milliuuk, Milliuuk, Milliuuk!’

			Ajith’s arms began to quiver. There were also thick streams of blood coming down from each nostril.

			“What’s going on!” shouted Chandi. Her wonderful feeling had gone away. She was not told in advance about this part of the ritual. 

			Ajith carried on, her voice shaking with pain and frailty.

			‘Milliuuk, Milliuuk, Milliuuk, Milliuuk! MILLIUUK!’

			“Cinnamon, stop her! What’s happening!” She screamed so loud her voice broke. “Stop her!”

			“I can’t stop her, Chandi!” answered Cinnamon, thumping his foot in the snow. “It’s too late! The ritual has started! If you stop her now, she will die! We have to just wait and trust in her strength! She can handle it!”

			“Handle what!” yelled Ika from near the house. “Why wouldn’t you tell us all this beforehand! I’m sick and tired of you people pulling Chandi around like she’s on a leash! Tell her the truth before you do these things!”

			“Ika, shut up!” said Cinnamon. “She wouldn’t let me say anything! I had no choice in the matter!”

			‘Milliuuk, Milliuuk, Milliuuk!’

			Ajith continued. Her legs were shaking now. And blood began to stream down from the corners of her eyes. It was a horrendous sight. 

			Chandi moved forward, prepared to run over to her grandmother and stop her. Before she even took one step, however, Cinnamon screamed at her louder than she had ever heard before. It frightened her so much that she froze stiff, her leg still slightly in the air and her eyes wide.

			“CHANDI, DO NOT MOVE! IF YOU LEAVE THAT CIRCLE YOU BOTH DIE! STAY RIGHT THERE AND DO NOT MOVE A MUSCLE, DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME!”

			Chandi nodded and brought her foot down to stand back where she was. She was forced to watch her grandmother suffer. 

			Luckily, the process did not last much longer. Ajith let out one final cry. “MILLIUUK!”

			Chandi felt a shock in the center of her chest, like her heart had been electrocuted. Then, in a few short moments, the dark ink on the snow evaporated in the air. She watched now as Ajith fell to her knees, then collapsed backward until she lay in the snow, shaking and bleeding from her nose, eyes, and even ears.

			Chandi didn’t bother asking for any permission. She ran over to Ajith, fear and anger taking over. Why had she not said anything about this before The Fifth Step? Why did she always keep things to herself?

			Cinnamon beat Chandi to the old woman, leaning over her to examine her face. “Ajith! Ajith? Are you all right, darling? Don’t leave us now.”

			Ajith was not responding, though her eyes were wide open. She stared up into the blue sky, as if lost in shock. Alice was the next to run over. Ika trailed behind her, carrying Pattamis in his lap as he rolled his wheelchair over the snow. Everyone gathered around and looked down at Ajith with concern. She did not even glance at any of them once. Her eyes were fixed forward.

			“Are you okay?” was the first thing Ika asked. But he was not talking to Ajith. He was looking over Ajith’s body at Chandi.

			Chandi nodded. “I’m fine, Ika. We need to focus on her right now, please.”

			Mentally, Chandi was awful. She was full of nothing but anxiety over the health of her grandmother. But physically . . . she was beyond all right. She was the best she had ever felt. She truly wondered, in the back of her mind, whether she could match Master Cinnamon as an Oracle now. That was absurd, of course. But she felt it.

			She had learned Filiorvis. She had mastered the Curse that had destroyed her body; and the Curse she needed to kill Wriliara. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four: Suffering in Excess
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			Chandi could not slow her heartbeat as she and Alice carried Ajith up to Alice’s bedroom, which seemed like it was permanently going to be used to mend broken Oracles. At this point Chandi wondered if that should simply be its new designation. 

			Ajith’s whole body continued to tremble as Alice and Chandi lowered her into place atop the bed. She was over the sheets, as Alice would need to work on her unobstructed body to find out what was going on. 

			Alice carefully pulled off Ajith’s long jacket and tossed it in the corner of the room, landing in a bunch behind the door. Now Ajith was only wearing a thin beige shirt and a pair of grey pants. The shirt was already soaked in sweat. Something was happening to Ajith’s body. It seemed to be battling something; or just battling itself. 

			She held her hand out in front of her face, grasping at the air. Her eyes darted around the room, as if ghosts that only she could see had filled the room. She was out of her wits, and it petrified Chandi to see her grandmother in such a state. All Chandi’s life, Ajith had been a paragon of stubborn strength. Now she looked like a scared child.

			There was also a powerful smell coming from her; specifically from her mouth. Every time Ajith released a panicked breath into the air, the room smelled like fresh grass. It was so potent that Chandi wondered if the whole house would smell like grass by the time Alice was done healing her.

			Alice let golden light flash in her hands as she ran her Kanah up and down the old woman’s feeble body. It only took a few seconds for her face to pale. Alice’s hand now trembled as she held them above Ajith’s chest.

			“What?” asked Chandi. “What’s wrong with her?”

			Alice looked to Cinnamon, who stood in the corner of the room. “Did you know?”

			“Know what?” asked Cinnamon, genuine confusion in his voice.

			“Don’t you dare lie to my face,” hissed Alice, her eyes blazing in anger and warning.

			Cinnamon held up his paws. “Alice, I swear I have no idea what you’re talking about. I told you all the truth outside. Ajith told me there was more to the ritual, and that she would need to finish the process herself. But she never told me what would be required of her. Stop looking at me like that, woman! I’m telling you the damn truth!”

			Ika, with Pattamis still on his lap, rolled forward. “Mom, what’s going on? Please just say something. Is she going to be okay?”

			“No, Ika,” said Alice, her voice almost a whisper. She didn’t even bother holding her hands over Ajith anymore. She let them fall onto the mattress, supporting her weight, as if she suspected she might faint. “I d-do not think she is g-going to be . . . okay. I don’t think so at all.”

			Chandi became lightheaded as soon as the word ‘No’ had left Ika’s mother’s mouth. “What . . . what do you mean? Why not?”

			Alice did not raise her head to meet Chandi’s pleading stare. She continued to look downward at the mattress. “Chandi . . . she’s going to die.”

			Chandi, without even realizing what she was doing, ran forward and spun Alice around by the shoulders. She shook hard and screamed, tears in her eyes. “No! No, no, no, noooo! You’re lying! O-o-or n-not lying, just wrong! You’re wrong. You m-made a mistake! A mistake! Try again! Check her body again, pleeease! Please, Alice!”

			Alice placed her hands atop Chandi’s outstretched arms, very gently gripping them. “I am truly sorry, Dear. I’m so, so sorry. But there is nothing I can do for her now. There is nothing anyone can do for her now. She is completely rotted inside from the Kanah of that damned Curse. Her organs will shut down.”

			Chandi let go of Alice’s shoulders and slumped down to the floor. She sat on her knees and wept into her hands. She could take it no longer. She only recently believed herself to be at her lowest point. She only recently pondered whether she could carry on. And now this? She was going to lose her grandmother. No matter what hardships came her way, it was simply a subconscious fact for Chandi that Ajith MorrowHill would always be there to watch over her. And now, all because Chandi was so obsessed with finding Wriliara, she was going to watch Ajith die. 

			“Please . . .” she said, broken in mind and spirit, “. . .  just . . . please. I . . . can’t.”

			Alice knelt down and hugged her tightly. She said nothing else. There were no words that could fix this level of pain. There was nothing anyone in Wenworld could say to Chandi to soften this blow. 

			She began to weep loudly again into Alice’s shoulder. She couldn’t help herself. She had thought she was beyond the ability to weep after coming to terms with her face after her accident. But now weeping was all she could do. There was no way for her to fix this. There was no way for her to reverse time. There was no way for her to just go back and give up on Wriliara entirely. It was too late for any of that now. She had made her choice. She had chosen her path in life. And this was the result of her actions. 

			When she finally mustered the stillness to speak again, she pulled back and looked into Alice’s eyes. “Will . . . will she suffer? How . . . h-how l-long does she have?”

			“My guess is that she has a few more hours,” said Alice, as softly as possible. “And no, sweetie, she will not suffer in the end. I will make sure of it. I will do the best I can to make sure she is conscious and able to speak as well. If I can stabilize her consciousness, you should be able to speak with her . . . before she passes. Would you be comfortable with that?”

			Chandi nodded. She had experienced shock before, after the murder of her parents. She was familiar with the sensation of it. She was slipping into it now. She was growing numb in the mind. She did not even notice Alice lifting her slowly to stand firmly upon her feet again. One second she was staring at the side of the mattress slightly above her head, and the next second she was looking down at the top of the mattress, with her dying grandmother lying upon it. 

			She looked down and saw Alice leading her by the crook of the arm like she was a senile old woman. “Th-thank . . . you.”

			“I’ll tell you what,” said Alice, speaking slowly and softly so Chandi could follow along in her current state of mind. “You, Ika, Cinnamon, and Pattamis go wait downstairs while I stabilize Ajith’s condition. Get something to eat or drink and just try to be calm for now. I will call you up to speak with her when she is ready. She will be very weak, so I do not want her trying to speak to everyone at once.” She looked to her son. “Ika, is it okay with you if only Chandi speaks with her?”

			Ika nodded right away. “Of course. She’s Chandi’s grandmother. They should have that last conversation alone.”

			Alice looked back and forth between Cinnamon and Pattamis now. “Is that all right with you two as well? I know you’ve both grown close with Ajith.”

			“Not as close as Chandi was with the old gal,” said Cinnamon, sadly. “Ika’s right. The last talk should just be grandmother and granddaughter. We won’t be in the way. Besides, Ajith knows anything we would want to tell her.”

			Pattamis’ giant oval eyes were sad and glossy. He looked the saddest that Chandi had ever seen him. “Yeah . . . I agree with the rabbit. I’m gunna miss the grumpy old girl . . . but she knows that anyway. Let her use the last of her strength to say goodbye to Chandi.”

			“Thank you,” said Alice. She led Chandi slowly over to the door. “Cinnamon, can you make sure Chandi gets downstairs safely? And make sure she at least drinks some cold water. I’d like her to eat something light as well, but especially that water.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Cinnamon, reaching up to grab Chandi’s hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s let the woman work.”

			Chandi wondered—as Cinnamon led her down the hall toward the stairs, and Ika followed behind them, closing the door to Alice’s bedroom—whether this was all a dream. She wondered if she would reach the most terrifying and unbearable point of it, then she would wake up in her bed, breathing a long sigh of relief.

			How she begged Meamara for that to be the case. 

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi, Ika, Pattamis, and Master Cinnamon sat together in the living room while they waited for news on Ajith’s condition. The mood in the room was positively melancholy. A few times Ika tried, and failed, to lighten the subject of conversation. 

			Chandi did not blame him for these attempts. They did not speak often while waiting, but she spoke of terrible things. She spoke openly of her lack of hope going forward; chiefly her lack of hope in ever being truly happy again. She began to sound very near to suicidal when Cinnamon stopped her.

			“My dear . . . there are people here in this room who love you with their whole heart. They do not wish to hear you speak like this. I understand you are . . . currently going through more than most people do in a lifetime. But, I beg you, please don’t give up. You need to stay strong.”

			Chandi blinked several times, expelling the tears that were gathering in her eyes. She refused to look at anyone. She only stared down at the rug in the center of the room. “I don’t know if I can do this anymore, Master. I . . . I d-don’t know if I want to do this anymore. Everything just keeps getting worse and worse. And . . . and not j-just for m-me. All of our lives seem like they’re just . . . falling apart. How long before we are allowed to give up? Please just answer that.”

			“Never.”

			It was not Cinnamon who answered that question. Chandi did look up now, only to see Ika’s determined face.

			“We never give up. We keep fighting as hard as we can until the day we die. If you have to, do it out of spite. Do it because you know Wriliara would want you to give up. Keep moving forward because you know there are those out there that would celebrate you finally getting out of their way. And one day, if you fight long enough, you’ll find yourself in a better place. You’ll find yourself happier. And you won’t even recognize how you got there. You’ll just . . . be there.”

			Chandi gaped at him for several seconds, awed by his infectious determination. He was not usually like this. 

			“Well said, Kid,” said Pattamis. “Well said indeed.”

			 Chandi looked down to the small white plate in her lap. Upon it was one half-eaten piece of toast slathered in butter. She had already consumed a tall glass of cold water Cinnamon refused to let her get away with not drinking. He insisted on the toast as well, but she was far from hungry. Her body was damaged beyond recognition and her grandmother was hours from drawing her last breath. She was not in the mood for toast.

			“I . . . appreciate your view on this,” she said, smiling very faintly in Ika’s direction. “I’m just in so much pain. Everything hurts. My . . . my body hurts in the literal sense . . . but nothing hurts more than my heart. It’s that pain that I find the most unbearable. I would let myself get burned all over again just to stop that pain in my heart. I just want my life to go back to what it was before we ran away from home the first time. Ika, can’t you see it? Can’t you feel it?” She looked into his white eyes again. “That was the worst decision we ever made.”

			A silence followed. Ika was the one to eventually break it, after a full minute passed. “So . . . do you think we should’ve just stayed home? Do you think we should’ve let Kirga and Wriliara get away with what they’ve done to us?”

			Chandi said nothing.

			Ika sighed, then continued with a softer tone. “Chandi, I understand Ajith is . . . I understand you are in pain right now. But if you were to ask me, I’d say there is nothing I would do differently if allowed to turn back time. I would make all, or at least most, of the same decisions I made when we left home the first time. And I would definitely not just stay home and forget it all. I don’t care how much pain is put on me . . . I will hunt Kirga for the rest of my life. I will hunt for the truth, and I will hunt for the revenge my sister, and even still my father, deserve. I . . . understand if you want to quit. I understand if the pain is too much. But I will never stop, and I know I wouldn’t last very long without you. You’re my partner. Without you I’ll be useless.”

			Chandi knew he was right about quitting. She had no intention of letting Wriliara go. But that was not what she meant with her statement. “Ika, I’ll never let Wriliara just get away with what he did to my parents. It’s not about quitting. Some of my . . . talk . . . right now sounds like I want to just die. Part of that is true, but mostly I am just in too much pain to know how to handle it. I don’t really intend on doing something crazy like taking my life. But you can’t possibly deny my statement.” She looked into Ika’s eyes without blinking. She kept a steady glare, as well as a steady voice. “Leaving home was the worst decision we ever made. I’m not saying . . . I’m not saying I wouldn’t leave home and chase down Kirga and Wriliara all over again if we were given the chance to go back. But I do think it’s undeniable that our lives have become so much worse because of that choice.”

			Ika looked like he was wrestling with this statement. He blinked several times, looked down at the rug, and very faintly nodded. “Maybe you’re right. But maybe everyone who takes a similar road to us faces these same struggles. Maybe this is our bed to lie in.”

			No one said anything for a long while after that. 

			 

			D

			 

			Two hours passed in mostly solemn silence. It had started to snow outside while Chandi and the others were waiting for any news on Ajith’s condition. Chandi spent most of her time in the living room, staring out the main window at the falling snow. 

			Cinnamon went upstairs to check on things only once during their long wait. Alice made the visit short by snapping at the rabbit and telling him she would call Chandi when she had stabilized Ajith enough for a final conversation to take place. She needed pure silence and focus in order to pull it off. Ajith’s body was rotted. Bringing her to a point of reliable cognizance would be yet another exhaustive task added to Alice’s already colossal list. 

			Chandi was sure they were approaching the three-hour mark when she heard the door upstairs fly open and bang into the wall. What followed was Alice’s voice. “CHANDI!”

			Chandi jumped up from her chair. “Yes?”

			“Get up here, sweetie. She doesn’t have long now!”

			Chandi ran past Ika, giving his shoulder an affectionate squeeze before she bolted up the stairs. She quickly made her way down the hall and flew into Alice’s bedroom. She looked at her grandmother, who was smiling at her softly, and burst into tears.

			Ajith looked like she was minutes—if not seconds—from passing on. It wouldn’t even be an exaggeration to say she looked like she had already passed on, and Alice had made use of some nefarious ritual to bring the woman back from the dead. She looked like a breathing corpse. 

			Chandi stepped forward and sat on the side of the bed. She grabbed Ajith’s small and thin left hand, clutching it to her chest. “Why? W-w-why . . . why would you do this? Why would you help me learn the Curse if you knew it would kill you? I never wanted this!”

			She felt Ajith trying to squeeze her hand, but it was so weak she barely noticed. “Oh, Honey . . . I’m so sorry. I k-k-knew you w-wanted . . . to get Wriliara. I k-knew you wanted it m-more than anything. I just . . . I never k-knew about how bad the t-trials . . . could be.”

			Ajith’s eyes went wide and she coughed violently with her head deep in a large pillow. It was a harsh, wet cough. “Y-your . . . burns. I should’ve . . . k-known. I’m so sorry. I don’t deserve to l-live after t-that. The book . . . d-did not say anything a-about . . . burns . . . even w-when . . . the Oracle p-p-passes the . . . test.”

			“You couldn’t have known I would be punished even if I succeeded,” said Chandi, barely able to speak through her tears. “I don’t blame you. I don’t blame you at all. I just don’t want you to leave me! Please, please, please don’t leave me. I can’t go on without you.”

			Tears streamed down Ajith’s worn face. “You’ll be . . . j-just fine, my s-sweet girl.” She used the last bit of her waning strength to pull her hand from Chandi’s grip and place it on her granddaughter’s face, her fingers stroking the white bandages still shielding the burns. “Alice will t-take . . . care of you. So will . . . the r-r-rabbit . . . and Gira. Ika m-most of all.”

			Chandi was not prepared to let her go. She could sense Ajith’s strength fading. She could sense her grandmother slipping away from her. “But why? Why are you dying? I don’t understand!”

			Ajith coughed again; this time blood spurting from her mouth. The scent of spring grass was present once more. “Rule . . . rule in the book I n-never . . . mentioned. Filiorvis must be p-p-passed . . . from blood to b-blood. Cinnamon could . . . not pass the ability . . . onto y-you. The burden of the final . . . p-passage must be from a blood r-relative. And the burden . . . almost a-a-always kills the Oracle who p-passes it on. I d-didn’t k-know for sure I would . . . die. But . . . I was prepared to.”

			Ajith went into a coughing fit that was so intense Alice needed to step in and grip the elderly woman’s throat with a hand coated in white Kanah. Alice rubbed at the area, attempting to soften the pain. After a long minute, she let go and stepped back again. 

			Ajith sighed and closed her eyes. “T-thank you . . . Dear.”

			“Don’t mention it, darling,” said Alice, her voice weak and full of emotion. 

			Ajith reached over and grabbed Chandi’s hand again. “I . . . feel myself leaving n-now, my girl. I love you. I . . . w-want you to always r-remember it. I love you forever.”

			“No!” Chandi shouted and fell to her knees beside the bed, leaning forward toward Ajith’s face. “Please don’t go! I love you too! Please, please, please . . .”

			Ajith smiled. “Goodbye . . . sweet girl. This . . . is n-not goodbye forever. Only goodbye . . . for now. I’ll w-wait . . . for you . . . on . . . the o-other side. Goodbye.”

			Ajith’s eyes began to slowly close. There was a content smile on her face. 

			“Please don’t leave me!” said Chandi, standing up now and looking over Ajith as she faded away. 

			Ajith’s eyes fully closed, and the smile slowly disappeared, her lips completely relaxing. Ajith’s hand and arm also fell lifelessly through Chandi’s fingers. 

			Chandi fell once again to her knees, wrapping her arms around Ajith’s shoulders and burying her face into her lifeless grandmother’s neck. “I don’t want you to go! I don’t want you to go! PLEASE STAY!”

			It was too late. Ajith MorrowHill had passed on, and left her granddaughter alone. 

			Chandi screamed and cried for Ajith to come back for another twenty minutes before collapsing from grief and exhaustion.
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			Ika wanted so desperately to comfort Chandi. He wanted to ease some of her unbearable pain. But he had no possible idea how to do so. He didn’t even know how to try. Ajith was gone forever, and he knew there were no words or actions that could convince her life itself was not a torturous endeavor worth nothing. 

			The date was December Twenty-sixth. There were only four days left until Kirga was set to achieve Dual Affinity, the mythical power state that would render him essentially unstoppable. Gira would’ve already been travelling for days now, cold and alone. He would be nearing Opiana within the next few days. If he purchased the right steed from the Turquoise Town stables, he could even beat Kira there, depending on how close Kirga was to the town when he sent his Apostle to abduct Keji. 

			Only five hours had passed since Ajith drew her last breath, and already a funeral had been arranged in the town’s massive cemetery. Word was not spread of Ajith’s death. Chandi specifically requested that the funeral be a private one. She did not want everyone in town lining up to give her their condolences. She had no desire to hear them. She just wanted to bury her grandmother, the day after Crystmas, in peace. Perhaps ‘Peace’ was not the correct term; in silence would be better suited to her mood. She also had not revealed the extent of her injuries to the other townsfolk, either. And she certainly had no desire to hear their condolences on that subject. She wouldn’t even tolerate Ika’s commiserations when it came to her new appearance.

			And so, Ika, Chandi, Pattamis, and Alice made their way very quietly to the cemetery with Ajith’s body transported in a small wooden carriage. Cinnamon could not travel through town in broad daylight. Someone would surely see him. They could not risk someone recognizing his face from the wanted posters or designated sections in The Daily Dragon.

			The carriage driver was named Frank Macdonna. Frank Macdonna was Turquoise Town’s personal mortician, and he took his job very seriously. He also had a deep respect for Alice Ivory, so when Alice walked over to his office to make a request for a secret funeral to be held as soon as possible, Frank got a carriage and coffin ready immediately.

			Frank was a portly man with a long nose that hooked downward. His skin was pale and his face was covered in large boils. He had a thick white mustache that curved upwards at the ends. His head was purely bald, almost shiny when the sunlight hit it. He usually dressed in all black. An all-black trench coat over a black vest and long black pants was what he wore while bringing them to the cemetery on his special carriage.

			Frank was a horribly ugly man, but he was an amiable soul. He was an easy conversationalist, and cared deeply for the people of Turquoise Town. Ika liked him quite a bit. He knew every name of every resident in town, something none of them could boast of. He knew all the family trees, and treated everyone he met with attention and respect. 

			Their carriage was being pulled along the lonely back road by a grey donkey named Hambo. Hambo had the unfortunate tendency to smell like rancid cheese, but he was very nice to Ika. Ika would give Hambo apples sometimes when he saw him on the street. 

			“Come on, Hammy!” said Frank, flicking the reins. “You can do it, old boy.”

			Hambo was approaching the end of his life, and it showed. He wheezed and his strong legs quivered as he tugged them along.

			Ika, who sat next to Alice on one of the leather seats to the back of Frank’s main chair, glanced back to see the long black coffin Ajith’s body was in. It was hidden by a crimson tarp so passersby wouldn’t know a funeral was happening. Chandi insisted on that when Frank showed up at the Ivory house to take care of the body. 

			Ika looked over at Chandi now, who sat on the black leather seat to the other side of him. She kept her head down, and her face was mostly shielded by a thick black cloak Frank had let Chandi borrow to hide her facial bandages from everyone. 

			He worried about her. Now more than ever before. She reminded him of, well, him. And he didn’t like that at all. Even with her Sun Affinity, she looked beyond consolation. She looked lost in her anger and grief. It was not healthy.

			The carriage came to a slow halt. Ika was confused for a moment, as he was certain they had not arrived at the cemetery yet. He spent enough time there visiting his sister to know he was nowhere near the main iron gates yet. 

			He leaned over the wooden rail of the carriage and saw someone standing in the street. He recognized the face right away. It was Mrs. Farris, a frequent patient of Alice’s. She had been a close acquaintance of the Ivory family for decades.

			“Ello there, Mrs. Farris!” said Frank, waving his meaty hand back and forth over his head while he looked down at the tiny old woman.

			Mrs. Farris was wearing a thick red jacket with white fur around the collar. She was also carrying a tall red umbrella for some reason. She was rarely seen without an umbrella, even when the sun was shining and there were no signs of incoming rain. “Hello, Frank.” She patted Hambo on the head very softly. “And hello, Hambo.” 

			Hambo leaned his head into her hand, showing his routine amount of affection. 

			Mrs. Farris walked away from him after their little greeting was done, covering her nose with her free hand. “Smelly as always, Frank.”

			Frank laughed, a thunderous sound that rose from his round stomach. “I tried washin em a million times. He jus goes right back to that smell. There’s jus nothing for it!”

			Mrs. Farris laughed along with him, walking around the carriage to get a better look at it from the side. “Oh, hello Ivorys! What brings you folk out and about? You have been keeping quiet in your home for quite a while. Chandi was going through some big time training, if I’m not mistaken. How has that been going? And where is the young beauty?”

			Chandi scuttled further down the carriage to hide from Mrs. Farris’ view. She pulled her dark hood lower over her face and crossed her arms under the cloak.

			Mrs. Farris’ face became concerned. “Oh no . . . please don’t tell me.”

			Alice spoke up quickly. “Chandi is . . . alive, I assure you. She actually passed her final training test. She’s an inspiration to all of us, truly.”

			The old woman rested her hand over her heart. “Oh, thank the Lady. You frightened me half a moment.” She paused a moment, then frowned. “Then what are you doing out and about with Frank?”

			“He needed some help digging a few new graves down at the cemetery,” said Alice. “We haven’t talked or caught up with Frank in a while, so Ika came up with the idea to relax a bit today and help him out. But can you please not spread the word that we’re at the cemetery? Chandi is exhausted from her training, and doesn’t really want to chat with a bunch of people from around town about how it’s been going.”

			Mrs. Farris stood on the tips of her toes to look more into the carriage, but she was not tall enough to see Chandi hiding on the other side of the railing. “Where . . . where is she? Is she with you?”

			Alice cleared her throat and shifted on her seat so she was blocking Mrs. Farris’ view. “Um . . . she’s actually already t-there. We had to come back to Frank’s place because we forgot some shovels. We left Chandi there because . . . uh . . .”

			“She gets a little nauseous on Frank’s bumpy carriage,” said Ika.

			Alice smiled. “Yeah. She’s always had a sensitive tummy.”

			“Oh, all right,” said Mrs. Farris, stepping back and out of the way of the carriage. “Well, enjoy the rest of your day. I hope to see you guys out more. I miss talking to you. And don’t worry, if Chandi doesn’t want any drama about her being around town again, I won’t say a word.” 

			“Thank you,” said Alice, waving back as Hambo got walking again. “How have you been feeling, by the way?”

			Since Alice was too busy with her son’s recovery, as well as Chandi’s recovery from each step of Filiorvis, she did not have the time to act as the town’s main healer. That position was shifted onto the shoulders of a woman named Mrs. Alaberry. Alaberry was talented, but she was no Alice. Alice’s presence was surely missed. 

			Mrs. Farris, who was now walking behind the tall carriage, waved a hand over head. “Don’t you worry about me, Love! I’m all right! You just stay focused on looking after Chandi and that boy of yours!”

			Alice waved back. “I will, trust me! Take care of yourself, Mrs. Farris!”

			 

			D

			 

			They made it to the cemetery without any other distractions or unfortunately timed meetings. Frank closed and locked the gates to prevent any visitors. He placed a sign on the front that made it clear he was in the process of digging more graves. The people in town knew not to disturb him during these times. He was a very sentimental man, and he took that part of his job very seriously. 

			They all jumped down from the carriage; except for Ika, who needed to be carried down and placed in his wheelchair by Frank.

			“Thanks,” said Ika, situating himself as comfortably as possible in the chair.

			“No problem, pal,” answered Frank, heading toward the back of his carriage. “All right . . . now let us prepare the old girl for her rest.”

			He looked and sounded very sad. He unhooked a small contraption at the back of the carriage bed that disconnected the portion Ajith’s black coffin was resting on, and the front half of the carriage. It allowed him to turn the backside into a makeshift wheelbarrow. He wrapped two long grey straps around his broad shoulders and began to carefully pull Ajith to the spot where they were to bury her. 

			Frank had already dug a few holes the previous week. He had no idea Ajith was going to be passing—as he explained to them on the ride over—but he liked to be prepared just in case he received news of another resident needing to be buried. There was a nice small hill next to a lone Turquoise Tree that seemed like the perfect place. It was perfect because Genevieve Ivory was buried just to the left of the hill. Ika and Chandi could both visit their lost loved ones together. 

			Ika liked that idea quite a bit, and he guessed it was why Chandi pointed out that specific spot for Frank before the man even needed to ask. 

			Frank, grunting and wheezing similar to how Hambo was, pulled Ajith’s body to the top of the small hill by himself. He let the wooden wagon rest in the snow next to the deep hole. There were three shovels stuck in the ground on the other side of the hole. “Okay. I will go get the contraption I use to lower the coffin. Once I do, we can all have the chance to say some things . . . about her. Jus . . . give me a few minutes. I’ll be right back.”

			Frank came down the hill and helped push Ika to the top, patting him on the shoulder as he turned to walk back down and head toward a slim stone building in the bottom left corner of the cemetery.

			“Thanks, Frank,” said Ika.

			Frank waved behind him as he walked. “No problem, buddy! Just wait right there!”

			They watched him as he made his way toward the stone building. It was likely where he kept his supplies. Ika had seen the contraption Frank used to lower coffins before. The last time he saw it was for the public funeral of Mr. Skarski, who ran a pet shop in Turquoise Town for twenty-seven years. His funeral was six or seven years ago. Ika could not exactly recall. But the time before that was when he watched Frank lower Genevieve into a hole. He tried his best to forget how it felt to watch that; to watch Frank and a couple others cover her in dirt, so she could never see the light of day ever again. 

			Chandi stood next to the base of the tree. Ika noticed how she was decidedly looking everywhere but the hole Ajith would soon be in. “I . . . uh . . .”

			Alice stood a few feet to her right. Smoky swirls came with her words as her breath met the cold air. “You don’t have to say anything right now.”

			Even under the dark hood, Ika could glimpse the bottom half of Chandi’s face. He saw her open her mouth a few times, as if prepared to speak, then close it. She breathed out a long sigh. The sigh was very shaky. It gave Ika the impression another cry was trying to work its way up her throat, but she was battling to keep it down.

			Alice was still carrying Pattamis in the crook of her arm, but he was strangely feigning sleep again. His large, expressive eyes were not materialized above the fabric, and the line of his mouth was sealed shut. He had not spoken since they left the house. Ika guessed this was because the hat knew he wasn’t very good at these kinds of things. Pattamis didn’t have much of a filter, and now was the last time for his sarcasm. Even so, he implored that Alice carry him along with them. Ika knew Pattamis was very fond of Ajith. He had lived in the MorrowHill house, along with Keji, for quite a while. He got to know the old woman on a deep level during that time. He may not be good at expressing it, but Ika was sure he was suffering as well from all of this.

			Frank eventually came around the back of the building, pulling a tall wooden apparatus by another pair of grey straps. Frank was incredibly strong for a Yeryaila. He pulled the massive thing over to them. It looked like two sets of wooden scaffolding used for house maintenance were sandwiched on top of each other. It looked like four sets of platforms that were connected through a series of long silver chains.

			He pulled it up the hill and placed it down next to the wagon with a loud groan. “I’m getting too old for this, I’ll tell ya.”

			He offered an awkward, lighthearted chuckle. No one joined him. They weren’t exactly in the mood for a laugh.

			He cleared his throat and walked around to the back of the contraption, where two tall silver levers were. “Right. Jus give me a moment and I will have her down. Then we can say our proper goodbyes. Would you mind jus takin that tarp off the coffin, Love?”

			He was talking to Alice, who quickly moved to slide off and roll up the crimson tarp. She rested it on the side of the wagon.

			Frank fiddled with the levers until two sets of steel pincers creeped out from the top of the crossing scaffolds. They situated themselves directly above Ajith’s coffin. Frank pulled the levers down, causing the pincers to come down and grip the coffin on both ends. He then very slowly lifted Ajith up and began to carefully move her through the air until she was over the hole. 

			Ika saw that Chandi was looking away now. She was looking out at a complex of houses nearby, as if fascinated by them. She was ignoring the entire process of the coffin being lowered. 

			Ika thought she should be paying attention. This was an important moment she should not tune out. “Chandi . . .”

			He felt a pinch on his shoulder. He flinched, turning to see his mother frowning and shaking her head furiously at him.

			He let it go and said no more. 

			Ajith was lowered into the hole. A few chunks of dirt were knocked free from the sides of the hole, already covering the bottom part of the black coffin. Ika felt a pain in his heart looking at that. He also cared deeply for Chandi’s grandmother. He was never exceptionally close with her, but he still had very fond memories of spending time at the MorrowHill house when he was much younger. Ajith always made him feel welcome. 

			Frank, satisfied with how Ajith was situated for her eternal rest, retracted the great steel pincers and rotated a few cogs in the contraption that forced the chains to pull the pincers back up to tuck away at the top of the scaffolding. He then moved the entire contraption away from the hole so they could carry on with the process. This was going to be a very brief funeral, so he didn’t need to worry about getting rid of it completely and beautifying the process. 

			One thing Ika admired about Frank was that he never imposed on people. He never willfully put people in uncomfortable situations or pried into their business. Ika thought about this fact at the moment because Frank had not asked once about why Chandi’s whole body was covered in bandages. He never even looked at her oddly. He just carried on as if Chandi were in a completely normal physical state. He also never even asked how Ajith died. In Frank Macdonna’s mind, someone would tell you something if they wanted you to know. Ika wished more people were like Frank Macdonna. 

			Frank crossed his hands in front of him and bowed his head. “Before we cover her up . . . is there anything any of you would like to say?”

			After a moment of silence, Ika rolled his wheelchair forward to get a better look down at the coffin. “Yeah . . . I would like to go first, if no one else minds.”

			“Go ahead, Honey,” said Alice. 

			Ika cleared his throat. He was somewhat nervous now. He did not want to say something inconsiderate and ruin the moment somehow. He knew he was bad that way. “Ajith was . . . one of the strongest people I have ever met. She was extremely protective of Chandi, which I always loved her for. Anyone who dedicates themselves to making sure Chandi is happy is a good person in my books.” He saw Chandi turn to look at him in his peripheral vision. “I know she is in a better place now. I know she is happy . . . and waiting for us all to join her when our day comes. I know we will all be reunited somewhere. We can laugh and tell all our stories then. I don’t know where that place is . . . but I know Lady Meamara will have a place for us to be happy together. I know Ajith has earned that.”

			He looked around, cleared his throat again, and wheeled himself backward to sit next to his mother. “That is . . . uh . . . all I have to say.”

			Alice stepped forward. Before she could say anything, however, Pattamis opened his glowing white eyes and looked down at the coffin. “Do you mind if I say a few things, Alice?”

			Frank showed no sign of surprise at seeing Pattamis light up. It was well known around town that the MorrowHill house was in possession of a talking hat.

			“Go ahead,” said Alice. “I don’t mind at all.”

			“I don’t really know where to start,” said the hat, his ovular eyes drooping sadly. “I recall a ton of good conversations I had with the old gal. She was always a joy to talk to. She understood my humour, and had so many stories to tell me from her days working with the Capital City. Overall . . . I don’t know . . . all I can say is that she was a good woman who deserved better than this. But I also know this is what she wanted. She wanted to help Chandi learn that Curse . . . even if it killed her. I admire that so much. I can’t even put into words how much.”

			He said nothing for a few seconds. It was clear by the sudden look in his eyes that he had run out of things to say. “Goodbye . . . I guess. You were a good grandma and stuff.”

			Ika was almost very impressed by how well Pattamis was doing. He messed up the landing a little bit, but the compassion was still there.

			“You can go now,” said the hat, looking up at Alice.

			Alice looked back at Chandi. “If that’s all right.”

			Chandi nodded.

			Alice looked back down at the coffin. “Ajith . . . you were, without a doubt in my mind, the strongest woman I have ever known. I was in constant admiration of you. I want you to know that you were very loved by all of us. And my son speaks the truth: we will see each other again. It will be in a better place than this. But until that time comes . . . you will not be forgotten.”

			She stepped back to wait beside her son. Her speech, which surprised Ika, was actually the shortest thus far. Ika expected her to say much more. However, when he inspected his mother’s face closer, he could see that she was barely standing. The constant healing work she had been doing looked to be draining her in more ways than any of them could guess. 

			Ika, in spite of internally deciding he would never forgive his mother, was becoming increasingly concerned for her health. After seeing how quickly Ajith died for overexerting herself, Ika had no intention to just watch his mother work herself into a grave right next to the woman. She would need to relax, and soon. She had done all she could be expected of doing. Maybe they all had. 

			They all looked to Chandi now. She walked forward sluggishly and looked down into the hole. She stayed like that for well over a minute. She seemed immune to their stares. The feeling of multiple pairs of waiting eyes on her did nothing to hasten her speech. 

			Ika was overwhelmed with empathy for her. Seeing her covered in bandages because she was too afraid to show the extent of her burns, while also staring emptily down at her grandmother’s coffin was agony for Ika. Where did the happy days go? Where did their youth go? It seemed to slip from their fingers so fast. It felt like the time when all they had to do in a day was eat Ajith’s homemade cake and play tag around town was only last week. It wasn’t, though. It was a childhood that was gone forever. It was a state of naïve contentment that was also gone forever. They could never go back, even if they dropped everything and quit their hunt right then, as she stared down at the coffin. There was no point but to keep going. At this point it would be an insult to Ajith’s memory to leave it all behind them now. 

			“I . . . uh . . .” Her voice still sounded like it was holding back a powerful wave of hopeless weeping. She was almost losing that fight, but she carried on fighting it. “I . . . I never thought I would ever lose you. I somehow, naively, thought you would be there for me forever. I thought you would be the one burying me for some reason. I . . . I don’t know why I thought that. There was always just something about you that seemed invincible to me. It seemed like no one could ever kill you. And yet . . . I did. I killed you. I should’ve just listened to you and let Wriliara go. I would’ve been able to live a much happier life. I don’t see myself ever being happy again, if I’m honest. I don’t see me ever getting over the events of this month.

			“All my life I have looked up to you. All my life I have wanted to be as tough as you. We bickered a lot about my future, but now I understand everything you ever said about the path you wished I would take. It all makes sense to me now. But now it’s too late, isn’t it? Wouldn’t it have been nice for all of us to live together in Turquoise Town, enjoying boring lives as we carried out average jobs Jinx users can achieve? That would’ve been something. But . . . I ruined all that. That life we could’ve had . . . that simple happiness we could’ve had . . . is now just gone.”

			“You didn’t throw that away!” said Ika.

			Alice leaned down and hissed in her son’s ear. “Ika, enough!”

			“No!” He rolled himself forward, interrupting Chandi’s speech. He sat next to her at the edge of the hole. “Stop talking like our life path, and all the bad stuff that comes with it, is your fault.” He glared up at Chandi without blinking; without caring that he was overstepping and very rudely ruining Chandi’s final words to her grandmother. He didn’t care because she was tainting those words, and he wasn’t going to sit back and watch her do it. “From what we know about Kirga . . . about his plan . . . that life you’re talking about could never have existed! If he succeeds, we’ll all die. He’ll destroy the Crystal! So we literally could not afford to just forget about Kirga and Wriliara! We’re doing the right thing, Chandi. We’re doing the only thing we can do. It’s about more than just our revenge now, so don’t let yourself get like this. Don’t let yourself think we’ve chosen the hard road when we could’ve had a nice, relaxing life. It’s not true. Kirga is going to kill us all if he’s not stopped. And this new Curse you’ve learned has made you absurdly powerful! I can feel your Kanah, Chandi. We all can. You’re at least five times stronger than you were before. You’ll be useful in this very important fight! It’s not for nothing. Ajith sacrificed herself to give you this power. Don’t waste it.”

			Chandi’s eyes were shocked by Ika’s sudden outburst. She took off her hood for the first time since leaving the house. The few strands of dark hair she had left were sticking out from between the white threads of bandage that covered her scalp. “Ika . . .”

			She just stood there, saying nothing else. Ika swallowed, afraid that he had angered her. “None of this is your fault. Not your parents . . . and not Ajith. She made her choice. She chose to assist your training, no matter the cost. There is no imaginary life that you or I could’ve had. Not with what Kirga is planning to do. We have nothing else to think about. We just have to get to work.”

			He saw a faint smile on her face. Her eyes were still dejected, but she was trying. “You’re right. We have a lot of work to do. She would want me to suck it up and get it done.”

			 

			D

			 

			Ika insisted on staying to help Chandi bury Ajith fully. The job was originally meant to be done mostly by Frank. There were three large mounds of dirt behind the rectangular hole. One of them was smaller than the other two. That one was meant to be ceremonial. Chandi was supposed to get a shovel, if she wished, and help Frank use that smaller mound to cover the coffin. Once the coffin was fully covered in dirt, she was meant to leave with Alice, Pattamis, and Ika, and walk to the main stone building in front of the gates, where they would eat a small meal and celebrate Ajith’s life.

			Chandi didn’t want to do any of that. She wanted to bury Ajith entirely on her own while everyone else just went home. She asked—nearly demanded—that Frank and everyone else leave. She wanted to pick up a shovel and do it herself. Frank kindly agreed to let her do it if it made her feel better, but Ika stoutly refused. He would stay and help her, no matter what she said. It was not his place to impose, but he didn’t care. He didn’t want her doing it alone. Thankfully, she agreed to let only him help her fill the hole. 

			So Frank, Alice, and little Pattamis went down to the main building themselves, leaving Ika and Chandi to finish the job.

			Ika was struggling a bit with the shovel. Digging into the mounds of dirt, then dumping it into the hole while in a wheelchair was quite difficult and painful. 

			They finished the first, smallest mound when Chandi spoke. They had been doing it silently until she finally decided to say something. “Please promise me you won’t die. I’m not giving up . . . but if you die . . . I will. I’ll quit. I’ll . . . I’ll just quit.”

			Ika stuck his shovel into the snow. The dirt was already losing its softness from the cold. It was freezing into hard chunks, making it difficult to dig into and lift. “I wish I could promise you that, Chandi. But we’ve both almost died who knows how many times now. We’ve picked a dangerous road to walk down. How can I look you in your eyes and tell you I’m sure I won’t be the next one to die?”

			Chandi stuck her shovel down beside his. “I just want to hear you say it. I don’t even care if you don’t really mean it. My . . . my ears just need to hear the words right now. Please just do me this favour.”

			Ika had never heard such frailty in Chandi’s voice before. Ever. It startled him. “I . . . promise. I promise I won’t die. Or, at least, I promise you’ll die before I do.”

			He laughed softly, hoping he could get the faintest glimmer of a smile from her.

			But instead, she closed her eyes in a passionate display of gratitude. “Thank you.” She took in a deep breath, placed her hands on her hips, and let it out. “Okay. We’ve done enough with the shovels. Want me to just finish the job right now with some Kanah?”

			“What do you mean?” asked Ika, raising an eyebrow. “Like . . . just blast the rest in?”

			Chandi nodded. Now there was a smile. Small and weak, but present. It was all Ika could ask for. He immediately felt a massive weight lift from his shoulders when he saw it. The world was just better when Chandi was smiling. He had come to that conclusion.

			“Okay,” he said, rolling his wheelchair back toward the tree. “Just don’t blast the dirt too hard and send it all over town.”

			Chandi walked back to join him, snickering quietly. “No . . . that would be very embarrassing. But we’ll be filling this hole for ten hours if we only use shovels. I honestly don’t know how Frank does it. He would gladly stay out here all day, in the freezing cold, filling this hole by himself. It blows my mind.”

			“Yeah, Frank is a bit . . . strange,” said Ika. “He’s dedicated, that’s for sure.”

			Chandi aimed at the last two mounds of dirt—one of them standing even taller than she was—and held up her hands to make sure they would be pushed into the rectangular hole, burying Ajith fully. “Okay . . . let’s hope I don’t mess this up.”

			“Yes . . . let’s,” said Ika, a little nervous now. He had the image in his head of her wielding her new and greatly improved Kanah to accidentally destroy dozens of tombstones going south toward the gate to the cemetery. They would surely be haunted for the rest of their lives if they did that. 

			Chandi let a quick burst of her Kanah, which now blazed white, smash into the mounds of dirt. She eased her Kanah out of her hands and used it to shove the mounds over and down onto the top of Ajith’s coffin. Within a minute she had pushed all the dirt up to the top. She stamped it down to fully finish the job with a neat finish. 

			She let out a sigh now that the job was done. Ajith was at rest. “Goodbye, Grandma.”

			They rushed Frank so much on the funeral that there was not even time to get a tombstone made. The only thing that signified the funeral was over was the brown rectangle that stood out from the surrounding snow. Frank had told Chandi he would have a special stone made for Ajith within the next week.

			The whole process was horribly depressing. Ika guessed that was why Chandi was rushing it so much. She just wanted it to be over. 

			“Awww, did I miss the ceremony? I’m always late to these kinds of things.”

			Ika’s heart skipped a beat. The palpitation brought about by his shock was almost painful in his chest. He knew that voice. They both knew that voice. 

			Ika and Chandi turned around to see, leaning against the lone Turquoise Tree, Phiggy. 

			He was dressed in his old brown leather jacket. He wore dark blue pants and his typical black combat boots with a knife sheath on the heel of each one. He also smoked a large brown cigar. In his left hand was a bouquet of golden flowers.

			Phiggy was a golden-furred, doglike creature, lanky and tall.

			He flicked one long, floppy ear out of his face. He looked down his long snout at them with glittering golden eyes. He took his cigar out and held it between two furry fingers. “My condolences for your loss, Chandi. I’d like to tell you she’s in a better place, but that would be a lie. She’s just dead.”

			“Where have you been!” yelled Ika. He wanted to choke the obnoxious Gast to death. “We could’ve used your help! Uncle Gira is on his way to chase down Kirga right now! You could’ve been here to teleport him to Opiana Mountain!”

			A small part of Ika’s brain did notice how often he had been saying ‘Uncle’ Gira again without wanting to. He wasn’t sure if that meant he was subconsciously beginning to forgive his uncle. Right now he didn’t have time to wrestle with what it meant. 

			Phiggy used one long claw on his free hand to pick at his teeth. “I’ve been good, thank you for asking.”

			“Why have you shown up?” asked Chandi. Ika was caught off guard by how calm she was. “You’ve either discovered something awful that you want to warn us about . . . or you want to give us some sort of information you think is important, then just disappear again. Whatever it is, get it over with and piss off. I’m not in the mood for your nonsense today. I’m warning you now not to test my patience.”

			Phiggy had been wearing his signature grin thus far, but now it faded into a hard line. His eyes narrowed. They seemed to grow a few shades darker as well. “I distinctly recall making clear how much I dislike being threatened by lesser beings. There are many ways to interact with me for a pleasant experience. There are many ways to get me to stop doing things you dislike. There are many ways to address behaviour of mine that you feel is inappropriate. Threatening me . . . is the worst choice on that list.”

			He broke out into a joyful smile again, so fast it was slightly disturbing. He tossed the bouquet to Chandi. When she caught it, a few golden flowers tumbled out and fell sadly into the snow. “I can sense that new Kanah of yours, by the way. Well done. I’m glad you took my advice and learned Filiorvis. You would’ve stood no chance against Wriliara without it.”

			“But why?” said Chandi. She looked completely unfazed by his earlier denouncement of her threatening tone toward him. She was wholly unafraid. “Why do I need Filiorvis specifically? What ability of Wriliara’s do you think Filiorvis will help me bypass?”

			Phiggy smoked his cigar and smirked. “When the day comes that you fight Wriliara to the death . . . he is bound to use a Curse called Neferdates. Once he uses Neferdates . . . counter it as soon as possible with Filiorvis. If you are too slow, you will die. Once again, you’re welcome.”

			“What does Neferdates do?” asked Ika. “Why is it so dangerous?”

			“Honestly, kid, it’s a little complicated. She’ll find out when she sees it. That’s all I’ll go into at the moment. I don’t want to hurt your little, inferior brains.”

			“Is that why you’ve shown up?” said Chandi. “To tell me when to use Filiorvis?”

			Phiggy took out his cigar and picked his teeth with a claw again. He waited a few seconds before he said anything. When he did, he pointed a claw at her face. “Those bandages . . . I take it you had a wee bit of an accident, eh? The steps to learn the Curse can be very unforgiving. I take it Step Four was the one that gotcha?” He whistled. “It can be a rough one. Poor thing. You’ll never look the same again.”

			Ika felt his blood boiling. Even though Phiggy had helped them countless times, he couldn’t help but dislike the Gast. His pompous personality was aggravating at the best of times. “Thanks for the tip. Now is there anything else you want? And are you really not going to answer where you’ve been all this time?”

			“Research,” said Phiggy, bluntly. ‘I’ve been doing some research, if you must know.”

			“Research . . . into what?” asked Chandi.

			Phiggy stopped leaning on the tree. He walked up to stand closer to Ika. “You went to visit Don-Galaga with your uncle. You went to ask the oldest Oracle in the world what tricks he might know of to remove Kirga’s Curse and return the use of your legs to you.”

			Ika was not even surprised to learn that Phiggy knew about their trip. He had grown out of the instinct of surprise whenever Phiggy revealed pieces of knowledge he had regarding Chandi and him; or even their families.

			“Yes. We did do that. What is your point?”

			Phiggy blew black smoke from his nostrils. It came after a heavy inhale from his thick Yillian cigar. “Well . . . what did Don-Galaga tell you? I know he suggested a special method to you. Why don’t you share with Chandi what it was, eh?”

			Chandi looked at Ika expectantly.

			Ika waved a hand. “It was pure insanity. Just attempting his method might put me in a worse condition than Kirga’s Curse. It simply isn’t worth it.”

			“What if I told you I could help you?” said Phiggy, his gold eyes flickering with confidence. 

			“I’d say it still sounds crazy,” replied Ika. 

			Phiggy bent over and brought his face close to Ika’s. “What if I told you that, with my help, there is a one hundred percent surety that you will get your legs back?” He smiled so wide the corners of his mouth nearly reached the lobes of his floppy ears. “What would the big boy say then, eh?”

			Ika met Phiggy’s steady gaze. He thought for a moment. “And I won’t lose anything in return?”

			Chandi watched their staring contest without saying a word.

			Phiggy, still not blinking, nodded his head. “You only stand to gain. The only price? Pain. The most excruciating pain that you have never known; that you could never conjure in your worst fever dreams. All I ask for my miracle work is a good deal of delicious pain.” He stuck out one furred hand. “What do you say, cripple boy? Make a deal with me?”

			Ika looked down at the hand. He recalled what Don-Galaga had told them at Crimson Town. What the man suggested was beyond psychotic. It was highly likely that complications would kill Ika, or maim him worse than he already was. The mental image of what the ritual to save his legs would be like to endure was enough to make Ika dizzy. And yet, Phiggy said he could make absolutely sure that the ritual would work. There was no grey area. The only price was pain.

			“Ika, we should discuss this with your mother first,” said Chandi, stepping forward. 

			Ika ignored her. He did not trust the goodness of Phiggy’s heart, but he did trust that he always meant what he said. He shook the hand in front of him. “Deal. Get me my legs back. I will endure any pain for my chance to train again and continue my hunt for Kirga.”

			He had no idea what he had just gotten himself into. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six: Here’s the Rub
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			“So you seriously believe you can help free my son from his paralysis?” Alice paced back and forth in the living room. With Ajith’s short but emotional funeral finished, Ika and Chandi got Alice and Pattamis and rushed them back to the house so they could discuss with Phiggy the news he had brought them. Even after a lengthy explanation from the golden Gast, Alice had trouble believing he could fix the problem she had been trying so hard to overcome. “I find it hard to believe you can perform a healing ritual better than I can.”

			Phiggy, sitting cross-legged in Alice’s favourite chair, raised his hands to steady her assumptions. “My dear, my dear . . . I assure you I will not be the one actually performing the ritual. That will be you. You are far better at healing arts than I am. I’m far more adept at . . . breaking things . . . than fixing them.”

			The whole house had gathered in the living room for a special little council meeting.

			Master Cinnamon was sat on the couch next to Chandi, and he looked less than pleased. He thumped his big right foot on the floor a few times while Phiggy was explaining everything to the group. “So, let me understand this. Don-Galaga gave Ika a special tip on how to potentially bypass Kirga’s Curse on him . . . and yet it was too horrific and dangerous for Ika to even want to attempt it?”

			Phiggy nodded. “That’s correct.”

			Ika was sitting next to the stairs near the front door. His wheelchair was situated just to the left of the entrance to the living room, where he could see them all clearly. He thought back to his time in Crimson Town. He thought back to the ritual that Don-Galaga suggested: The Beldanbul Bone Ritual. He was covered in gooseflesh just recalling the name.

			Cinnamon looked to Ika, confusion and slight disappointment in his eyes. “Kid . . . is this really true? You just . . . didn’t want to do it? You didn’t want to even give it a shot? That doesn’t sound like the stubborn dumbass of a boy I know. Something being a bad idea has never stopped you before. I don’t get it. I thought you would try literally anything just to get the slightest chance of regaining your physical ability. I would’ve thought nothing in all of Wenworld could’ve stopped you trying whatever it was Don-Galaga told you and your uncle.”

			Ika looked down to the floor in front of his numb feet. Master Cinnamon didn’t understand. But how could he? “It’s . . . true. I didn’t even want to try. I’m stubborn and stupid, yes, but I’m not that stubborn and stupid. Even I have my limits. The name of the ritual is The Beldanbul Bone Ritual.” He looked around the room. “Do any of you know what that is? Have you heard of it before?” 

			Each of them looked at each other, shaking their heads. All except Phiggy, of course, who just looked around the room with a knowing smirk on his face.

			Ika nodded and hummed. “Well . . . would you like to hear what I would have to do in this ritual? Would you like to hear what you would have to do, Mom?”

			Alice looked nervous, but determined. “Tell us. I don’t care how bad it is. I want us all to hear it.”

			Ika took a moment to rethink everything that was said to him. He didn’t even know how to explain this to them. “I’ll . . . you know what, I’ll just summarize it as quickly and as bluntly as I can.” He cleared his throat and almost smiled at how absurd the words were going to sound coming out of his mouth. “In order to break Kirga’s Curse and get my legs back . . . the ritual requires that . . . it requires me to have my spine torn out and cleaned in a special process . . . while I am still awake.”

			The room was silent for a full sixty seconds. Eventually, Pattamis burst out laughing. He was sat on the couch on the other side of Cinnamon. “You’re . . . you’re joking, yeah? I mean, that was definitely a joke.”

			“No joke,” said Phiggy, his smirk even wider now. “The boy needs to have his spine—or at least the lower half of his spine—ripped from his back and cleansed of its corruption. Kirga’s Curse has left a good deal of his Kanah imbedded in the boy’s spinal cord. It must be manually removed. And it must be done very quickly. And also, Kanah flows through the body in a different way when the Oracle the Kanah belongs to is asleep or just unconscious. Kanah travels through the body with very minute differences when an Oracle is scared, angry, tired, sad, asleep . . . or awake. In order for The Beldanbul Bone Ritual to work, Ika will have to be awake.” He tapped his claws on the leather armrest. “As I’m sure you can guess . . . that will hurt. A lot.”

			Alice started to breathe very heavily through her nose. In and out, in and out, she continued to almost hyperventilate.

			“Mom?” said Ika. “Are you okay?”

			Alice erupted into a yell that made even Phiggy flinch in his seat. Her face had gone red. “ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR MIND!”

			Ika sighed. “Mom, Phiggy says he can make sure I won’t die or have any bad side effects from the ritual. He only said it would be painful. That’s it.”

			“PAINFUL!” she roared, letting out a short burst of near hysterical laughter. “YES, I IMAGINE HAVING YOUR SPINE TORN OUT WHILE YOU’RE STILL AWAKE WOULD BE QUITE PAINFUL! YOU’LL DIE OF A HEART ATTACK FROM THAT LEVEL OF PAIN, IKA, YOU ABSOLUTE IDIOT!”

			“Actually, no,” said Phiggy, raising a finger.

			Alice spun to glare at him. “Excuse me?”

			“The ritual does not require Ika to stay awake in the way that Ika must will himself to do so . . . it forces him to remain awake. He could not pass out even if he was begging to. Death, naturally, counts as unconsciousness, so therefore Ika will also not die. He will wish he wasn’t, but the boy will stay awake through the whole process.”

			Alice rubbed her face with both hands. “This is madness. The very thought of entertaining this is madness. You’re a psychopath and I want you out of my house now. Get out!”

			“Mom, stop it!” said Ika. “Phiggy is giving me my legs back. It’s not even a chance of doing so, either. No, it is a fact I will regain my physical ability if we go through with this ritual. How can I possibly say no?”

			“How can you possibly say no?” Chandi echoed, her voice trembling. “Probably because you’ll have your spine ripped out! That’s how you can possibly say no. You can’t be this reckless, Ika.”

			Ika turned his chair to look at Chandi. It appeared no one was on his side with this. “Reckless? Chandi, what part of this are you not understanding? There is no risk involved whatsoever. All I need to do is suffer through some pain, and I’ll be back to training with Master Cinnamon by next week. This is a gift. And also, I don’t think you should be lecturing me about risky rituals. Look at your face!”

			Chandi got up from the couch and immediately walked away. She went past Ika without even glancing in his direction. Then she stomped up the stairs and out of the conversation completely.

			Ika sighed. He knew he shouldn’t have said that. 

			“Ika,” said Alice, disappointedly.

			“I know, I know,” said Ika. “I’ll apologize later.”

			“I’m with the kid on this,” said Cinnamon, bringing the topic back into focus.

			Alice looked to the rabbit with a wounded expression. “You’re kidding.”

			“I’m not,” replied Cinnamon, playing with his purple scarf between his paws. “He’s right. This is the boy’s golden goose. We’ve been trying to fix him for how long now? I mean, Alice, it’s just not working. How close have we gotten to removing Kirga’s Curse mark? Not close at all. No progress has been seen at all, Love. None. But the Gast here can fix Ika’s problem with no side effects.”

			“Says him,” continued Alice. “How do we know he is even telling the truth? How do we know he isn’t trying to make my son even worse? Or just find a convenient way to kill him?”

			Phiggy rubbed at his eyes and let out a long, almost exaggerated breath. “Alice, everyone in this house could be dead within the day if I wanted that to come to pass. How many times do I need to help you people before— oh, forget it. Just take my word for this one, woman. Your baby boy will be just fine. In fact, he’ll be better than ever. I’ve put a lot of thought and work into this. I’ve been trying to find a way to help Ika since I knew he was paralyzed. I’ve only now cracked this problem open and found a solution. But yes . . . it will be painful. He will never be the same again after experiencing pain like this. But he’ll have his damn legs back. Now the choice is yours. I’ve done my research and relayed my message. I won’t sit here and be barked at.”

			When Alice opened her mouth to speak, Phiggy cut her off with a swift swipe of his hand through the air to silence her. “Before you ask what’s in it for me for the ninetieth time, let me remind you that I also live in Wenworld. Kirga is blinded by love and will kill us all if he’s not stopped. I want the Crystal Ball safe. So do all of you. This isn’t very complicated. Just accept my help and shut your mouths. I’d like that to be the new policy going forward.”

			Cinnamon actually laughed. “Like it or not, Alice, the Gast is right. We have to give this a try. Ika is one tough kid. If anyone can do this, it’s him. Ika impresses me every day with his mental and physical resilience. He’ll beat this ritual and be stronger than he ever was. Have faith in your son.”

			Alice hung her head, refusing to meet anyone’s expectant stares. “You’re . . . you’re asking me to let my son get his spine ripped from his body. Am I the only one who understands that? Am I the only one who is disturbed that we are even having this conversation?”

			“You’re definitely not,” said Pattamis. “This sounds absolutely insane on eight different levels. But, honestly, I’ve learned this is to be expected in this family. You’re all lunatics. I love ya for it . . . but I’ve never been in the company of stranger folk. And that’s coming from a talking hat.”

			Phiggy clapped his hands together, the golden fur causing a muffled sound like one would make if they clapped while wearing wool gloves. “Wonderful. I like this hat. So the matter is settled. Ika will undergo The Beldanbul Bone Ritual. Today has been a very productive day.”

			“When will we start this?” asked Alice, still not looking or sounding pleased with this situation at all.

			“Oh, today,” said Phiggy, almost offended by the question. “Kirga is heading to Opiana Mountain as we speak so he can achieve Dual Affinity. We only have until the thirtieth to stop him. We’re running out of time.”

			Ika was not even caught off guard that Phiggy already knew where Kirga was going and what he was planning. Anything they knew, Phiggy probably knew days in advance. 

			“Today?” said Ika. “I’m going to have my spine torn out today?”

			“No, no,” said Phiggy. “The ritual is quite long, actually. You’ll be in the process of it for a few days. Your Kanah has to be regulated and morphed in order for your spinal cord to come out without you just dying right then. We will lay you on a table on your stomach and place you in a sort of bubble of Kanah. Your body will be somewhat protected within this bubble. The bubble will force you into the state required for you to remain conscious during such incredible pain.”

			Ika felt like he was going to be sick. “So it can do something that complex, but it can’t numb my damn pain? Come on.”

			Phiggy shrugged. “Sorry. I honestly tried my best to research further and see if I could find a way to numb you to it. I could find nothing. I might’ve been able to cook up a trick or two if we had more time on our hands. But we don’t. We need to get this done.”

			“So the bubble is your contribution to this ritual?” asked Master Cinnamon. 

			“Yes and no,” answered Phiggy. “The bubble would be present anyway in the original Beldanbul Bone Ritual. But it wouldn’t be quite as refined without my assistance. The original can be prone to cause side effects, or even just not work at all sometimes. I’ve been trying to find a way to make sure the Kanah bubble is as effective as possible. I’ve finally come up with a sure way to maintain it.”

			“And how is that?” asked Alice. 

			Phiggy reached inside his brown leather jacket and pulled out a long pink flute with exactly nine holes. “Does anyone know what this is?”

			Ika looked at Alice, who looked at Pattamis, who looked at Ika, who looked at Cinnamon. No one said anything. 

			Phiggy sighed. “Of course you don’t. You’re all simpletons. This was supposed to be the moment when everyone was impressed by me and started paying me compliments. I can’t have anything I want.”

			“Just get to the point,” snapped Cinnamon. “What is that thing? Are you going to play the kid some lovely tunes while you’re mutilating his back? Genius. Why didn’t we think of that?”

			Phiggy held the pink flute a little bit higher. It was quite skinny, with a long pale head for the user to blow into. There was also a small white feather on the end. “This, smartass, is The Huckleberry Flute. It once belonged to an Oracle by the name of Princeton Huckleberry. Huckleberry used this item to perform hundreds of complicated surgeries that no other healer in Wenworld could hope to even attempt. Huckleberry was a master Oracle, capable of wielding several very impressive healing Jinxes. He found a way to mix multiple Jinxes together by molding them onto a specific object. He performed various tests on different items until he found out that musical instruments were the easiest vessels to alter the form of Kanah. He found out that an instrument like a flute was the most efficient way of mixing Jinxes and propelling their effects. In each dark hole of this flute, he focused the Kanah of a different healing Jinx. And when he played the flute and arrayed a specific kind of song, he could bring the Kanahs together in the right way to create a brand-new effect. 

			“It has always been possible for the Kanah from Jinxes to be put into inanimate objects to create an effect, but no one had ever thought of experimenting in the way that Princeton Huckleberry did. The man’s IQ was well beyond that of any other healer in Wenworld at the time of his innovations. This was back in the year eight ninety-six. Since then, many have tried to mimic his methods; no one has achieved anything to equal effect. Huckleberry was cut from a different cloth than the other pathetic healers of this world.”

			“That’s all very fascinating,” said Pattamis, his sarcasm far from subtle. “But where did you get the thing from? How did someone like you get your furry little hands on it?”

			Phiggy waggled a finger in the hat’s direction, smiling playfully. “That’s a very fine question. I stole it from Kimiala.”

			“WHAT!” said Ika, Alice, Cinnamon, and Pattamis at the same time.

			Phiggy giggled like a young girl as he slipped the pink flute back into his leather jacket. “That’s right, kiddies. You went through all that trouble just to get into Eskarahm Four, and ol’ Phiggy took this little trinket right from under their noses in no time.” His smile faded and he scratched at his long nose. “All right, I might be exaggerating how little time it took me to procure this prize. It was quite the pain in the ass, actually. There are times when some items are transferred from one Eskarahm to another. There are heavily guarded caravans that take the items from city to city. That is the best time to snatch an item. Don’t fret, though, items like the Zyphur Spear would never be transferred in a caravan like that. They would never be transferred at all, in fact. Only minor items listed in Kimiala’s record books are eligible for open transport. An item capable of healing people will never turn the heads of the Capital if it goes missing. It’s only the weapons of mass destruction that peak anyone’s interest. Figures, eh?”

			Ika could hardly believe he was going to spend his December getting his spine torn out while he was still awake. It seemed like this month was just topping itself over and over with how horrendous it could get. “So you’ll, what, play this thing while the ritual is going on? Or will you play it leading up to the ritual, then stop when it begins? Also, how do you know how to play it at all? Is there a specific set of notes you need to memorize?”

			“Already memorized the song,” said Phiggy. “Please treat me with some respect. Like I’ve already mentioned, I did my research before coming here. I would not have shown my face at all if I wasn’t sure I knew what I was doing. I went all the way to Old Umbra to find very old writings of Huckleberry’s songs. Huckleberry was born in Old Umbra, so his work was collected and maintained there in a sort of museum for heroes and famous figures from the city. I snuck into the museum every single night for three months to practice various versions of his two most famous healing songs. The two songs were known as ‘The Last Kiss’ and ‘With These Hands’, both written in eight ninety-nine. Those two songs are going to get you your legs back, Ika.”

			Ika was excited at the thought of getting to walk again; of getting to train again. He spent countless nights lying awake and begging Meamara for that opportunity. But perhaps he should’ve been careful what he wished for, because now he had his chance. But it wasn’t quite as gracious as he pictured it being in his head. But he would do it regardless. He would do the ritual and get his legs back. What’s a little bit of searing, mind-numbing, insanity inducing, will-breaking pain after all? Piece of cake. 

			“Is this the only reason you’ve come here?” asked Cinnamon. “Why do I have the feeling there is more you’re just waiting for the right moment to tell us?”

			Everyone looked to Phiggy. 

			Phiggy tapped his claws on the armrest again. “Smart rabbit. There is actually something else very important I would like to share.”

			“Okay?” said Ika. “What . . . is it?”

			Phiggy pointed up to the ceiling. “You should probably get the girl down here if I’m going to get to the juicy bit, since it pertains to her.”

			If Ika getting gruesome spinal surgery wasn’t the juicy bit, he didn’t want to imagine what was in Phiggy’s mind.

			Alice ran to the stairs and yelled up. “Chandi! Come back down here! Phiggy has something important he would like to say to you! It’s non-negotiable. Get down here!”

			After a few minutes of thumping from above, Chandi came quietly down the stairs and into the living room. Her entire head was still covered in white bandages, but Ika could see the hurt in her eyes from what he said earlier.

			He was only telling the truth. She was being hypocritical. 

			She walked past Ika and sat back down on the couch next to Master Cinnamon. “What is it? Is it something bad?”

			Phiggy snickered. “Oh, I wouldn’t say so at all. I’ll make this part brief. You have learned Filiorvis, just like I suggested you should. Which means you are now ready to take on Wriliara. You are ready to fight him to the death. Thing is, now is your best chance to do it.”

			“What?” Chandi sat forward on the couch. “How can you be sure?”

			Phiggy leaned forward in Alice’s chair to match her. “Because . . . Kirga has split up his group. He is heading toward Opiana Mountain with Prince Keji as we speak. But he has sent his newest Apostle, Percy Coldshire, as well as Wriliara, north toward Tankam. He wants them to kill the great lion, Pelopidas. Pelopidas is a legendary figure in the northern regions. If he dies, King Stultis will need to focus all of his efforts on stabilizing the north. Old Umbra may use Pelopidas’ death as an opportunity to launch an attack on their rival city. The Dalada will need to be sent there as soon as possible to prevent something crazy happening.”

			Phiggy began to slowly pace back and forth. “The other good thing for Gira is that Kirga has been slowed down by Belasefka. They fought an intense battle recently. Kirga, along with the Coldshire Gang, went toe-to-toe with the Dalada member. I watched the whole thing. It was quite awesome. Unfortunately, Kirga survived and managed to escape. But he is weakened.” He waved a hand. “But that’s not important for Chandi’s mission. Saving Pelopidas is. He cannot die.”

			“Wriliara’s trying to create a distraction,” said Ika, putting it together in his head.

			Phiggy nodded. “That’s right, my boy. Kirga does not want someone like Don-Galaga waiting for him at Opiana. However, now Wriliara does not have Kirga’s protection. If you can get past Percy as well, you’ll have Snake Boy all to yourself. And trust me; with that new Curse under your belt, Percy will be child’s play for you. Kill him as a nice warm up to the main act . . . then kill Wriliara. Now is your opportunity, Chandi. Don’t sit on your hands and let it slip by. If you can stop Wriliara before he and Percy kill Pelopidas, then you can kill two birds with one stone. You can stop Kirga from achieving Dual Affinity, while also depriving him of his most powerful Apostle.”

			Chandi fiddled with her hands, her eyes darting around the room. Ika recalled her reading about Pelopidas before during her lengthy studying sessions in the Turquoise Town library. She used to give him bits and pieces of her knowledge, which he only ever half listened to.

			 “How will I catch him?” she asked, her voice almost as soft as a whisper.

			Phiggy threw his arms out. “Sweetie, how do you think? I can use my Runework to drop you off close to Tankam. I don’t have any Runes directly outside of the city, as security regarding those things is quite extensive in Tankam. But I can get you close enough to cut Wriliara off before he beats you there.”

			Chandi paused for a second. Then, very quickly, she stood up from the couch and walked in front of Phiggy in the center of the room. “When do we leave?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven: Chandi Departs
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			“Whoa, whoa!” said Alice. “Hang on a second now. Chandi isn’t going anywhere alone with you. And she isn’t going to fight two Apostles by herself. Cinnamon can go with her to take care of this ‘Percy’. And then Cinnamon and Chandi can just defeat Wriliara together. And bring him to jail. Chandi doesn’t need blood on her hands.” She turned to Chandi. “Would that be enough for you? Would you consider your parents avenged if you made sure Wriliara rotted behind bars for the rest of his life? I personally think that is a much more fitting ending for someone like him. Death is a mercy for a monster like that. Please don’t let yourself become a killer. It’s not you. I was going to save this talk for a later time, but apparently we need to have it right now.”

			“There’s no need for that talk,” said Chandi. “I’m not going to become a monster, Alice. I promise. But I will kill him. I just have to. I don’t trust that someone as crafty as him won’t find a way to break out of jail. And even if he couldn’t, he doesn’t deserve to live. You have to let me do this. My grandmother knew enough to step aside and let me take this path.”

			Chandi wasn’t sure what she was feeling at the moment. She knew she was nervous, but she wouldn’t go as far as to say scared. Wriliara was within her grasp. That in itself was not fazing her. But the thought of taking on another Apostle at the same time made her feel uneasy. She felt her new power coursing through her veins. She knew she was several times the Oracle she was before Filiorvis. But even so, could she fight two at once? 

			But that thought didn’t matter. Like Alice said, Master Cinnamon can go with her. She would feel more than safe fighting alongside him. 

			Alice gave in and sadly nodded. “I just don’t want you to lose yourself.”

			“I’m afraid I already have,” answered Chandi.

			“Then it’s settled,” said Phiggy. “Good, good. Then we should be on our way soon. I’d get a sack together with some food or items you’d like to take with you. As I said, I don’t have Runes right outside of Tankam. You’ll still need to walk for a bit. I’d bring some clothes and an extra set of bandages, if you’re so keen on hiding your appearance forever. I personally think you should just suck it up and own your scars, but that isn’t important right now. You do what you wanna, darling.”

			“But the girl hasn’t even had the chance to test her new Curse yet,” said Master Cinnamon. “We’ll have to fit in a training session while we travel, Chandi. I’d like you to actually try out using the Curse in an open area. Knowing a Curse and putting it into practice are too very different things.”

			Phiggy held up a hand. “Actually, I’m sorry. I forgot to address what Alice suggested earlier. When it comes to the rabbit going with her to Tankam . . . that cannot happen. The girl will be taking this final journey alone.”

			“What!” yelled Ika. “What are you talking about? Why would she have to go alone? Master Cinnamon can fight with her. I’ve already sent my uncle away to fight alone. I’m not doing the same for Chandi! She needs someone to have her back!”

			“Sorry,” said Phiggy, shrugging, “but I need the rabbit here for your ritual. I was hoping to use Ajith as the master of Kanah to regulate your Kanah during the ritual, but she’s dead. So now all I have is the rabbit. It’s common for one or two experienced Oracles to watch over and lend some of their own energy to a process like this. Otherwise, you get torn apart on the operating table by the Kanahs of yourself and the Jinx. Cinnamon cannot leave. Chandi is on her own for this.”

			“I can do it,” said Chandi. Internally she was less than pleased with going alone, but she did not want Ika to worry about her. And she didn’t want Alice to argue her all the way out the door. If she needed to do it alone, then she would do it alone. 

			Ika stared at her. “I . . . I just . . . I don’t like this, Chandi. Uncle Gira and now you? Everyone seems like they’re going on suicide missions.”

			“We have no other choice, Ika,” replied Chandi. She was still hurt from his earlier outburst about her scars. She was quickly getting over it by seeing the overwhelming concern in his eyes, however. It was difficult to stay angry with him when he cared for her so manifestly. “I know you’re scared. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little bit scared, too. But this is what we’ve wanted, right? We’ve wanted to be treated like adults; like real Oracles. Well . . . now we’re real Oracles. Real Oracles get the dangerous jobs.”

			Ika hung his head and gripped his pant legs. “I know. I get it.” He looked up at her again. “Just . . . fight smart. Don’t just run at them both at the same time. Take them one at a time. And Chandi . . .”

			“Yes, Ika?”

			“Show no mercy. Do not hold back on them; especially Wriliara. I know you’re not as prone to these things as I am, but Wriliara will take advantage of your mercy if you show it to him. He will cut your throat if you give him an inch of courtesy. Fight him dirty if you have to. I don’t care about honour, and neither should you. Kill him as fast as you can, in any way you can. Please promise me that.”

			She had thought about this already. She knew it would be hard for her to take life in anger. It was not in her to do so. She wanted to believe she could brutally dispatch of Wriliara without a problem, but she worried if she would show a moment of hesitation when that time came. Ika was right; hesitation in a fight to the death could very well cost her that fight. This was a lesson Master Cinnamon had been trying to get into her for years. She just hoped the lesson stuck.

			“I promise,” she said, very softly.

			Ika did not look very convinced, but seceded anyway. “Okay then. Then I wish you the best of luck. And I just want to let you know that I’ll kick your ass if you die.”

			She laughed. “I’ll remember that.”

			Phiggy stood up. “That’s settled. Good. Let’s get this show on the road. Rabbit, can you help the girl get some provisions together?”

			Cinnamon grumbled and got to his feet as well. “If it’s what Chandi wishes . . . then I’ll give this mission my blessing.”

			Chandi nodded to Cinnamon. “Thank you, Master. I won’t let you down.”

			“I know you won’t,” said Cinnamon, smiling. “I’ve trained you better than that.”

			He quickly went upstairs to reach his Gritka. He was on his way to head in there and make up a sack full of food for Chandi, just like he did for Gira before he departed on his own mission. 

			“After you help transport Chandi,” said Ika, “can you please do something to help my uncle as well? I don’t think he will catch up to Kirga in time. It’ll take him far too long to reach Opiana, even if he doesn’t rest at all.”

			“Of course,” said Phiggy. “Trust me, I was already planning to swing back and help Gira. I admire your uncle’s gumption, but the man has no chance of beating Kirga to the mountain without my help. Kirga has too much of a head start. I’ll use my Runes to drop him somewhere closer as well.”

			“Thanks,” said Ika. Chandi could tell he meant it.

			Phiggy looked surprised. “Well, well, well. Finally . . . some gratitude around here.” He smiled and tilted his head. “It feels nice. A little appreciation now and again is good for the soul.”

			Ika rolled his eyes. “You ruined it.”

			“We do appreciate your help,” said Chandi. She let her eyes harden. “However, please don’t think we’re also naïve enough to think you have been helping us out of the goodness of your heart. You want something. I don’t know what it is, but you’re willing to use us to get it.”

			Phiggy feigned innocence, holding his hands up in surrender. “Darling, I only want to prevent the world from being destroyed. I don’t think that is a very nefarious goal.”

			“But you’ve never said why you think it has to be them,” said Pattamis, drawing everyone’s attention over to him. He was frowning deeply at Phiggy from his spot on the couch. “This world is full of strong Oracles . . . but you’ve fixated on this family. They may warm up to ya, but not me. I still think you’re a smelly little dog man who is up to somethin. I don’t know what . . . but it’s somethin, all right. And I’ll personally kick your creepy, condescending, self-righteous ass if you plan to harm these kids in any way.”

			“Pattamis!” exclaimed Ika. “Come on now. There’s no need for that.”

			Phiggy flicked his eyes to Ika, then back to the hat. “You know, normally I would be quite upset when threatened like that; but seeing as how you have no legs to kick me with, I’m willing to let it slide.”

			“Oooooh, very original,” mocked Pattamis, sticking his dark fabric tongue out. 

			“That’s enough,” said Chandi. “I’m going to help Master Cinnamon get ready. Everyone just stay here and try not to bicker with each other. This is arguably the most important moment in my life. I’d like everyone to remain mature and focused.”

			Phiggy bowed. “Absolutely. I’ll be on my best behaviour.”

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi found Cinnamon’s giant white pot in the spare room, leaning against the bed. She took the cork out of the top and let herself be sucked inside of his portable, secret hideout. 

			She didn’t land in the lime green water that surrounded the little island the rabbit’s mansion was on. She instead landed safely on the wooden bridge that led up to the house. She walked up to the front door and knocked three times. “Master! It’s me. Can I come in and help you pack?”

			“Of course you can!” came Cinnamon’s voice from deep inside.

			Chandi opened the door and made her way down to the basement, where she knew Cinnamon would be. His seemingly endless supply of Jinxed food was always kept there. 

			She stopped as she came into the dusty grey room she and Ika had once been trapped inside. It felt like a lifetime ago. They had almost caught up to Kirga and Wriliara, but Gira tricked them and made a secret deal with Master Cinnamon to lock them in the basement when the time for the fight came. Gira was smart enough to know they were not ready for that confrontation. They, on the other hand, were too young and inexperienced to know they would’ve been torn apart in mere moments. Even Vedara, who was near death when they found him, would’ve killed them if Master Cinnamon hadn’t shown up to save them at the very last second. That whole experience was their wakeup call. It was the moment they recognized they needed far more training to take on the Oracles they were hunting.

			Well now Chandi had completed her training, and even Cinnamon agreed she was as ready as she would ever be. The time had actually arrived. It was strange to stand in the room again where a childish and foolish girl was once confined to save her from herself. Now she was a powerful woman, prepared to do whatever it took to give Wriliara what he deserved. 

			Cinnamon was digging through a massive pile of boxes. Some of them sparked with blue energy and gave off a cool mist, and others were pulsing red and emanated a strong warmth. All Jinxed for preservation. 

			Cinnamon packed some sandwiches into a tall black backpack. “You can pick out whatever foods you’d like, sweetheart. Don’t let me stop you.”

			Chandi wandered around and rummaged through the boxes for a bit. She found some preserved fruits she wished to take with her. She was tempted to grab pastries or other snacks, but she wanted proper fueling food if she was about to have the hardest duel of her life. She wanted to be energized and strong. She added three apples, four oranges, two pears, and two peaches into the backpack. She noticed while doing so that the backpack itself was also Jinxed. It was able to hold a great deal more than it should’ve based on its size. This wasn’t surprising, as Cinnamon’s hidden home operated the same exact way, only amplified thousands of times stronger. 

			“Are you nervous?” she asked after a while.

			“Me?” Cinnamon poked his head out of one of the boxes and frowned. “What do I have to be nervous about?”

			Chandi looked at her feet, unsure how to answer. “I mean . . . do you think I’m going to die?”

			Cinnamon froze. He stopped moving the boxes around or shuffling his feet. He stood still, staring at Chandi with a blank expression. “Chandi, I have nothing but faith in your strength. I know this is not goodbye. You and I will see each other again. And when that time comes, you’ll have the rest of your life to live in peace and happiness, just like Ajith wanted for you. We’ll have to stop Kirga as well, of course. But once all is settled and done . . . we can all be happy.” He took in a deep breath. “I am feeling nervous, yes. But not about your death. I’m nervous about you taking life. Killing someone changes you. It takes something from the soul. I just . . . don’t want to see you come home a different person. I want to see the same looks in your eyes, and the same smiles on your face. I want Chandi MorrowHill to remain Chandi MorrowHill.”

			Chandi smiled. “I promise not to come home someone else.”

			“Good,” said Cinnamon. “Because I love you. And I would hate to look at you at any point in the future and not recognize what I see.”

			Chandi wondered how it would feel to know she had killed Wriliara with her own hands. She had thought of the scene in her head a million times over the years. She could never predict how she would react. Would she smile? Would she cry? Would she throw up? Would she relish in it and laugh? She didn’t see herself ever doing the last one. But how could she know? She had never killed someone before. She very badly injured many people during the Battle for Porshalla. She broke the bodies of many of Barrick Tendiga’s men. But no kills under her belt.

			Ika could not say the same. He had killed Barrick Tendiga; put a massive, bloody hole in the man’s chest. He had handled it relatively well. He was disturbed by what he had done in anger, but managed to live with the blood on his hands. Chandi suspected this was due to two reasons. The first was that Ika was a Moon Affinity Oracle, which made him less vulnerable to the guilt of taking life. And the second reason was that Barrick Tendiga deserved it. He was a horrible man who needed to die in order for Porshalla to return to some state of peace. 

			The second reason also applied to Chandi in the case of Wriliara. He deserved to die horribly after what he did to Chandi’s parents right in front of her. It was the first reason that escaped Chandi. She was born under the sun. She would be prone to grief when forced to live with blood on her hands. 

			“I love you too, Master. I’ll make you proud.”

			“Oh, I know you will,” said Cinnamon. “Now wait right there. I have one more thing I would like to gift to you before your duel. It’s only ornamental more than anything . . . but . . . somehow, I think you will appreciate it.”

			Cinnamon ran on four legs—something Chandi truly did not see very often—up the stairs and out of sight. Chandi waited for only a couple of minutes before her master came flying down the stairs again at a blinding speed. 

			She noticed when he finally slid to a stop in front of her that he had something rather large between his front paws. “What is that?”

			He held it out for her to look at. 

			It was a dark blue mask of some kind. It looked like it was crafted from glass; carved in masterful ways to look like the image of the face of a blue tiger with blazing white eyes. It was a terrifying, yet also beautiful mask. There was a thick black strap behind it, made for the wearer to tie it onto their head. The strap at the back would cover most of Chandi’s head. Only the dark patches of her burned hair would be visible at the top of her near-bald head. 

			She took it in her hands and felt it’s weight. “T-thank you, Master. This is for me to wear during my duel?”

			“It is for you to wear whenever you like,” answered the rabbit. “It is an extremely rare item. I’m not messing around with you when I say it would be worth more to sell than all of Turquoise Town. So, yeah, you better damn well appreciate what a generous master you have.”

			Chandi laughed. “I do, I do. But where did you get this thing? What even is it? I know it’s obviously a mask, but why is it a tiger? And what significance does it have? Is it supposed to symbolize something I should know about?”

			“Oh, honey, that’s a long tale”

			Chandi desperately wanted to hear the story, but recognized that she did not have the time to sit through it. She would beat Wriliara, then come back and listen to the entire tale. 

			Cinnamon looked at the mask and smiled. “I will tell you the name of the person who wore it, however. I’ll try to summarize as best I can. Her name was Makenna Milton, and she was a hero to many in the north. She wore this blue tiger mask to hide her identity while she performed various kinds of vigilante justice within her city of Tankam. The most miraculous thing about her was that she never actually used Curses. She could only use Jinxes, and yet still she was strong enough to tidy up crime on her off hours. Most people never knew about her secret identity until after her untimely demise. I’ll tell you the whole tale when you return from your journey, though. There is so much that can be said about Lady Milton. And as for how I got my paws on it . . . well . . . Makenna actually gave it to me herself as a gift. She was a friend of mine from long ago. I even helped her out during her crimefighting days. We went on many adventures together.” 

			He sighed sadly. “Though that all feels like another lifetime now. Many memories have that effect when you live to be as old as I am. The memories also become . . . very painful. All of the friends I have made over the years who were not Wenny Rabbits obviously died before me. Their lifespan is nowhere near mine. It is a hard thing to watch everyone you love eventually die. And Makenna Milton’s life did not end happily.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Chandi. “I can’t imagine having to slowly watch all of your loved ones die. I . . . I promise you won’t have to watch me die for a very long time.”

			Cinnamon smirked. “I’ll take it.”

			 

			D

			 

			Everything was ready, and Phiggy was growing impatient in the living room. Chandi changed into a set of burgundy winter clothes and heavy black boots. She also wore a long black scarf that wrapped around to cover the lower half of her face. What remained of her head was covered in a new set of white bandages. The bandages were not actually for healing her. Her healing process was essentially done by this point. She only wore them now to hide her appearance. She would remove them when she was sure she was alone. She would replace the bandages with Makenna’s mask. 

			Chandi quickly explained the mask to Ika when he spotted her fiddling with it. He was shocked and wanted to know more, but she did not have time to explain everything.

			“Okay,” she said, standing in the living room again, holding Cinnamon’s black backpack in her left hand. “I’m ready to set off. If things go perfectly, Gira will be saving Keji and stopping Kirga at the same time I’m stopping Wriliara. I have faith Gira and I can pull this off. Kirga’s whole plan is going to fall apart if we can both win our duels within the same timeframe. I actually have good feelings about this.”

			She was joined by Alice, Ika, Pattamis, Master Cinnamon, and Phiggy in the living room. They were all there to say their farewells; all except Phiggy, of course, who was there to act as her transport; there to act as the road to the fight Chandi had dreamt of for so long that she had begun to feel it would forever be out of reach. 

			Each of them—once again, save Phiggy—looked at her with sad eyes. She shook her head. “Guys, I’ll be fine. Stop looking at me like that. Have some faith.”

			“We do have faith,” said Ika. “But you still shouldn’t have to do this on your own. And all because of me.”

			She worried he would do this. “No, Ika. Don’t even start that crap. You have a chance to get your legs back. I would never hold that against you. And you should never feel guilty about that being a priority. Of course it’s the number one priority. I’m a big girl. I can handle this.”

			Ika nodded, saying nothing else. She could see the guilt on his face. He was laden with it.

			“All right,” said Phiggy. “Say your little goodbyes and we’ll get outta here. Every minute we waste is one minute closer Wriliara gets to Pelopidas.”

			Chandi understood the pressure for urgency. She walked up to Alice first, hugging her tightly. “Please don’t cry. I won’t be able to handle it.”

			She felt Alice nodding into her shoulder. “I know. I won’t cry. You know I adore you and admire you, right? You can handle anything. Just be safe and remember your training. You’ve prepared for this.”

			Chandi pulled back and looked into Alice’s green eyes. “Take care of your son for me.”

			“Always,” said Alice. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, either.” She reached up and caught Chandi’s face between her soft hands. “You will always be beautiful, by the way. And I promise your treatment is not finished yet. I will stop at nothing to reduce the severity of those burns, and to heal whatever dead skin I can. You won’t look like how you used to . . . but you’ll look better. You have my word.”

			Chandi wasn’t sure she believed her, but put on her best smile anyway. “Right now, all I’m thinking about is Wriliara.” She said that, and yet she still wore the bandages she didn’t need to hide her face. “But when I’m back, we can focus on fixing my hideousness.”

			She quickly moved on to the next person before Alice had the chance to tell her she wasn’t hideous. Chandi did not want to be patronized. She knew she looked like an utter monster. To look upon her face was enough to make someone feel sick. 

			She stood in front of Master Cinnamon now, who held Pattamis in his paws in front of his stomach. 

			“Good luck, Kid,” said Pattamis, looking up at her sadly. “You’re one badass gal in my eyes. Kick that snake’s ass. Don’t go soft on him, or I might have to take care of him myself.”

			She laughed. “I don’t doubt you could find a way to somehow do it, too. I swear I’ll give him what he has coming to him. I won’t go easy.”

			“Good girl,” said the hat, his large eyes watering.

			Chandi looked up at Cinnamon’s face. She didn’t say anything. She only smiled and nodded. He did the same, then she bent down and brought him into a hug. They held it for nearly a full minute. Pattamis was caught up into the hug as well. Chandi cherished what could be her last moments with the two of them. It could be her last moments with all of them. Her last moments in the Ivory house. Her last moments in Turquoise Town. Her last moments home. 

			She stood up and slowly moved over to the last person in the line. She was close to crying now, but managed to fight it back. She wanted to keep a level of composure for these goodbyes. She wanted them to see that she was confident she would come back from her journey alive; even though she could not realistically know that. 

			She looked down at Ika now, still dejectedly sitting in his wheelchair. “You won’t be in that much longer.”

			Ika rubbed his dead legs. “Yeah . . . I hope you’re right. But I don’t care about my legs as much as I do you coming back home alive.”

			That was too much for her. Her composure faded away and she descended into a gradually building sob. She knelt down and hugged Ika, hiding her tears in his shoulder. She could think of nothing else to say to him. She could think of no way to accurately express to him how much he meant to her. She felt even attempting to put the words together would be a waste of breath. 

			She was surprised to hear him crying into her shoulder as well. His composure was always a firmer thing, but evidently his fear for her safety was enough to do away with it. This only made Chandi anxious about her own fate. If Ika was this worried, perhaps her chances of surviving taking on Wriliara, as well as Kirga’s newest Apostle, were not as good as she had hoped.  

			They stayed like that for some time. Neither of them cared how awkward it was for Phiggy to just stand there and watch their emotional embrace. 

			Something happened when Chandi finally began to pull away that stunned everyone in the room into silence. Pattamis’ mouth hung wide open, Alice’s eyes were wide enough for red veins to be seen bulging in her eyes, Cinnamon was frozen stiff, and even Phiggy put his hands on his hips and looked around the room awkwardly.

			Ika kissed Chandi on the lips. 

			There was not much left of Chandi MorrowHill’s lips after her severe burns, but evidently Ika did not care. He took her face in his hands as she pulled away, moved her scarf down with one swift motion, and gently placed a kiss on her broken lips. 

			Chandi paused in shock for a few moments. When she finally blinked, she leaned in herself and kissed him back. Then, with her heart beating out of her chest, she pulled away and stood up. 

			“Don’t die,” said Ika, smiling softly.

			“I won’t now,” said Chandi, giggling.

			Phiggy rocked from side to side. “Weeelllllll . . . okay then. Can we get moving now?”

			Chandi had the thought of moving toward Phiggy, but discovered that she could not move her legs. She was frozen in place. A part of her had always wondered what it would feel like to kiss Ika. She knew off the top of her head the first time she ever pondered the possibility. It was her twelfth birthday. She was talking with Ika while they ate pieces of cake at his house. Alice was in the kitchen, humming some song. Chandi had stared at Ika while he was idly looking down at his cake. That was the first time she thought about standing up and kissing him. She even willed herself to get as far as placing her hands upon the top of the table to push to stand up. But she lost her nerve and settled back in the chair. She had the mental image of him pushing her away in disgust.

			But he had just kissed her first. And now of all times.

			Phiggy whistled. “Hello? Are you listening? We do not have time for whatever trance you’re in. That was quite touching and everything, but we have business to take care of.”

			Chandi snapped out of her state and walked over to Phiggy. She threw her backpack on so it was tight to her back. “I know. I’m ready.”

			“Good.” Phiggy grabbed onto Chandi’s shoulder. “Then give your final wave.”

			Chandi did. She wore her bravest smile as she waved at the only family she had left. 

			Each of them sadly waved back at her as she disappeared.

			 

			D

			 

			She was still waving when her boots hit the long grass. She wobbled, but was caught before she fell by Phiggy.

			“Easy there,” said the Gast. “I know you just had a big moment back there, but I can’t have you fainting on me.”

			Chandi shrugged him off and smirked. “Very funny.”

			Phiggy crossed his arms and shook his head. “It never fails, truly. Something about the Three Families always draws them together, in one way or another. Sometimes as enemies. Sometimes as lovers. But it’s always something.”

			She raised an eyebrow at him. “What are you talking about? What three families?”

			Phiggy laughed quietly to himself. “Oh, nothing. You wouldn’t understand anyway.” He began walking up a narrow dirt path toward a cliff. “Come on. I’ll show you the path you need to walk to beat Wriliara to Pelopidas.”

			Chandi looked around and surveyed where they had teleported to. There was not much she was able to discern about how close they were to Tankam. She could see no stone roads or settlements of any kind. To her back was a small forest of tall pines that swayed in the strong wind. And in front of her was nothing but thick brush and an array of pale boulders that led up to a sharp cliff. Phiggy was walking toward the cliff alone. She wasn’t sure how they would be able to see where to go next from up there, but trusted his judgement on the matter. 

			She followed after him, running up the dirt path. It was quite cold where they were, but there was no snow on the ground. It was cold enough for there to be ice gathering on the branches of the pine trees, though. Chandi was glad to have her scarf warming her face. She was even glad to have the bandages wrapped around her. She would not be keeping those on for long, however. Once Phiggy left her on her own, she would remove them and replace them with Makenna Milton’s tiger mask. With that on, not only would she not have to show her face, but she also had the added benefit of looking quite cool. 

			She joined Phiggy on the edge of the cliff. She looked down and saw that it was no more than twenty feet high. It looked over another forest expanding north between two long ridges of brown and grey rock. The forest looked to be hugged between two long, natural walls. Chandi assumed the ridges would protect her from the harsh winds if she walked through the low forest. It would also be very easy for her to hide from Wriliara and Percy if they were flying above. She had no doubt Percy would be flying in his giant bat form. She made a mental note to be wary of the skies while she moved. 

			Phiggy pointed north, directly down the middle of the two ridges. “This skinny woodland area here is called ‘Greymire Forest’. It’s a very quiet and safe place. The most dangerous creature you’ll find in Greymire would be nosy chipmunks. And it’s perfect for you to travel unseen to Tankam. All you have to do is walk straight north through here for a little less than a day, then you’ll be able to cut off Wriliara before he arrives at the borders of the Red City. You’re going to arrive there much sooner than Gira will arrive at Opiana. That’s the only way we can stop Kirga. You need to maintain stability in Tankam so the Dalada can be focused on Kirga only. Tankam is quite large, so you’d have to be a dullard to miss it. You’ll know it when you see it.”

			“So what will I do if I arrive sooner than Wriliara? Should I go find this legendary lion and warn him that trouble is coming?”

			Phiggy scratched his face, still staring out over the cliff. “I leave that up to you. You can try to warn Pelopidas, but he probably won’t listen to you. You can even try to warn the city guard that Kirga’s Apostles are coming. They might be able to amass a small army to come out and fight alongside their guardian lion. But you’ll have to catch the lion when he’s close to the main gate. Sometimes he walks miles away from the city’s walls, surveying a vast perimeter. My guess is Wriliara will strike when he is sure reinforcements will not make it in time.”

			“Why doesn’t Pelopidas just stay close to the city at all times?” asked Chandi.

			“Because he is very old and very stubborn,” replied Phiggy. “It’s no easy thing to tell a fighter their best days are behind them. Whether Pelopidas likes it or not, he is not the lion he once was. He can be beaten by a powerful enough Oracle. And in my opinion, Wriliara alone is powerful enough to give the creature his last fight. Pelopidas is brave and loyal, but not good at accepting when he should retire. He has been protecting Tankam his entire life. He will die doing so.”

			Chandi tried to think about what it’s going to be like to see such a legendary animal in person. A lion the size of a small mountain sounded too absurd to be true. It also sounded breathtakingly magnificent. Even if Pelopidas was not in his prime, he would surely be a thing to wonder at. 

			“Why has Pelopidas protected them for so long, anyway?” she asked. “What does he get out of it?”

			“He was found on his own and raised by Princess Elia. This was many, many years before you were even born. Before Elia died of old age, she made Pelopidas promise to look after her city. A lot of people assume Pelopidas is loyal to Tankam—and that is technically true—but the beast is really loyal to Elia. He will be until the moment he dies.” Phiggy turned to Chandi, putting a firm hand on her shoulder. “But you must stop him from dying. If you can, maybe the Dalada can be sent to Opiana in time when Pulkra convinces King Stultis that Kirga is a great enough threat to warrant it. But that hope will be dashed for good if the beast is killed. Do you understand me?”

			Chandi swallowed and nodded.

			“Good. Then be off with you. And remember: travel straight north through Greymire until you see the walls of the Red City. They’ll be . . . you know . . . red.”

			Chandi looped her thumbs through the straps of the backpack. “Yeah, I kinda figured that.”

			Phiggy stepped back and bowed. “Then we’ve covered all we need to cover. Best of luck in your duel. I wish I could be there to watch it. I have no doubt it will be an entertaining spectacle.” He sighed. “But alas, I must help Ika’s lazy uncle get to Opiana in time. The utter monkey won’t make it without me. He’s not even close to catching up with Kirga.”

			Chandi stuck out her right hand. “Thank you . . . Phiggy. Thank you for all you have done for us. We wouldn’t have even got this far without you. I’m very glad we met.”

			For a moment Chandi was sure Phiggy looked touched. He looked deeply moved by what she had said. She could never tell if he was being genuine, or if everything he did was just an act, though. She chose to believe her words actually had meaning for him.

			He grasped her hand and shook it. “You are very welcome. I just want what’s best for Wenworld. I just want to keep the Crystal safe. It’s just my . . . my job. I need to keep the Crystal safe.”

			“For who?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. She had lured him into saying more than he usually would. It was not her intention. She meant what she said before. But she had stumbled into figuring out more about the strange individual who had been stalking them for so long. She couldn’t let the opportunity go.

			“That is far too long a story,” said Phiggy. “Believe me when I tell you you don’t have the time.”

			“Give me the short version.”

			“Not possible.”

			Chandi put her hands into the pockets of her jacket. They were already becoming cold. She hoped Master Cinnamon packed a pair of gloves before she left Turquoise Town. “Okay, then just answer one simple question.”

			Phiggy narrowed his golden eyes back at her. “I’m listening. But make it quick.”

			“Are you really a Gast?”

			Phiggy dramatically blew a sharp breath through his nose. “No, I’m a damn Wenny Rabbit. What would make you ask something like that? Do I look like anything else to you?”

			“Please don’t lie,” said Chandi. “Gast have Crimson eyes. All of them have crimson eyes. I’ve never seen one, nor read of one in any book—trust me, I scoured the library last year—who has gold eyes. What’s with your eyes, Phiggy? Tell the truth. It’s all I ask. This could be the last time we see each other if I die fighting Wriliara. Why are your eyes gold?”

			Phiggy said nothing for a handful of seconds. He seemed to be weighing his potential responses. Chandi could see the internal struggle he was having clearly on his face. The diplomatic side of him appeared to come out victorious, because he sighed and smiled. “Fine, fine.” He looked her steady in the eyes. “I’m not actually a Gast. This . . .” he gestured down at his body, “. . .  is not my true form. It is the not the form I was born as.”

			“I KNEW IT!” screamed Chandi. Her voice echoed down into Greymire Forest. “Then what are you?”

			“Human,” said Phiggy, without hesitation. “Just like you.”

			Chandi’s smile at being right on her assumption faded away just as quickly as it had taken over her face. She didn’t know what answer she was expecting, but for some reason she wasn’t expecting that. She didn’t know a human being could take the form of a Gast. She suspected maybe Phiggy was a Sensara, who were known for strange Kanah techniques at times. 

			“You’re a . . . a human? Really?”

			Phiggy shrugged. “Yep. Just as human as you; though much, much older. Much smarter, too. And much better looking. But that one is a given . . . since . . . you know.” He gestured to her bandaged face.

			She frowned at him.

			“Too soon?” He patted her on the back and began to walk in the other direction. “Bye now. Good luck! You’ll likely need it.”

			“Wait! Can I see your true form, then?”

			Phiggy waved over his shoulder. “Nope.” 

			He clapped his hands over his head and disappeared into thin air.

			Chandi was entirely alone. The gravity of her situation didn’t set in until she was sure Phiggy was gone. She felt her stomach burning and grumbling just above the belly button. “Okay. Here we go.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight: Dreams of the Past II
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			29 years ago . . . 

			 

			Gira was punching his pillow. He was certainly too old to be putting on a display like that—being seventeen—but he couldn’t help himself. It just wasn’t fair. How come Ikarus got everything all the time? Why did he get to be so strong, so cool, and so likable? 

			Alice was in love with Gira’s older brother. It broke Gira’s heart to accept. There wasn’t a single thing in the world Gira wouldn’t do for Alice, and yet her heart was with Ikarus. Yes, they were only teenagers. Perhaps their love wouldn’t last. Perhaps it was just a phase, and Alice would soon see that she belonged with Gira instead. As nice as the thought was, Gira doubted it. The passion between Alice and his brother was too strong. It was . . . special.

			Gira wished he could have something special like that with someone. But no one ever liked him the way everyone seemed to like Ikarus.

			Kirga walked into Gira’s bedroom wearing a pair of black pajamas with little smiling moon patterns on them. Gira may have been acting childish, but Kirga looked the part. “Still punching your pillow, eh?”

			Gira spun around and jumped off of the bed, straightening his clothes with the palms of his hands. “No!”

			Kirga raised his eyebrow and flicked his Genmaga eyes over to the pillow. It was very obviously indented in several places by a fist.

			Gira looked back at his pillow, noticing the damage, then looked back to Kirga. His shoulders slumped forward. He let out a long, depressed sigh. “Maybe.” 

			Kirga walked forward and tilted Gira’s head upward with a finger. “You know . . . your unwillingness to let Alice go could end up tearing apart our friend group. I really don’t want to see that happen. Do you?”

			“Of course not.”

			Kirga smiled. “Then you have to let her go, Gira. In my opinion, it’s her loss. You’ll find someone better for you someday. If she has fallen for Ikarus, then that was fate. Let it be and move on with your life. I promise you you’ll gain no happiness from this obsession.”

			Gira balled his fists. He hated being spoken down to like he was a child; especially from someone wearing smiling moon pajamas. “And how would you feel if Casey loved someone else? Would you just move on with your life?”

			Kirga and Casey had been openly dating for a few years now. They were so obsessed with each other by this point it was positively nauseating for everybody else but them.

			Kirga froze. He looked away from Gira, his eyes moving back and forth in deep thought. “I . . . I just want Casey to be happy. If he was no longer happy with me . . . I would want him to move on. I would wish him happiness with whoever it was he found.”

			Gira barked out a laugh. “You’re such a liar.”

			Kirga smiled. “Of course I’m lying. I would kill whoever he fell in love with and eat their liver. But this isn’t about me, so stop changing the subject. Do as I say, not as I do, little brother.”

			“No, you’re a hypocrite,” said Gira, walking over to sit on the end of his bed. “I love her, Kirga. I can’t let her go. I refuse to. I know I would be better for her than Ikarus. I just damn know it!”

			Kirga came over and sat down next to Gira. He placed a hand on Gira’s leg. “Do you truly love her, Gira? I mean, down to your soul. Are you positive this is something you cannot get over?”

			Gira looked over to his brother. There was steel in his silver eyes. “I do love her. You have to believe me. I . . . I think I always will. No matter what. She makes me happy. And I admire her. I just don’t get why she doesn’t see anything in me.” His lip quivered. “What’s wrong with me?”

			Kirga hugged him. “Nothing is wrong with you, Gira. You’re perfect exactly as you are. These things happen in life. Sometimes two people are just not meant to be. I wish I could give you tips on how to move past this, but you got me with the Casey comparison.” He slowly pushed away from the hug. “I seriously have no idea how I would live if Casey looked past me in favour of somebody else. I wouldn’t have words to describe the grief. I’d give my life if Casey simply asked me to. Dad tells me I’m being immature. He says I’m too young to know I love someone that much. But Dad is wrong.”

			Gira took in a breath and bit down on his trembling lip. “That’s how I feel about Alice. You have to believe me, Kirga. I love her just like you do Casey.”

			Kirga gently gripped the back of Gira’s neck. “Then I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry. I know there’s nothing I can say to make this better.”

			Gira rested his head on Kirga’s shoulder. “I just don’t get what she sees in him. Don’t get me wrong, I love Ikarus. He’s strong, brave, and a great brother. But . . . I’m still better.”

			Kirga snickered. “I share that same opinion, actually. But you can’t force someone to like you if they just don’t. In a romantic way, anyway. I know Alice cares about you a lot. But she sees you more like a brother, I think.”

			“She’s not dumb enough to miss the fact that I’ve fallen for her,” said Gira.

			Kirga hummed deeply. “Yeah, she definitely knows. I think she just wants to avoid hurting you, so she’ll pretend she has no idea.”

			Gira could not hope to explain the pain he was in to Kirga. He tried his best to convey how he felt when he compared Alice to Casey. But even that comparison just seemed to break Kirga’s brain. He couldn’t even imagine what it would feel like, so Gira knew better than to assume Kirga was fully on the same page with just how distraught Gira was watching Alice completely ignore him at times in favour of Ikarus. It was unbearable.

			Gira had been deeply fond of Alice ever since they met. Some of his best memories came from the time they would spend together alone as kids. This was before he introduced her to Kirga and Ikarus. As he sat with his head on Kirga’s shoulder, he found himself regretting ever letting Alice meet his brothers. That was his worst mistake. He wished he had kept Alice his own little secret. Maybe she would’ve fallen for him instead if he did that. He would’ve had her all to himself.

			He frowned at his thoughts. What kind of attitude was that? He was better than that. Don-Galaga had raised him to be a better man than that. This behaviour was selfish and pathetic. If she did not love him, then there was nothing he could do about that. That was life. Kirga was right: it was her loss. Maybe he just needed to hold his head up and not be such a baby about it. Sometimes things just didn’t work out between two people. Even so, he had little faith he would find someone else. His passion for Alice was intense enough for him to recognize he would likely never get over his unrequited love. But he could still move on with his life, even if the pain was still lingering somewhere deep inside his heart. He had no choice. What was he going to do, cry about it for the rest of his life? That’s illogical. 

			Gira sat up straight. “You’re right, Kirga.”

			“I always am,” the other boy replied immediately.

			“I’ll try my best to push it down. I can’t get rid of these feelings, but I can suppress them to save our group. I don’t want to be the one who splits us up because of jealousy. I’ll be mature about it.”

			“I admire that,” said Kirga. “And trust me, one day you’ll find someone else who makes you even happier. I promise.”

			Gira appreciated how much Kirga was trying to make him feel better, but he highly doubted any girl in Wenworld could ever compare to Alice.

			“What is going on in here?”

			Gira and Kirga both flinched, looking over to the doorway. Standing there was Don-Galaga. To the rest of the world he would only ever be seen in his extravagant sapphire cloak, carrying his brilliantly crafted pale staff in his hand. But to them he was just ‘Dad’, and was currently wearing nothing more elaborate than a dark grey sleeping robe. He even wore a pair of black slippers that were almost hilarious to be seen worn by a man of his godlike reputation. 

			Gira straightened his back and cleared his throat. “N-n-nothing! Me and Kirga were just chatting before bed.”

			Don-Galaga’s face remained stoic. His voice was steady. “About?”

			“Training,” answered Kirga. “Gira . . . well . . . he wishes we had more chances to actually spar. You’ve been too easy on us lately, Dad. You used to let us fight. You haven’t in over a year. We were just wondering what led you to change our regimen.”

			Gira was always a little impressed how good Kirga was at lying. There was not a hint of insecurity in his voice. And there was no lie in his eyes, either. He could come up with a story in only a few seconds, and could convince almost anyone of its validity. Almost anyone.

			Don-Galaga let out one sharp breath through his nose; his version of a laugh. “You’re lying, but that is fine. If you wish to spar so bad, get dressed and meet me behind the house. The two of you will spar right now.”

			Just like that he turned around and disappeared down the hall.

			Kirga called after him. “Dad, wait! It’s almost time for bed, we can’t just spar now! Hang on a second! We can spar tomorrow!”

			Even though he was already down the hall, Don-Galaga’s calm voice still somehow carried loudly, as if he were still standing in the room. “No. You will spar now. Get dressed. I won’t ask a third time.”

			Kirga looked over to Gira, guilt on his face. “I’m sorry. I just walked us into that one, and I know you are definitely not in the mood to spar right now. It was just the first thing that came to mind. It didn’t even matter, because he still knew I was lying.”

			Gira smirked. “It’s okay. You tried your best. I’m just glad we didn’t have to have this embarrassing conversation with Dad. He is the last person I’d want to talk to about Alice.”

			“Who knows,” said Kirga, hiding a laugh, “maybe he would actually give some good advice for you.”

			Gira looked up at his brother like he had just sprouted another head. “Yeah . . . whatever you say.” He stood up from the bed and made for the door. “Now come on. You need to get back to your room and get out of those stupid pajamas if we’re going to spar.”

			Kirga looked down at his nightwear, a look of hurt in his eyes. “What’s wrong with them? They’re cool.”

			 

			D

			 

			Gira waited outside of Kirga’s room while he was getting changed. When the two of them were walking down the hall to get there, Gira noticed Ikarus’ bedroom door was half open. He peeked inside and saw Ikarus fast asleep. He was even lightly snoring.

			This bugged Gira quite a bit. How come he got to sleep while Don-Galaga pestered Kirga and him for more training? It was so late. Sparring outside now was stupid. And Kirga was right; Don-Galaga hadn’t forced them to fight each other in a long time. Why was he in such a rush to watch his sons fight now? What was his agenda? Gira knew his father well enough to realize there was always an agenda of some kind with him.

			Kirga opened his door. He was wearing a full set of black training clothes. They were tight to his body, showing very clearly how much more muscular definition he had than Gira did. He was more muscular than Ikarus too, though. Gira was always rather skinny, but toned. Ikarus was quite bulky, but still no match for Kirga. Kirga packed on muscle with greater ease than any of them. It was almost frightening. 

			They quickly walked to the front of the house and out the main door together. They did not want to keep their father waiting. He was prone to getting substantially grumpy when faced with tardy sons.

			It was uncomfortably humid outside. Gira hated when it was this hot. He knew he was about to get sweaty, too. His clothes would be sticking to his body by the time he was allowed to come back inside. 

			He immediately swatted at bugs as he made his way through the tall grass in only a slim pair of training shoes. The mosquitoes were out in dense waves. The crickets were also performing a symphony of annoying splendour in the grass. Gira was miserable already, and he just got outside. 

			Don-Galaga had his pale staff in hand now. It lit the area behind the house, allowing the boys to see where they were going as they walked to him. 

			Kirga was also swatting at bugs and grunting under his breath. “Dad . . . we really should do this tomorrow. We can barely see.”

			“Good,” replied Don-Galaga. He was still wearing his night robe. The bugs seemed to be completely leaving him be, even though he acted as the source of a bright white light. The gem at the top should’ve been a beacon for every winged bug around, but even they knew better than to encroach on his space. “You can’t always fight under your own preferable conditions. Sometimes you must fight in the dark. Now square off and prepare to fight.”

			“Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

			Gira was a little nervous now. He knew how strong Kirga was. He was not looking forward to getting his ass kicked in front of Don-Galaga. He was already deeply upset by the situation with Alice. He didn’t want to end his day by getting beat up by the person who was just trying to comfort him. 

			He walked to stand on the left side of Don-Galaga, spinning to face Kirga and standing roughly four meters away. All right. Let’s do this. You know Kirga is too strong to wrestle with. You know his hand-to-hand skills are superior to yours; though, I plan to change that within the next two years. I’ll catch up with him soon. But for now, let’s not get too close. He’ll whoop me if I try to turn this into a physical bout. I need to use Kanah right away and keep my distance. 

			Kirga’s face was steady as stone. He was not nervous at all. He was sure he was going to win. That annoyed Gira. He wanted to see Kirga have at least the slightest sign of anxiety. His utter lack of caring about whether he might lose the fight was hurtful. Gira thought he was good enough to at least make Kirga a little wary. Apparently not.

			“Are you two prepared to fight?” asked Don-Galaga. 

			Gira took in a breath and planted his feet firmly in the grass. He could barely see Kirga on the other side of the white circle of light. “I’m ready.”

			Kirga rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. “Yep.”

			Don-Galaga let a few seconds of tense silence hang in the air. He eventually took one long step back. “Your goal is to make the other submit by any means necessary. Show me what you have learned over the past year. Now . . . begin!”

			Gira jumped backward into the darkness right away. He feared Kirga would run at him like a madman as soon as Don-Galaga gave the okay. Instead, Kirga just stood there. He wasn’t even in a fighting stance. He wasn’t attempting to use any Curses or even transform his Kanah in any way. 

			He pities me, thought Gira. He pities me because of how upset I was earlier. I love you, Kirga, but please don’t treat me like a baby. Don’t hold back. That’s only going to make me feel worse. Give me everything you’ve got!

			Gira let a Transformation of dark grey Kanah fire out from his hand as he swatted it through the air. The Kanah left him and propelled itself toward Kirga in the form of long grey darts. 

			Kirga effortlessly sliced each dart out of the air . . . with his bare hand? Surely Gira was seeing things. There was no way he could pull a trick like that off. They hadn’t spared together in a while, but Gira refused to believe his brother had advanced to this degree. 

			He changed his Transformation technique to a simple blast of crimson energy that launched toward Kirga’s chest. Kirga actually jumped out of the way of that one, which let Gira know that Transformation was the better choice for this fight.

			Before he did anything else, he made sure to look fixedly into Kirga’s eyes. He tried to convey his thoughts using only his stare. Kirga . . . please try hard. Don’t patronize me in front of Dad. It’s okay if you hurt me. Just . . . fight back.

			He saw Kirga’s chin dip ever so slightly on the other side of the light. He got the message. From this point on the fight would be real.

			Kirga sprinted forward to close the distance between them. Gira almost shouted from the shock of his brother’s incredible speed. They were within grappling distance in the time it took for only a single second to pass. 

			Gira lifted his right leg as fast as possible in an attempt to kick Kirga in the head; or at least to just make him stagger back and give back some distance. Kirga responded to this so fast it was like he knew it was going to happen. He ducked under the kick before Gira’s leg was even all the way raised. He slid down to crash his body into Gira’s firm left leg. He wrapped both arms around the leg as if he were hugging him, then he lifted Gira into the air and slammed him onto his back.

			Kirga was on top of Gira within the next few seconds, raining down punch after punch into Gira’s raised forearms. Gira did his best to guard his head from the punches, but one would slip in every other second, causing his vision to go blurry with the force brought behind each blow. It was like a hammer was being taken to the top of his skull. It was like his brain was bouncing up and down, hitting the floor and roof of his skull over and over again. Gira wondered if this was what it would feel like for a gorilla to repeatedly smack you on the crown of your head. He almost wanted to surrender the fight already. 

			But he could not do that. Not with Don-Galaga watching. 

			Gira managed to grab onto Kirga’s wrists and quickly jerk his body forward by pulling on them. When Kirga leaned forward and his behind was no longer applying pressure to Gira’s lower abdomen, Gira stiffened his legs and bridged his back. He bridged to the right and pushed with his grip still on Kirga’s wrists, throwing Kirga off of him and onto his side.

			Kirga managed to break his arms free. He quickly pushed himself upward and onto his knees. Realizing that his mount position was now lost, he slid up Gira’s body and put him into a tight headlock while they were still on the ground. He began to squeeze hard, and Gira felt his head getting light from the pressure.

			This was not a very difficult position for Gira to get out of, though. He simply mustered what was left of his strength to stand up and begin punching Kirga in the kidneys as he stood up alongside him. He punched him several times as hard as he could in the side until Kirga eventually gave up on the headlock and pivoted forward again. 

			Kirga then began to hold Gira’s head down by resting his weight on him. Then he continuously brought up both knees and smashed them into Gira’s face. Gira was hit with at least three knee strikes before he managed to back up and get his guard up again. 

			I need distance! He brought his palms together like one in prayer. He tilted his hands forward and aimed the tops of his fingers at Kirga’s chest. A blast of more grey Kanah burst out from his fingers like a thin beam. It was a basic Transformation, but it was enough to send Kirga flying onto his back and sliding across the grass.

			“Good,” said Don-Galaga. There was no enthusiasm in his voice, however. He sounded bored. That annoyed Gira. But a part of him still lit up at the dry praise. 

			Kirga was already back on his feet at the other end of the space Don-Galaga’s white light created. He raised one hand over his head and spoke coolly. “Tetrigarna!”

			Kirga’s body was at once covered in a strange sheen of some kind. A few centimeters above his skin there was a now a shimmering layer of golden Kanah that almost looked moist to the eye. He leaned forward and dashed from where he stood. He was already fast before, but now he was nearly invisible in his speed.

			All Gira saw when looking across the circle of light was Kirga lean forward, then he felt a wet fist smash into the bridge of his nose. Then he felt another fist hit him in the back of the head before the force of the first blow even had time to snap his neck backward. Then another punch came to his lower abdomen; then another to his throat; then one more to his groin. This all happened so fast. Each punch was delivered before Gira’s brain had time to register the pain from the last one. They felt like normal punches, so clearly this new Curse of Kirga’s did not enhance his strength. But it undoubtedly enhanced his speed.

			The fight was over. Gira fell to the ground and immediately raised a hand over his head and called for mercy. He surrendered before the inevitable second wave of blows fell upon him. The one to the groin was the real match-ender. 

			“Well done, Kirga.” Don-Galaga looked up to the full moon. “I cannot say I am surprised by this outcome.”

			That hurt. Gira rose to his feet, his stomach now in burning pain from the shot to his crotch. “Thanks, Dad. Appreciate that.”

			“Let us go back inside and get to sleep now,” said Don-Galaga. “You two may spar more often if you’d like. I have decided to work it back into our curriculum. Evidently, Gira needs the practice.”

			Gira called out with a trembling voice as Don-Galaga was walking toward the house. “Wait!”

			Don-Galaga stopped. “What is it, boy?”

			“What was that Curse? When did you teach that to Kirga? I’ve never seen him use it before.”

			Kirga had his hands behind his back, standing off to the side. He looked slightly guilty for some reason. 

			“I taught your brother that Curse roughly four weeks ago, actually. Do you . . . take issue with this?”

			His father’s stern voice made Gira uneasy, but he pressed his grievance anyway. “Is it . . . a Curse only Sun Affinity Oracles can use? Is that why you didn’t teach it to me?”

			“No,” said Don-Galaga, unashamedly. “The Curse can be taught to either kind of Oracle. I was working under the assumption that my time would be better spent teaching it to Kirga. I had every reason to assume his natural skill-level would make him a better candidate for it. I did not believe you could wield it affectively, and therefore going through the process with you would be a waste of my time. You do not have the inherent quality as an Oracle that Kirga does.” His face softened for the first time since he came to Gira’s room and demanded a sparring session. “I love you very much, Gira. But . . . you are not your brothers. But you cannot be expected to be. Both Ikarus and Kirga are . . . special.”

			Gira’s bottom lip trembled again. He bit down on it and frowned hard, trying to fight back the burning sensation behind his eyes. “And I’m . . . not?”

			Don-Galaga let out a slow breath. There was a great and profound weariness in his old eyes. “Not in the same way they are.”

			He turned away and walked toward the house.

			Kirga came over and rubbed Gira’s back. The white light from their father’s staff was beginning to fade to darkness as he moved further and further from where they stood. “Are you . . . okay?”

			Gira put on a fake smile. His father’s words wounded him in ways he could not hope to convey. Besides, the fault of that pain was not with Kirga. Not truly. “Did you have to hit me in the balls?”

			Kirga laughed as he looped an arm around Gira’s back to help him walk. They followed their father. “I’m sorry. I just wanted you to surrender as fast as possible, and I knew that would do it. I made sure not to strike you hard enough to do any actual damage. I just wanted to make you uncomfortable enough to give in.”

			Gira wiped the blood trailing down from his previously punched nose. “Well, mission accomplished. Let’s just go to bed.”

			They walked together for another few meters before Kirga spoke again. It was almost too quiet for Gira to hear it. “I think you’re special.”

			 

			D

			 

			Gira woke under the shade of a large pine tree. It was one of few spread out across a wide field heading toward Opiana Mountain. He was days into his journey already, and he was beginning to feel the fatigue of his trek. He was moving as fast as he possibly could, but he still feared it would not be enough to catch Kirga. 

			Gira stood up and packed his warm sleeping bag into his backpack. There was a tent in his deep, Jinxed pack, but Gira preferred to sleep in the open air most of the time. The cold did not bother him too much. The weather also got much better the further one went from Turquoise Town.

			He got to his feet and rubbed his eyes. There was an ache in his heart from last night’s dream. He was forced to relive another memory that brought him great pain. To hear his father’s words again—now with much more context to them—scalded Gira deep in his soul. He tried so desperately for so many years to impress Don-Galaga. He never managed to do it. And dreaming of the person Kirga used to be—loving and loyal—was also torture of a different kind. 

			The Ivory Fang, thought Gira, stretching his sore back and rotating each shoulder. It was still the early morning. The lingering effects of The Morphing were still seen in the sky. That is what Don-Galaga meant when he said Ikarus and Kirga were special in a way that I was not. It’s obvious what he was referring to when he spoke of Kirga’s specialness. He is the Genmaga of our generation. But I never quite understood why he held Ikarus in such high esteem as well. Now I finally have my answer for that strange behavior. Ikarus was the Ivory Fang. I just wish I knew what that meant. Right now all that matters is saving poor Keji. But after I save Keji, and finish things once and for all with Kirga, I need to seek out Don-Galaga and get some answers. 

			He looked up to the grey sky. The clouds were low and swollen. More snow was coming. I just hope I live long enough to see Don-Galaga again to get the chance to ask those questions. Will Kirga kill me when we meet? He has always been stronger than me. He’s always been the better duelist. Has anything changed? Will I be able to beat him one on one? I kinda have no choice if I wanna save the kid. But somehow I don’t have a great feeling.

			Gira crossed his arms and looked over at the trusty steed he had decided to bring along with him on his journey. Before leaving Turquoise Town, Gira purchased an animal from the local stables known as a Pegar. Pegars looked similar to very large and muscular horses, but their heads were much wider. The bone structure for the body was quite close in comparison, but the skull was nowhere analogous. The head was more akin to that of a moose. And every Pegar had one tall brown antler sticking out from the center of their head. Their hair was always white, and their eyes were always soft blue. They were majestic creatures to look upon, and their speed and endurance were nearly thrice that of the highest breed of horse. Pegars were very expensive even to rent, but they made travelling across Wenworld a much faster experience. 

			Gira’s Pegar was named Matka. Matka was currently sleeping standing up, as all Pegars did. He was standing a few meters away from the pine tree Gira slept under. He stood tall and strong in the middle of the snowy field. The wind played with his long white mane. 

			The Pegar was not the only creature Gira had brought along with him. The other jumped down from the tree and landed on Gira’s shoulder. It was a bushy squirrel by the name of Toby. He was the Mailsquirrel for the Ivory family, and Gira intended to use him to send letters back home. 

			He had not done so yet, however. Toby had been bugging Gira about it by nibbling on his toes or tugging at his hair under his white bandana. But Gira could not work up the courage to write anything. He didn’t know what to say. He wanted to send one last letter to his nephew, though. Gira felt his last conversation with Chandi was fitting enough; but he was not altogether satisfied with how things went with Ika. He still felt like he had so much more to say.

			Toby yanked on Gira’s messy black hair with his teeth. It was gentle, but annoying enough to get the point across.

			Gira laughed as he winced at the discomfort. “I know, I know. I promise I’ll write a letter soon. I just . . . I don’t know what to say to the kid to make him forgive me.”

			“You may have to come to the conclusion that there is nothing you can say,” said a high-pitched, soft voice from the other side of the pine tree. 

			Gira moved so fast that Toby was left hanging in the air for a moment before falling to the ground where Gira had been standing a second earlier. Gira stood on the other side of the tree now, choking the source of the voice. 

			Phiggy struggled under the powerful grip. He coughed out a few words. “Good to s-see you t-too!”

			Gira let go of the Gast’s throat. “Where have you been?”

			Phiggy rubbed at the area assaulted by Gira’s hand. “Around. But now I’m here to help you catch up with Kirga. You’re welcome.”

			“I’m catching up to Kirga on my own, thanks,” replied Gira. He never liked this fellow. He knew too much and had an attitude Gira did not find enjoyable. “I don’t want your help.”

			“Well, you are going to need it, tough guy. Even with your Pegar here, Kirga is going to beat you to Opiana by December Thirtieth. You only have three days left. How could you possibly think you could catch up on your own? Even with a beast like a Pegar. You’re a monkey-brained Oracle. I’m sure I’m not the first to share that thought with you.” 

			Toby scurried to Gira’s side, hiding behind his tall legs and peeking at Phiggy. Gira rubbed at his bandana. “What, you wanna teleport me to Opiana or something?”

			“I can’t take you directly on top of the place,” said Phiggy, “but I can get you close enough to catch Kirga. I can even let you bring your steed here, too. We don’t have time to argue about it. Everything has to be achieved swiftly here. Both Kirga and Wriliara need to be stopped close to the same time. I’ve already dropped off Chandi for her duel . . . now I’m going to set you up for yours. December is turning out to be an entertaining month. I plan to go back and forth watching both duels.”

			Gira took a few seconds to process what Phiggy had said. When his brain finally caught up, his face became a worrying shade of red. “WHAT!”

			Phiggy dug a long nail into one of his floppy ears. “I wish people would stop yelling at me.”

			“You sent Chandi to fight Wriliara! Are you insane? She’s still recovering from her burns! She’s in no condition to fight an Oracle like Wriliara!”

			Phiggy pointed at Gira and smirked. “That’s where you’re wrong, pal. Chandi is back to good shape. She still looks like something a cat killed and threw up, but physically she is ready for this duel. With Filiorvis under her belt, she is as ready as she can possibly be to duel Wriliara. Have some faith in the girl. I do.”

			Gira was tempted to slap Phiggy across the face for making fun of Chandi’s new appearance, but he let it go for now. “She learned the Curse? Bless her. I knew she could do it! But is she alone? Please tell me you didn’t send her alone! Cinnamon is along with her, right?”

			“Nope. Sorry. I need the rabbit back in Turquoise Town so we can perform the Beldanbul Bone Ritual on your nephew. Chandi is travelling alone.”

			Gira felt like he was going to either explode or faint. “I . . . you . . . did I just hear you say the Beldanbul Bone Ritual?”

			“That you did,” said Phiggy. “It’s the only way to get Ika his legs back, and I can help him do it safely. It’ll hurt real bad, but we’ll get it done.”

			Gira was almost dizzy with quiet anger. “That ritual . . . is lunacy. Ika will need to have his spine torn from his body. Do you understand that?”

			“I do,” replied Phiggy. “Like I said . . . it’ll hurt. But I can make sure he doesn’t die. Now enough chat. I need to get you closer to Kirga. I promise your nephew will be fine.”

			Gira reached out a hand and gripped the collar of Phiggy’s brown leather jacket. His silver eyes narrowed. His voice was an icy whisper. “If the boy dies . . . you die. I want us to be perfectly clear on that. Take care of Ika as if you were watching over your own life. I will end you if you bring him to harm. The same goes for the girl. I do not take kindly to people messing with my family.”

			Phiggy’s face remained calm, but his voice was stern. “I will bring no harm to either of them. Now, if you would be so kind, let go of me.”

			Gira stared into Phiggy’s gold eyes a few more seconds before slowly letting go. “All right. With that covered, let’s go. But I’d like to know how you are going to help Ika perform the ritual without complications. The ritual is too dangerous for him to attempt. It’s an idiotic idea.”

			Phiggy walked past Gira and toward the sleeping Pegar in the empty white field. “It’s a long story. I’ve done some research and found a way to make sure the boy will not die or receive any lasting physical trauma from the ritual. As for mental trauma . . . well . . . I guess we’ll have to wait and see. Now get over here. I’m going to touch the Pegar with one hand, then touch you with the other. If the Mailsquirrel stands on your back I can transport him as well. Get your butt moving, Ivory.”

			Gira dreaded even the thought of Ika undergoing that absurd ritual. He considered himself a brave man, but even he would never—no matter how desperate he was—think to try such a thing. The pain would be beyond comprehension. It would be enough to destroy the mind and soul. The fact that Ika agreed to go along with it at all made Gira admire the boy even more than he already did. He’s one tough kid. Tougher than I ever was. Hell, he’s tougher than me right now. I just hope he knows what he’s getting himself into. Just toughness alone won’t get him through that ritual. 

			Gira walked forward and let Phiggy place his right hand on his shoulder. “Let’s do this. I’ve been waiting to duel Kirga for many, many years. I almost can’t believe the day is almost here. He can’t run from me anymore.”

			Phiggy winked. “I’m rooting for you to win. I’m not sure you will . . . but I hope you will.” He closed his eyes and spoke evenly, his voice sounding layered and emboldened in some manner. “Sheservas Motenga.”

			 

			D

			 

			White light consumed Gira’s vision. When he opened his eyes again and blinked his vision back into clarity, he was standing in a field of tall green grass. It was still dreadfully cold, but snow had not coated the ground in this place. 

			He at once looked down to his feet to check for any kind of Rune painted into the grass. He found nothing. “I don’t understand. Shouldn’t you need to have Runes set up beforehand when trying to transport others?”

			Phiggy pet the giant Pegar, who had made the trip as well, gently. The creature was fully awake now, and thoroughly frightened. Phiggy was attempting to calm it. And succeeding, by the looks of it. “In most cases, yes. But masters of Runeworking can explore other avenues at times when it is difficult to place Runes down in certain areas.” He gestured with his other hand to the lonely field. “This place has strange Kanah attached to it. All places in Wenworld exist within unique pools of natural Kanah. A Runeworker must study each location and determine the best course of action when it comes to instant transportation. It is near impossible to place permanent Runes down in a location such as this. In those rare cases, masters such as myself can transport others, and themselves, so long as a specific kind of Edamirin tattoo is present on their body.”

			Gira looked to where Phiggy raised his left sleeve. There was a golden-furred arm covered in black tattoos. The Gast pointed to one in particular. “This is called a Motenga Rune. It allows me to access a general geographic area that I focus my mind upon travelling to. The downside is I have no idea where it will place me. Now, if I travelled on my own I could go wherever I wanted, whenever I wanted. But since I have to tow around you mere mortals . . . I must play by your mortal rules. And thus, I have my unfortunate limitations. The other downside is that the Rune will disappear after I use it.”

			Gira studied Phiggy’s face. “How is it that you can transport yourself anywhere you like? You can do it with more efficiency than anyone I have ever even heard of. Just who are you, really? If I am going to die fighting Kirga, I would like to know that much at least.”

			Phiggy made a dramatic gesture of horror at Gira’s statement. He placed a hand upon his chest, scandalized. “My dear man, don’t speak like you’re on your way to death’s door! You’ll break my heart.”

			Gira worked out a long sigh. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

			Phiggy put his hands in his jacket pockets. “Nope.” He flicked his eyes toward the northern end of the field. “Anyways, head that direction. You should make it to Opiana within the next three days. Good luck!”

			He disappeared directly in front of Gira’s eyes. He seemed to dissipate like a cloud.

			Gira sighed again. Toby the Mailsquirrel chittered on his shoulder. “Well, here we go, little buddy. Off for our final journey. I’m glad you’re with me, Toby. I promise I’ll get to that last letter before we arrive.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine: Danger and Play
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			Ika tapped his fingers on his numb legs while he sat in the living room. Once again, as had become routine, he was warring with his own mind. Am I really prepared to go through with this? What can I even expect? How does one mentally or physically prepare themself to have their spine torn from their body while they are still awake? I guess I don’t need to worry about it just yet, anyway. Phiggy said the ritual would be beginning today; but he said the actual painful part would not commence for another few days. He needs to have me rest within this Kanah barrier he will create with that stupid flute thing. I just hope we can get this done before the Thirtieth. Maybe I can go help Gira fight Kirga if I can do this fast. Or should I help Chandi? Who would I go to fight with? 

			Alice walked into the living room. She stared at her son with sorrowful eyes. “My sweet boy . . . I don’t want you to do this. I truly, truly don’t. You are a man now. You make your own choices. But I’m begging you not to make this one. Watching you suffer will completely dismantle my soul, Ika. I cannot be forced to watch you endure pain. I . . . I’ll cut my own throat if it becomes too bad to bear. I swear to you I will.”

			Ika spun toward her in his wheelchair, his heart beating loudly in his chest. “Stop talking like that!”

			“It’s the truth,” she said, fearlessly meeting his glare. “I will not be mentally capable of watching my son suffer such agony. I would rather kill myself. Phiggy and Cinnamon will have to manage the process, because I—”

			“Shut up!” shouted Ika, tears stinging in his pale eyes. He had not known he was going to shout. It had simply leapt from him. “Do not talk like that. You aren’t going anywhere, Mom. I’ve suffered enough. We all have.”

			There was something in Alice’s eyes then. Ika was not young and naïve enough to miss what it was. It was gratitude. Pure, passionate gratitude. She was glad that her son had shown signs of his love again. Even if it was faint, it was clear enough in his behavior that he still loved his mother. He knew that already. Alice, on the other hand, had grown to doubt it. 

			“Am I interrupting something?” asked Phiggy, who had just materialized next to the front door. “I can come back later?”

			Ika wiped his face and rolled toward the Gast. “Well? Did you drop off Chandi? And how is my uncle doing?”

			“Yes, Chandi is on her merry way,” said Phiggy, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms. “And I have helped Gira get closer to Kirga. Kirga and the Coldshire Gang seem to still be moving quite slow. That tussle with Belasefka took a lot out of them. I’m genuinely quite shocked Belasefka did not butcher them all. Many members of the gang died, but Kirga’s wounds will recover soon. He’ll still be strong when Gira meets him to duel.”

			“How did they escape someone like Belasefka?” asked Alice.

			“That’s a tremendous question,” answered Phiggy. “The answer is really just luck. That, and the fact that Kirga used at least a dozen members of the Coldshire Gang as a meat shield so he and the remainder of the gang could escape. He let them fight Belasefka after Kirga had somewhat weakened him from a powerful Curse. Kirga knew Belasefka would bounce back angrier than ever, but he also knew it would take some time. He fled when he noticed Belasefka was occupied by a sizable portion of the gang. And Kirga also made sure the rest of the group could not help those who stayed behind.”

			“How?” asked Ika.

			“By creating a massive valley between where they stood, and where Belasefka was picking off the dozen or so members who fought him tooth and nail. He left the survivors with no choice but to flee with him. The gang is not too happy with him about it, though.”

			Ika let the words settle in his head. “I’m sorry . . . he did . . . what?”

			Phiggy looked confused. “Did you not understand my words? He created a valley between them. Then he gave the rest of the gang no choice but to run with him while they had the opportunity. What part is losing you?”

			Ika scratched his face in his sudden annoyance. “Oh, I don’t know, the part about the massive valley that Kirga supposedly just created! That part.”

			“Ah, yes,” said Phiggy, smiling at the thought. “It was something quite awesome to watch. Kirga is an even more powerful Oracle than I originally suspected. He used a Curse that split the ground and caused a series of massive explosions. The whole world looked like it might split in half. It was like nothing I had ever seen.” He wobbled his head. “Well, that’s not true. But it was like nothing I had seen for a very, very long time. He’s good, that Kirga. Very good.”

			Ika suddenly felt nauseous. “What chances . . . what chances do you think my uncle has? Do you think, in your honest opinion, that Gira can beat Kirga in a duel?”

			Phiggy said nothing for a handful of tense seconds. “Hmmmmm.” He rubbed at his face, making several sounds deep in his throat. “You know, kid, I don’t have a confident answer for you. Your uncle is a strong Oracle . . . but Kirga really is something special. All I can say for certain is that he can hold Kirga off until some kind of backup arrives. If Chandi can stop Wriliara and Percy from killing Pelopidas, then I’m sure Pulkra can convince King Stultis and the other Dalada members that they should focus on heading to Opiana and stopping Kirga, no matter the cost. Everything really rests on Chandi. She needs to make sure Pelopidas remains healthy, and stability in the north is maintained.”

			“But will Gira die?” asked Alice. Her voice trembled slightly. Phiggy may not have been able to hear it, but Ika was familiar with the sound. 

			“Potentially,” said Phiggy, not bothering to spare anyone’s feelings. “But he might just surprise us. Let’s not count the man out just yet. He could make short work of Kirga, snatch up Prince Keji, and head on back here with a smile on his face. I’ve lived long enough to never be sure of anything. I’ve been surprised many times in my life. Gira could succeed. All we need to worry about right now, however, is this ritual. Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to begin preparing Ika with the necessary Kanah process.”

			Ika nodded. He was ready. “Okay. Let’s get this going. You said I’ll need to be laid down on my stomach on a table or something, right? That doesn’t sound very comfortable.”

			“I suppose you can lie belly down on a bed,” said Phiggy. 

			Ika looked to his mother. “What do you say, Mom? We’ve been using your bed over and over again recently. I think it’s only fitting we continue this morbid trend.”

			Alice stared at him with a blank expression. “You already know what I say.”

			Ika wanted to yell at her again. He wanted to scream until she swore she would not do something foolish. He would be all right. He was tougher than she gave him credit for.

			But no, that was not it. It was not the question of his toughness that brought about her concern. It was the pain he would endure. She never said she thought he couldn’t handle it. She only said she could not handle watching it. This was quite the conundrum. Phiggy would need her help. She needed to be of sound mind. 

			Ika looked back to Phiggy. “My mom’s bed will work just fine. If I’m going to be lying in the same damn position for days, I’d like to be as comfortable as possible.”

			Phiggy uncrossed his arms and pushed himself off of the wall. “Wonderful! Then let’s get up there and get to work.”

			“One question before we go,” added Ika with a raised finger.

			Phiggy dropped his shoulders dramatically and groaned like a child. “Oh, for the love— What? What is it now?”

			“If I am to not move for a period of days . . . how will I use the washroom? Please don’t tell me I’ll have to just go in the bed. If so, I’ll change my mind on this whole ordeal.”

			Phiggy laughed. “No, foolish boy. Once I start playing this flute and I create the Kanah bubble you’ll be resting in, your organs will enter a state of rest as well. Your normal bodily functions will be suspended until the ritual is completely and Kirga’s Curse is removed from your spine.”

			Ika sucked in a breath and began to roll toward the ramp created for him by Uncle Gira. “Good, good. All right, then. No more stalling.”

			 

			D

			 

			“So you’re really getting this on right now?” asked Master Cinnamon, standing on the left side of Alice’s large white bed. “God, I’m nervous. Why am I more nervous than you, kid?”

			Ika was already helped up onto the bed by Phiggy and his mother. He was lying face down on the soft mattress, his shirt off so his pale back was exposed. The Edamirin mark left by Kirga on his lower spine glowed blue.

			Ika wanted to tell his former master that nothing could be further from the truth. No one was more nervous than he was. He felt like he was minutes from throwing up. But, of course, Ika kept that to himself. “Because you’re not as tough as you lead on. Because on the inside you’re a big softie.”

			Cinnamon chuffed and thumped a foot on the creaking wooden floor. “I’ve changed my mind. Hurry up and rip his spine out.”

			It was a risky joke. A dark joke. But it worked. The mood in the room was lightened. Even Alice shook her head and let out a little laugh. As for Ika and Phiggy, their laughs were not little.  

			“Where is Pattamis?” asked Alice, when the laughter stopped.

			Cinnamon shrugged. “He’s sleeping on his chair in the spare room. He’s been rather . . . depressed since the kid was taken. You’ve still got days until the real action starts. He’ll be around to wish you luck before the . . . painful part comes.”

			The painful part. Just hearing that tore at Ika’s mind. 

			Phiggy, surprising Ika for a moment, jumped onto the bed and sat cross-legged next to his head. There was enough room on the double bed for him to easily fit on the right side, close to the window. “It is time we begin. Are you fully prepared, Ika? Once I create the bubble, you are not permitted to leave until the entire ritual is complete. There is no turning back from this point. It is now . . . or it is never.”

			Ika glanced to the left to see his mother was crying. He didn’t want to see her in such overpowering distress. But he also knew he had to do this. “I’m ready. Just hurry up and get on with it.”

			Phiggy grinned, pulling his long pink flute out from his jacket. “Good boy.”

			Within moments he began to play. To the Gast’s absolute credit, what followed was among the finest sounds Ika had ever heard. What followed was bliss of the mind and soul. What followed was the anthem of the world. It was enough to soothe Ika’s anxiety about the upcoming ritual. It was enough to free his mind from all fear and doubt. He looked up at Phiggy with an intoxicated smile on his face. Phiggy caught the smile, and winked while he played. 

			Within a few minutes Ika and Phiggy were both trapped within a wavering, misty bubble of soft green Kanah. Ika felt his whole body become warm. And to his astonishment, and great relief, he even felt warmth travel up and down his legs.

			He could feel his legs! He could not move them, but he could feel sensations travel through them.

			The ritual had begun. The worst was yet to come, and now there was no turning back. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty: Tell All the Truth But Tell It Slant

			[image: ]

			Chandi wept alone. Deep into the calm and empty forest, where almost no light from the sun reached her, and no sound filled her ears but that of the very faint breeze through the pines, Chandi let her anxiety take hold of her. 

			She was frightened. After the years of brutal training with Master Cinnamon—and finally with Ajith—Chandi found that she was not mentally ready for what was coming. She quivered like a lost kitten, knelt over in the snow, placing a clump of it behind her neck in an attempt to stop herself from vomiting. She had been walking for hours. She could feel that she was close. She would meet Wriliara to duel very soon. He could be just over the next hill. She had been telling herself that for three hours, and she could bear it no longer. 

			She was not ready to be killed. And perhaps even more distressing than that . . . she was not ready to kill. She hated Wriliara with her entire soul. But could she kill him when the time came? Did she have it in her to take life? It was in times like these that Chandi wished she were Moon Affinity. Ika would have no problem stomping on Kirga’s head until he turned it to paste. Chandi, on the other hand, was sickened by the thought of that. 

			She pulled off her backpack and searched through it for something to eat. Perhaps the nausea would settle down if she filled her stomach. She didn’t want to eat too much before her rapidly approaching duel, but she needed something small to keep her energy up.

			She ended up pulling out what looked to be a turkey sandwich. Chandi found herself pondering where the hell Master Cinnamon got turkey meat from. This thought made her laugh, finally breaking her nerves. Did he have a little turkey farm of some kind in his Gritka? Where could he have killed the bird and harvested the meat? 

			Oh well. She didn’t quite care as she tore through the leaf-like dark wrapping to get at her final snack. She wasn’t quite sure, now that she thought about it, why Cinnamon had packed her so much. She was surely almost at her destination already. She was never meant to walk for many days. The rabbit had packed as if she were travelling across all of Wenworld and back. She loved him for it, but worried she would let the food go to waste. 

			She ate the sandwich while she sat upon a large log lying across her path. She already missed Turquoise Town. She missed her home. She missed the sound of the kids playing in the streets. She missed Ika. Most of all, at that moment, she missed her grandmother. The fact that Ajith would not be waiting for her upon her return home was agony for Chandi’s heart. All her life Ajith had been over her shoulder. And now she was just . . . gone. Chandi wondered if one ever really got used to the grief that kind of absence caused, or whether they just learned to carry it like a silent and invisible weight; a weight that would remain with them for the rest of their days. 

			Chandi finished her small sandwich and put the dark wrapping back into the bag. What she pulled out next was her new mask. The mask of Makenna Milton. Chandi could not resist the opportunity to marvel at its superb craftsmanship and design once more. It was a wonderful piece of art. She would put it on before she came face to face with Wriliara and that damn bat who stole Keji. The main reason she wanted to wear it was to hide her grotesque scars. But the other reason was because she knew it looked very intimidating. She would come to Wriliara as a dark blue tiger. The tiger’s face would act as the signal for the end of his life.  

			She made the decision to put it on now. She pulled it over her head and let the strap at the back sit tightly behind her neck. It was quite easy to breathe in, which was good. She wished she could see her own reflection.

			She felt amazing wearing it. It made her feel more confident and powerful than she ever had in her life. She suddenly came to the conclusion that she was meant to wear this mask. At one time it was Lady Milton’s, but now it was Chandi MorrowHill’s. 

			Chandi jumped to her feet in sudden awareness. There was a certain Kanah in the air. She could feel two Kanahs specifically. One of them she had never sensed before. The other she was all too familiar with. 

			They aren’t masking their Kanahs. I may still have time before they sense me. 

			She closed her eyes and steadied her breathing. Masking one’s Kanah was no easy trick, but Master Cinnamon had helped her become much more efficient at it over the past year. Her arms and legs began to tingle as she mentally suppressed and wrestled with her natural energy. She pushed as much of her flowing Kanah as she could into her torso, then stamped it down into a deep, dark place within her soul. It was an uncomfortable process to undergo, but essential for any form of stealth when dealing with other Oracles.

			They were here. Wriliara and Kirga’s newest Apostle had finally come. Chandi couldn’t understand why they were not masking their Kanahs, though. If she had to take a guess, it would be because they were not expecting to be cut off before they made it to the outskirts of Tankam. They were likely planning to suppress their energies when they got nearer to Pelopidas: the great golden lion they had come to assassinate. 

			She was in a lucky situation. She could fight them right now. She could attack them while they were unaware. But she knew better than to duel them both at the same time. She would need to split them up and kill them one at a time. 

			Kill them. She shivered at how fast her brain had adapted to her goal. Who was she becoming?

			But how was she to do it? She knew the wisest course would be to kill Percy Coldshire first. Chandi did not know how powerful he was, but she knew there was little chance he was more powerful than Wriliara. She would save Wriliara for last. 

			I have two Curses off the top of my head that I can spare on Percy. Once I use them, they’ll be gone for a few weeks. But there are three main Curses, including Filiorvis, that I need to save if I want to have a chance of beating Wriliara. Remember that, Chandi. Use no more than two Curses on Percy if you want to properly duel Wriliara. 

			She made sure her backpack was on tight and began to sprint through the pines in the direction Wriliara’s pulsing Kanah was coming from. She swiped the low branches from her path as she approached the western ridge that closed in on the forest. She immediately began to climb the rocky wall up to the top. Cinnamon had put her through many exercises where she would need to learn how to rock climb. She was an expert now, and was ascending the ridge at a brilliant speed. Her strong fingers found each divot in the stone and her powerful legs launched her to each curve in the grey rock. 

			When she reached the top of the ridge and gained steady footing, she saw a dark figure approaching from overhead. Through the low grey clouds came a massive bat, flapping its serrated wings at almost hummingbird speed. 

			There they are, she thought. It’s now or never, Chandi. My best move is to knock them out of the sky. I don’t want Percy in that freakish bat form. I need to attack him and get him to exit the form so he can defend himself. When they are both on the ground, our fight will begin. But how do I split them up? 

			She watched patiently until Percy flew near enough for her to be confident that she could hit him. Somehow, as Percy flew so near he was almost right on top of her, Chandi was not nervous anymore. She believed it may have been because of the mask. Her heart was not even beating irregularly, even after scaling the ridge. She felt calmer than she ever did before a sparring session. And yet she was about to begin the most important duel of her life. 

			A few more seconds. 

			Three . . .

			Two . . . 

			One . . . 

			Chandi held one hand above her head, bringing forth an electric Transformation of bright blue Kanah. It swirled around her fist like a forming funnel cloud. When Percy flew right over the center of the funnel, Chandi fired out a blast of blue energy that travelled upward faster than the eye could see. 

			She heard the giant black bat squeal loudly, the sound echoing high in the still air. She then looked up to see that one of the wings—the right one—was on fire. Percy began to plummet through the sky. A dark figure fell off of the bat, falling toward the ground on the other side of the smoke billowing from Percy.

			It was him. It was Wriliara. For a moment Chandi wondered if the fall alone would kill him. Another moment was all she needed to banish that naïve hope. He would be difficult to kill. She was sure of that. 

			Chandi tracked where they fell with her eyes and ran as fast as her legs could carry her in that direction. But not before dropping her backpack so she could move faster. She made a mental note of where it was on the ridge, so she could swing back and pick it up if she survived.

			If she survived. 

			She noticed that Percy was falling slower than Wriliara. He was flapping his good wing, desperately trying to right himself in the air. Wriliara, however—the small black dot that was falling next to the bat—had already long hit the ground.

			This was her perfect opportunity. Chandi moved to the right and began to scale one of the tall pine trees. It only took a few seconds for her to reach the very top. She infused Kanah into her legs and leapt from branch to branch. She balanced on one leg atop the tip of the tree. She let a lash of dark blue Kanah transform in her right hand. She pulled her hand back, letting the lash expand freely in the air behind her. It also coiled on its own like a snake prepared to strike. 

			When she was sure that it gained the proper amount of length, she threw her right arm forward and let the pulsating rope of energy fly through the sky. She aimed it perfectly. She watched as the lash wrapped itself around Percy’s body. The moment it did, it began to electrocute him. To defend against this, Percy reverted to human form. This only made his situation worse, as Chandi predicted. The lash tightened around his small body, nearly crushing his chest while he remained in the air.

			Got you.

			Chandi yanked on the lash, sending Percy flying in her direction. The nature of the lash Transformation made it so that her own arm strength was not required to pull an entire body through the air from miles away. The Kanah within the lash really did all the work. All Chandi had to do was guide it.

			Time to pay for kidnapping Keji.

			Chandi threw Percy over her head and slammed him onto the ground behind the tree she balanced upon. A massive spray of dry mud, grass, and nearby logs flew into the sky from the force of the blast his body made when he hit the ground.

			Chandi was impressed by Kirga’s newest lackey already. In order for his small body to have created an explosion like that from hitting the ground, he would need to have coated his body in extremely potent Kanah to shield himself from damage. Chandi almost became a little nervous as the dust cleared and four nearby trees fell over. Percy was no rookie. His mastery of Kanah was not something to underestimate. 

			The first of two duels Chandi had lined up was now officially on. Chandi had successfully split Wriliara and Percy up. Wherever Wriliara had fallen, he likely didn’t even get the chance to see where Chandi had yanked Percy. He was miles away, and had already hit the ground by the time Percy was moved away. The dense forest would’ve made it hard for Wriliara to look up and see what direction his Apostle companion had gone. 

			This did not mean he couldn’t sense the Kanahs of Chandi and Percy while they fought, though. She knew she didn’t have long before he caught up to them. He was a good distance away, but somehow she did not suspect she would defeat Percy very easily. She just had to hope that Wriliara’s fall at least knocked him out, or injured him enough to delay his intrusion into Chandi’s duel. 

			Chandi leapt from the tree and approached the small crater that Percy’s body had created. Inside the crater was the small man, his legs up behind his head. From what Chandi could see of his face, he almost looked like a young boy. That couldn’t be right. Not with Kanah like that.

			Percy’s head was cushioned by a long, thick mane of bright blue hair. He sleepily opened his eyes, staring up at Chandi’s tiger mask in confusion. His eyes were all blue. No pupils or even irises. It was a peculiar, but strangely beautiful sight.

			“Um . . . can I help you, ma’am?”

			He was looking at her through his thighs, his legs still pinned behind his head from the angle that he crashed into the ground. He looked ridiculous, but Chandi dared not miscalculate him. 

			She clenched her fists as she stood at the rim of the crater. “You took him.”

			Percy blew a few strands of blue hair from his baby-like face. “Huh?”

			Chandi gritted her teeth. There was no way Percy would recognize she was the one who was lying in the bed, wrapped in bandages, while he carried Keji through the open window. She waited a few seconds until he put it together by the feeling of her Kanah. 

			The realization came into his unique eyes. “Ah! This Kanah!” He pointed at her through his thighs, snapping a finger. “Girl in the bed.”

			“Yes . . . girl in the bed.”

			“So . . . are we fighting now?”

			Chandi nodded, saying nothing. 

			Percy sighed, rolling himself backward and standing up. He wiped dust from his robe. He stretched his legs, lifting each by pulling on the straps of his tall wooden sandals. “Okay. Fight time.” He arched a brow up at her. “Why the mask?”

			Chandi still said nothing.

			Percy frowned. “A little rude.” He rolled his shoulders. “If we’re gunna fi—”

			Chandi darted toward Percy as fast as she could, travelling from the rim of the crater to right in front of Percy’s face in less than a second. She covered her arm in green Kanah and tried to take off Percy’s head with a swift lariat. 

			Percy reacted to Chandi’s movement without ever changing the expression on his face. He leaned back instantly and let her arm fly over his small body. Chandi passed over him at such speed that she stumbled and fell over, crashing hard into the side of the crater, hurting her shoulder in the process.

			It was not a good start to this fight to the death. 

			Percy cracked his neck and burped loudly, scratching his stomach. “Okay, no talking. Let’s do it, then. I promise I’ll kill you quickly.”

			Chandi was back at him again before she had time to think of a plan of engagement. She was not operating under the guidelines of her master. She was being far too hasty. She was not fighting how Master Cinnamon taught her to. She was fighting like a child, letting her adrenaline control her actions. She was using no strategy at all. 

			Percy made her pay for it. When Chandi came in for a swift punch, he blasted her in the sternum with a blue Transformation of Kanah that made the form of a large fist in the air. The ethereal fist crashed into Chandi, sending her flying back into the side of the crater, hitting the same point she just had a moment earlier, harming her shoulder even more when she tried to soften the blow. 

			Chandi shook her head and growled in pain and frustration. What am I doing? Am I this nervous? I need to smarten up and fight properly. Calm down and duel like a proper Oracle. I’m embarrassing myself. And I’m going to die if I make too many mistakes.

			She got up again, much slower this time. She moved her long scarf off of her chest and let it fall down the back of her long combat jacket. She slowed her breathing and focused on Percy. 

			Two Curses. I have two Curses to use on this strange little man. I know which one I’m going to use first. I just need to find the right time to pull it out. 

			Percy, to Chandi’s surprise and annoyance, started picking his nose with his pinky finger. 

			Is he mocking me? Or is he just crazy? Or perhaps both?

			“Ready?” said Percy.

			Chandi nodded. This time Percy took the initiative. The small Apostle let another blue Transformation grow out of his body. The Kanah seeped out from his back and arched high over his head, creating another giant fist of energy. It hung over him like a scorpion’s tail.

			I’ve never seen a Transformation like this before, thought Chandi. He seems to be able to make use of massive hands of pure Kanah. A Transformation this precise would take an incredible amount of control of Kanah. I’m beginning to get a bad feeling about this. 

			Chandi leapt out of the way just before the fist smashed the ground where she was just standing, sending debris everywhere. Chandi took advantage of the dust the blast created and moved around to attack Percy from the back. Evidently he expected her to do this, because suddenly a second fist sprouted from the Apostle’s back, swatting Chandi out of the air like a fly.

			She was sent soaring through the trunks of two trees, causing the towering pines to come falling to the ground. The bark simply exploded when her poor back made contact. She finally came to a stop when the majority of her body got lodged into a pile of snow. All that could be seen on the surface was her left arm, twitching above the snow.

			She started digging herself out with that free hand. This . . . is not going well so far.

			As she was trying to free herself from the snow, she felt a massive amount of pressure build suddenly upon her back and the top of her head. She felt herself being pushed further down into the mound. It was obvious to Chandi, even without her vision, what was happening to her. Percy had dashed over to her and was now beating on the snow mound like a drum with both of his giant Kanah fists. 

			Chandi screamed out in pain as each fist slammed down on her. She could hardly breathe as she was pushed further and further into the ground. She was being hit so hard now that she had even begun to be pushed beneath the dirt. She shielded her body in Kanah, but this only made the process worse. Her Kanah was preventing the hard ground from crushing her body as she was forced downward, but her Kanah cracked the layer of rock below the thin layer of mud, sending her deeper and deeper underground. 

			She knew if she didn’t think of something fast to turn the duel around, she was going to die already. She came all this way to get her shot at Wriliara. She could not bear the embarrassment of not even getting to duel him, and instead getting demolished by the weaker Apostle almost as soon as their altercation began. That would be a very poor ending to her story. 

			Just as she had the subconscious thought that one more hammer blow from above would certainly snap her spine, Chandi thought up an idea. Without wasting any time, she let out a Transformation blast of green Kanah in front of her, carving out a large tunnel for her to run down. Her Kanah actually melted itself through the rock, giving her an avenue to escape from Percy’s relentless attacks. 

			Her new and improved Kanah—thanks to her learning Filiorvis—allowed her to even try something like this. A month ago her Kanah would never have melted through pure rock like that.

			She ran down this slim tunnel, no longer feeling the weight of the fists upon her sore body. She ran until she was sure she was standing directly below where Percy was standing. She could sense him above her head. She mentally followed the strain of Kanah connected to the giant fists until she found the source. She smirked underneath her mask.

			She bent her knees and descended into as low a squat as she could manage. Then, after a few seconds of gathering Kanah around her thighs, she sprang upward with a tight fist held above her head. With her Kanah also coating that fist, she crashed through the layer of rock until she fired upward from the ground. She exploded upward with such speed that her fist was sent crashing into Percy’s jaw, completing a perfectly timed and executed uppercut.

			Percy was sent spinning into the air from the force of it. He flipped no less than three times before crashing into the base of a tree. Unlike Chandi, his body did not pass through the trunk completely. His back only bent horrendously as he bounced off of it and hit the snow. His long arms of Kanah fell limply to the ground as well.

			Chandi hit the ground in front of him, landing firmly on her feet. She cracked her knuckles and rolled each shoulder. Now we’re talking. 

			Percy was not down for long. He was up in only a few seconds, dashing toward Chandi. Chandi let her confidence distract her for a second too long. Percy slammed into her stomach with his shoulder, propelling them both through the air with his legs. He successfully tackled her with such momentum that they both went soaring over the edge of the nearby ridge, falling down to crash back into Greymire Forest.

			They bounced off several branches before landing in a patch of frozen grass. 

			Chandi shook her head and got to her feet as fast as she could. She could not afford to let Percy get the upper hand again. As she prepared to attack again, she realized Percy was gone. She looked around her frantically, searching the dark, silent forest with keen eyes. She could sense him nearby, but could not pinpoint where exactly he was. 

			She decided to take a risk. “Do you even know the man you’re working for? Do you know what it is he wants? And do you know what type of man Wriliara is? You formed a gang to help those affected by human trafficking in the north, isn’t that so? That sounds like a noble enough cause to me! So what are you doing with these people? You’re better than them! We don’t have to be fighting at all! You can help me kill Wriliara right now!”

			For ten tense seconds there was nothing but the sound of wind. Then, “Couldn’t tell ya.”

			Chandi paused, unsure whether that was all the man was willing to say in response to her plea. When she begrudgingly accepted that he wasn’t going to add any clarification to that statement, she spoke again. “What do you mean? Couldn’t tell me what?”

			“Why I’m helping them,” answered Percy. He was either skillfully throwing his voice, or he was dashing around Chandi at inhuman speeds. Chandi bet on the first one. “I just . . . wanna.”

			“That’s because you’re a Kensral!” shouted Chandi into the darkness. Even though the sun was still present in the sky, the tall ridge on either side of the forest blocked out much of the light. Only the magnificently tall trees were able to reach the golden rays. “Kirga is the Genmaga. You are compelled by instinct to serve the Genmaga. It has always been this way. But your devotion is not real. It is not genuine. You would not support the man if you knew who he truly was. Please do not make me kill you. It doesn’t have to go like this.”

			She spun around as Percy’s voice echoed behind her back. “He wants to free us . . . or something. Break the Crystal. Sounds like fun to me. Why not?”

			“I can think of plenty of reasons why not! The first one that comes to mind is the destruction of the world!”

			“Do you know we’ll die?”

			Chandi pondered that question. “. . .  No . . . but it seems likely.”

			“Seems likely,” said Percy, in a mocking tone.

			Chandi sighed. “Just hear me out, please. We can st—”

			“Wriliara is already gone, by the way.”

			Chandi continued to scan the trees for signs of movement. “What are you talking about?”

			“Going for the lion. Gone. Not here. He won’t come and fight you. I’ll bet he continued toward the Red City as soon as he hit the ground. You’re wasting your time with me. Lion’ll be dead by the time our duel is wrapped up. Silly girl.”

			Chandi clenched her fists. They were so close to Tankam’s borders. Percy was probably right. Wriliara would not waste time on her when he was so close to the goal of his mission. Kirga ordered Wriliara to kill Pelopidas, so he would suffer no delays in carrying out Kirga’s will.

			She would have to make this as quick as possible. She would have to give up on the approach of turning Percy around. He needed to die.

		

	
		
			Interlude: Family

			[image: ]

			Kirga limped his way to the slope of a small hill, where he finally sat down and rubbed his legs. He was getting closer to Opiana Mountain, but he still had a few days of travel left. He was hoping Wriliara would get rid of Pelopidas soon, so the focus of the Dalada would be turned away from him. It was painful enough just dealing with Belasefka, who nearly killed them all during their last interaction. It was a miracle any of them got away with their lives. Kirga needed to blast an entire valley into existence just to separate him from the dozen Coldshire Gang members he intended to sacrifice for his escape.

			Belasefka was a damn animal. He was beyond dueling. The very thought was irrational. Kirga clashed with Belasefka only briefly during the fight. The only reason he was still alive to relive it in his head was because of sheer luck. Kirga had skill, but he was no match for Belasefka in any one-on-one situation. 

			At least, for now. He intended to change that as soon as he achieved the fabled Dual Affinity. With actual mastery over both Sun and Moon Kanahs, Kirga would theoretically eclipse every member of the Dalada. He would perhaps even put his father to shame. The thought of being more powerful than Don-Galaga made Kirga smirk. No one would be able to stop him from seeing Casey again. An army of Oracles could not hope to slow him down with such power. And he was so close now. So close. He could nearly feel the sensation of Casey’s hand in his again. That phantom of memory alone was worth every toil. 

			The rest of the Coldshire Gang followed behind Kirga. They were tired, irritable, mostly wounded, and mistrustful of Kirga. He saved their lives. But in order to do so, he had to leave behind a good number of their friends. He was not expecting that to go over well. To him it did not matter, however. They would see their friends again in the afterlife, so long as they helped him destroy the Crystal. If Kirga failed in his task, they would never see their loved ones ever again. 

			He made that clear to them when their first burst of anger fell upon him after their escape. He gave them a rousing speech about the truth of Belfaris Morga’s words long ago; the truth about the nature of the afterlife in Wenworld, and how Lady Meamara’s cruel creation was robbing their souls of an eternal resting place. It took him some time, and many arguments, but he was eventually able to sway all but one of them.

			That one walked up to Kirga now, anger still burning in her eyes. “Taking a little rest, are we?”

			Devri was the only member of the gang who was not injured in some way during their fight with Belasefka. Kirga discovered that she was incredibly fast. She was too fast for even the Dalada member to strike. She was not strong enough to attack Belasefka directly, but her speed allowed her to distract him while others attacked him from behind. It was a smart enough strategy, but in the end it was futile. Belasefka was simply beyond any kind of strategic analysis. He broke every body that came within his range. He pulled men apart with his bare hands, like a child tearing apart a paper doll. He kicked heads from their shoulders. He tore spines from backs and arms from sockets. He was like a wild bear let loose upon a classroom of adolescents. Fighting him, Kirga quickly realized, was idiotic. And so, he ensured their survival. But he could see Devri was still not swayed by his prior speech. 

			He sighed, still rubbing his legs. Belasefka had landed a swift kick to Kirga’s lower back during their very brief entanglement that left Kirga in immense, lasting pain. “Yes, Devri. I am resting. But we are getting closer to our goal now. We have escaped Belasefka. We have no one else in our way.”

			Devri frowned. It made the burned half of her face wrinkle in a strange way. She rested her hands on her hips. “You didn’t look so tough to me back there, Cat Boy. Why am I supposed to follow someone who can’t handle only one member of the Dalada?”

			Kirga created an entirely new geographical landmark. It was one of the most astounding displays of power he had ever achieved in his life. That valley would be there forever. Even Kirga was surprised when his Kanah managed to deal that much destruction. He knew he was a powerful Oracle, but he did not know the crater he was trying to create was going to delve as deep and spread as far as it did. If that display did not impress Devri, then surely nothing would. 

			“I . . . I saved our lives, Devri. I don’t care to hear your grievances with my decision. As I said, you will see your friends again if I succeed.”

			“If you’re right,” she added, her voice suspiciously empty of emotion. “If you’re wrong . . . they died for nothing. If you’re wrong, and you succeed, then all you’re going to do is kill us all for nothing.”

			Kirga worked up enough strength to stand up and meet Devri’s glare. “If I am wrong about Meamara preventing the souls of those within the Crystal from reuniting, then you will surely see your friends again. Either way should please you. The only outcome where you risk never seeing your friends again would be if I do not succeed, and I am correct. So the wisest choice would be for you to help me. Wouldn’t you say?”

			Devri shook her head and smirked. “You misunderstand me. That’s not what I meant when I said ‘If you’re wrong’. I meant what if the Crystal isn’t actually keeping us from an afterlife? What if one . . . just doesn’t exist? In that case . . . you just sacrificed thirteen of my friends for nothing at all. In that case . . . this is all a waste of time and blood.”

			“Nonsense,” snarled Kirga. “Don’t be an idiot. Of course there is an afterlife. Where else will our souls go when we die?”

			Devri looked past Kirga now. She seemed to be studying the sky. “How should I know? Maybe our souls don’t go anywhere. Maybe the childish concept of a ‘Soul’ isn’t even real. Maybe we exist right now . . . and when we die we just . . . stop existing. Where were our souls before we were born? I imagine they go back to that. Whatever that is.”

			Kirga had been desperately trying to run from this line of thought. He wanted to push it from his subconscious completely. And now Devri was openly speaking as if non-existence was a real possibility. It made Kirga want to be sick. How could she be so calm when discussing such a thing? Was she insane?

			Kirga recalled the words of the White Raven, back in Paragon Forest. Before Kirga killed the creature, it spoke to him of what it called ‘The Truth’. He recalled Corvus sounding eerily similar to how Devri was currently. He spoke about consciousness disappearing once the brain dies. He spoke of how the brain was the key to all that made someone themselves. He tried to convey to Kirga that the brain was the only reason consciousness existed, and once the brain was dead, so too was the consciousness of the host.

			Kirga found he could no longer meet Devri’s glare. He looked past her at the other members of the gang. He could see the old, burly man by the name of Kamarr. He was still carrying little Prince Keji. “It . . . the afterlife has to exist. It just has to, Devri.”

			“Why?”

			He still could not look at her. But he could feel her eyes burning into him. “I don’t . . . I don’t . . .”

			“You don’t know,” finished Devri. “Precisely. You don’t know why one has to exist.” She raised a finger. “Actually, no. That’s not even it. You can’t live with the idea that there is no afterlife; because then you won’t see your love again. What was his name again?”

			He did meet her eyes now. The look on his face must’ve been frightening, because Devri actually staggered back slightly. “His name was Casey. And I will see him again. I don’t care what you, or anyone else has to say about it.” 

			Devri took a few seconds to regain some level of composure. She straightened her back. “I love this gang, Kirga. They are the only real family I have ever had. Thirteen of them are dead now. All because of your obsession with your husband. You have to understand what that feels like for me. You have to understand my . . . our . . . frustration with this whole thing. We just want to go back to what we were doing before. The only reason we’re helping you at all is because Percy is our leader, and he says your cause is worth our assistance. I have no idea why Percy trusts you so much, but this is the only time I have ever doubted his judgment on anything. To be blunt with you, I have the feeling your husband is going to be the death of us all.”

			Kirga did feel bad for the woman. He could tell the Coldshire Gang was a kind of family. And their root cause was certainly not something he disagreed with. He could only imagine how many children they had saved over the years from the deep trafficking circles in the northern regions. He did not like the fact that thirteen members—he did not even know the number was that high until Devri said it—had been killed on his watch. But at the same time, Casey was the only thing prevalent in his mind. He meant what he said to Wriliara before. He would watch all of Wenworld burn to see Casey’s face again. If the Coldshire Gang needed to act as one of the many sacrifices to see that vision come to fruition, then so be it. 

			Kamarr walked over to them, Keji still unconscious in his arms. Kamarr had a special way of keeping the boy from waking up. Every time the Prince would stir back into consciousness, Kamarr would place one meaty hand on the boy’s forehead and leak a great amount of Kanah into him. It was too much Kanah for the boy to withstand as a Yeryaila, and he would simply pass out again. It was very convenient, as Kirga did not want the boy to try to escape at night while they were travelling. Kirga had to ask Kamarr first and make sure no lasting harm would come to Keji from this technique, though. 

			“How are you feeling?” asked the large man, looking at Kirga with the only real concern any of the members of the gang had showed him since the fight with Belasefka.

			Kirga nodded. “I will recover soon. How is the Prince?”

			Kamarr looked down at the blonde boy in his arms. “I will need to put him out again soon. He is likely to wake again.”

			Kirga held up a hand. “You know what . . . don’t. Leave the boy here with me. I would like to speak with him when he wakes. You go back and make sure everyone gets something to eat. When we begin walking again, we will not be resting for many hours. We are too close now to ease up our pace. And Belasefka is still hunting us.” 

			Kamarr nodded and leaned down to lay Keji gently on the side of the hill. “Sure thing.” He stood up again. “How long would you say we have until Belasefka drops down on us again? I’ve been watching the skies like a scared child. Could he drop down at literally any time he wants? How scared should I be? Be honest.”

			Kirga thought about his answer. Belasefka was undoubtedly more powerful than a Dalada member like Pulkra. But Pulkra was the fastest member of the King’s squad when it came to travel. It was his spectral eagle that made all the difference. Elra was quite fast as well, due to his wolf steed, Sutugius. But Pulkra still had him beat. 

			“Belasefka is one of the slower members of the squad,” he said, looking out into the distance behind their party. “But that does not mean we are fully safe. No use being paranoid about it, however. He is still quite behind. But this is why I want to get moving soon. Now go and eat, the both of you. Leave me to speak with our little prince here.” He looked to Kamarr. “How long until he wakes, would you say?”

			Kamarr looked over at Keji. “I’d say another five minutes. Maybe fifteen at most.”

			“Thank you. Now go on.”

			Kirga ignored the angry stare he was still getting from Devri as she followed Kamarr back over to the rest of the group. 

			Kirga sat alone next to Keji for a while. He looked up at the low clouds and thought about Gira. He already knew that Ika was out of action, due to the Curse he left on the boy’s spine. After he sent Percy to take Keji, he knew Ika would want to come and rescue the Prince. But he wouldn’t be going anywhere in the wheelchair he was likely in. Gira, however, was a sure thing. Kirga knew for a fact that his brother would be hot on his tail. He had little doubt that both Belasefka and Gira were chasing him now. He just had to make sure he made it to Opiana before them by the thirtieth. He could take them both at the same time if he achieved Dual Affinity. They could not hope to stop him in that state. 

			He was not sure how long he was lost in thought, but it must’ve been at least several minutes, because Keji stirred awake next to him.

			The boy let out a groan and gripped his head. He blinked his glossy blue eyes a few times. “W . . . w-where . . .”

			Kirga still gazed up at the sky. “Be calm. You are safe. No one is going to hurt you.”

			It took a few more seconds for any real reaction to come from the boy. Evidently, the memory of the giant bat snatching him out of the window came back to him, because Keji shot to his feet and started looking around. He was breathing heavily and his eyes were wide. “Who are you? Where is that . . . that thing? Did you save me? Where am I?”

			Kirga thought, for a moment, about whether he should lie to the boy and say that he was the one who saved him from the scary bat creature. He decided against it. The Prince may have been just a boy, but he was not stupid. He would know who Kirga was. The two had never met in person, but he would surely recognize the Genmaga by his strange eyes. No doubt Ika would’ve told the boy about Kirga’s appearance as well. It was just a waste of time to try to play some game with him. 

			He leaned back, placing his hands in the cold grass. “I’m going to be blunt with you, boy. My name is Kirga. I take it you know the name?”

			Kirga glanced over to see a vast range of emotions passing over the boy’s face. Keji was slowly coming to terms with his situation, and with who he was in the company of. To Kirga’s great shock—perhaps the most shock he had felt since his conversation with Corvus—Keji walked up to him and punched him as hard as he could in the mouth.

			Even though he was just a boy, Kirga’s head actually snapped back from the force of the blow. Kirga quickly held up an arm to stop the Prince, who was now attempting to pepper him with more and more punches.

			This was one of the most absurd, yet brave, displays Kirga had ever witnessed. He could easily kill the boy with nothing more strenuous than an exhale of breath. And yet Keji showed no fear at all. Just rage. 

			“Enough!” shouted Kirga, finally getting a good grip on Keji’s right forearm. He squeezed hard enough to freeze the Prince in place. Then he pushed him away, causing the boy to stagger for a moment before clutching his arm and wincing.

			Kirga, still sitting on the slant of the hill, checked his mouth for blood. His lip had been cut from the first punch. The others had only grazed his face and the top of his head. “Are you out of your mind, boy? I could kill you without raising a finger.” He could see a few members of the Coldshire Gang laughing at him in the background. “Behave yourself. Pull something like that again and I will break that arm.”

			He tried to sound as stern as possible, but his broken lip was curling in spite of his tone. He was trying not to smile. He couldn’t help but admire the young prince’s courage and feistiness. He didn’t care about the others laughing at him, either. He could kill them all without breaking a sweat, too. Why should he care for their approval? 

			“You killed Ika’s sister!” yelled the boy, his voice cracking in his emotion. “Why did you do it? Why did you kill Genevieve? And why did you break Ika’s back? And why did you kill the Sanfron Trio? And why did you kill the White Raven? And why did you—”

			“Enough,” said Kirga, calmer this time. “The reasons for my actions are none of your business. However, I will grant you one of the answers. I broke Ika’s back to prevent him from coming after me. I saved his life. I did it as a favour to his mother, who once meant a great deal to me. She has lost one child already. I spared Ika. I will not do so if he tracks me down again.”

			Keji balled his fists. He looked like he might attack Kirga again for a couple seconds. “What about Ika’s sister? You killed her, then scarred Ika’s face! What kind of monster are you? Who does that to children?”

			Kirga did not meet the Prince’s hateful stare. He looked down between his legs and let out a breath. “That is a very long and very . . . complicated story. You would not understand my explanation, even if I wanted to spend the time to give it to you.”

			“Doesn’t sound too complicated to me,” said Keji. “You’re a psychopath. And we will beat you. Ika will catch you and kill you. Whatever you’re trying to do won’t work.”

			Kirga wondered how the boy could remain so unafraid, given his situation. “Oh, I am quite sure it will work.”

			“Where are you taking me anyway?” asked Keji, looking around at the gang behind him, and the seemingly endless fields in front of him. “Why was I taken from Turquoise Town? I don’t get it.”

			Kirga wasn’t actually sure why he wanted Kamarr to let Keji wake up. He knew he wanted to speak with the boy, but now that Keji was actually awake, he was not sure why a conversation was something he desired. He trusted his own subconscious decision, assuming that he was meant to chat with the Yeryaila prince. 

			“I am choosing to be honest with you about this. I cannot even tell you why, but I am.” He rubbed at his face. There was a dark beard growing there. He had to remember to shave soon. “I need your blood. It is all I require to achieve Dual Affinity. I must drink your blood on Opiana Mountain on December Thirtieth. Don’t worry . . . you will survive. I do not need to kill you during this process. At least, I do not believe so.”

			“You need to drink my blood?” Keji pulled nervously at his fingers. “I . . . how do you know that? I don’t understand. Why me?”

			“It’s because you have royal blood,” answered Kirga. “I learned this prophecy from Euripides. Technically, I needed your father’s blood for the prophecy to be complete. But since you are his son, your blood will suffice.”

			Keji did not endure the conversation for a moment longer. He blinked once, looked behind him at the Coldshire Gang, looked back in front of him at Kirga, then ran to the left as fast as he could.

			Kirga sighed. He let a Transformation of white Kanah fire out from his hand. It latched onto Keji’s back, sticking to him like a giant spider’s web. Then he yanked the boy back to fall in the grass in front of where Kirga sat.

			“What did you learn?”

			More laughter from the idly curious crew in the background. Kirga was deeply relieved to hear laughter from them after how upset they were with him immediately following the Belasefka incident. 

			Keji sat in the grass, refusing to look at Kirga again. “I want to go home.”

			“I’m sure you do.” Kirga leaned forward and adjusted how he was seated. His lower back was still in great pain. “And you can go home. As soon as I no longer have use for you. But as of right now, you are the most important asset to my plan. Again, you will not be harmed. I have no intention of killing you.”

			“Well, you’re going to have to kill me,” said Keji. “Because I will never stop fighting you. If you want my blood, you’ll have to either kill me, or break my legs. I’ll never cooperate.”

			Kirga hummed. He noticed that Kamarr was watching him from where the others were eating. “You know, it’s funny you say that.” He raised a hand and gestured for Kamarr to come over to them. “You see, I already have that covered.”

			Kamarr got up from where he was sitting and leisurely began to walk over. An immediate and intense fear came over the young prince’s face. His legs began to tremble as the portly, bearded man came over. Keji surely thought his legs were about to be broken. Kirga would never allow Kamarr to do such a thing, but he didn’t need Keji to know that at this moment.

			“May I be of assistance?” asked the man, towering over the terrified boy. 

			Kirga looked at Keji and nodded. “Indeed. I was curious about the quality of the Yeryaila prince’s nature. I have a soft spot for those the world has shunned. I have sufficiently learned what I wanted to learn about him. You may return him to his slumbering state now.”

			Keji did look at Kirga this time. “My what? How long have I been away from Turq—”

			Kamarr let purple Kanah gather around the palm of his right hand. Without letting the boy finish his sentence, he placed that giant palm on his forehead. Within another second Keji was out cold.

			Kamarr used his other hand to gently guide the boy down to lie in the grass. He stood up slowly and looked toward Kirga. “Well? What was the Prince like? I’ve heard so much about him. Nothing good, of course. People don’t take too kindly to Yeryaila royalty. I was almost tempted to come over and chat with him myself.”

			Kirga did not blame Kamarr for that impulse. Keji was the son of Stultis Aberdam. He had no doubt every member of the Coldshire Gang was tempted to come over. “In truth, I was quite impressed by him. He’s a brave kid, that’s for sure. And he cares very deeply for his friends. I actually admire him quite a bit. He’s a good kid who deserves better than the life he’s been given. Which is precisely why we will not harm him while he is in our care. Is that understood?”

			Kamarr bowed his head. “The boy will not be harmed. We did . . . you know . . . kidnap him, though. If you truly wished better for him, perhaps we should let him go home.”

			Kirga d his head back and forth, pursing his lip and looking to the clouds again. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I never said I was a saint.”

			Kamarr smirked. “Fair enough.” He flicked his eyes back down to Keji and let out a deep, rumbling laugh. “I must say I was not expecting him to punch you in the face. I cannot say the sight did not bring me pleasure, after you forced us to leave our friends to die. That punch was . . . certainly something.”

			Kirga let out a low laugh as well. It was the first real laugh he had enjoyed in quite some time. “It was! That was actually the part I was most impressed with. He punched me out of hatred for hurting his friend; even though openly striking an Oracle such as myself would mean certain death. He did not care if he died. He only wished to express his anger that I had hurt someone he loves. It was foolish . . . but it was commendable. That one action convinced me he would make a better king than his putrid father. If only he were not born a Yeryaila. Fate is funny that way.”

			“Things happen for a reason,” said Kamarr. “The boy was not meant to be king of Wenworld.”

			Kirga agreed. Things did happen for a reason. “May I ask you something, Kamarr?”

			The large man crossed his arms and nodded. “You may.”

			Kirga appreciated the amicability of the man. He spoke clearly of his contempt regarding the Belasefka incident, but he was also no fool. His anger was lesser than the rest of the gang because he knew the escape Kirga created was literally their only option at the time. The man was smart enough to recognize that Kirga had saved their lives. They would all be dead if he did not create that valley between those who stood near Kirga, and those unfortunate enough to be too close to Belasefka at the time of the blast.

			“I would like to talk to you about Devri.”

			Kamarr raised an eyebrow. He used one hand to tug at his thick white beard. “Yes?”

			Kirga spotted the woman in question eyeing them from where she sat with five other men. They were eating what appeared to be a few fruits, and what looked like packaged rations; similar to the kind Kirga knew the Sun and Moon Regiments used in Kanakon. Rations were made from various kinds of food, blended and sculpted together to create bland, rough bars of pure nutrients. Capital rations were quite healthy, but tasted like old parchment. 

			“That scar on her face. The . . . the burns on the one half. How did she get those burns? I’m not sure if you even have that information, but I suspect that you do. You and Devri strike me as very close. Your bond, in my eyes, seems stronger than that of the rest of your gang. You have known each other for many years, no?”

			Kamarr looked weighed down by this stream of questions. His face noticeably slackened when asked about the source of the gruesome burns. “You are very perceptive, Genmaga. Yes, I have known Devri since she was a young girl. She was actually the one who convinced me to join the Coldshire Gang.” He went into a daze of sorts, his mouth becoming a hard line. “Devri was only twelve when she had her face scarred like that. She was stolen from her parents in Old Umbra when she was nine. The men who took her sold her to . . .” he grimaced, “. . .  terrible men. She is a victim of substantial abuse. Abuse I will not dig up from the pits of my mind now, if that is agreeable to you.”

			“Of course,” said Kirga. “I can, unfortunately, take a few guesses at the things that were done to her.”

			Kamarr carried on after another moment lost in his daze. There was a deep anger in his eyes. “Indeed. The things that were done to her inspired her to join Percy. But I’m getting ahead of myself. The men who owned her burned her face when she attempted to escape the night after her twelfth birthday. They no longer cared if she looked ‘pretty’, because the people she was often . . . given to . . . preferred them younger than twelve. They ended up using her as a labourer more often than anything once she turned eleven.”

			“And how did you end up coming into her life?” Kirga asked patiently.

			“It was in a small town on the outskirts of Old Umbra,” said Kamarr. “The town was called Renville. I was only in Renville because the place was known for its donuts.”

			Kirga held up a hand, letting a silence hang in the air for a second. “I’m sorry . . . what?”

			A small smile came over Kamarr’s face. “I know, I know. It sounds ridiculous, but it’s true. I travelled all the way there just to visit ‘Makenna’s Donuts’. It was a local, family-run place that created the shop in memory of Makenna Milton, a famous name in the north.”

			“I’ve heard of her,” said Kirga. He had never heard of a stupid donut shop name after her, though. That was a new bit of lore for him. 

			“Absurd,” said Kamarr. “Absolutely absurd. Makenna was loved by millions in the north. She did so much for her people. More than they ever even knew. And yet she is immortalized by a damn donut shop.” He shook his head. “Life is a one big tragic joke. I won’t be convinced otherwise.”

			Kirga’s face scrunched up in a genuine laugh. The second in a row he had experienced in too long. “Neither will I, trust me. Please continue.”

			“Anyways, I was strolling through town when I saw a little girl walking behind two tall men. Her face was hidden by a red hood at the time. Normally I wouldn’t pay too much attention to such a sight, but the girl looked like a soulless husk. She trailed behind the men like a swatted dog. I could tell just by her body language that she was terrified. A kid at her age should’ve been curiously looking around at the dozens of shops in the town square. The girl—who was obviously Devri, by the way—kept her head fixed forward. She walked perfectly straight, not straying even a foot too far from the men she followed. This was a clear giveaway to me that something was very, very wrong. I was there for donuts . . . but I knew I needed to inspect this situation a little bit.”

			Kirga crossed his left leg over his right while he relaxed on the hill. He had a feeling he would be listening to Kamarr for a while. “What were those men doing in a town like Renville?” 

			“They were there to meet a contact,” said Kamarr. “Devri was too old at the time to be a useful object for the trafficking circles at that time. However, the contact in Renville . . . how should I put this . . . had a thing for girls with scars. Deformities of any kind were considered quite attractive to him. I only know this because I beat it out of the man before killing him. But again, I’m getting ahead of myself in the story.”

			Kamarr walked over to stand to the right of Kirga. “Do you mind if I sit with you? My old back is too sore to stand like this.”

			Kirga gestured with an open hand. “By all means.”

			Kamarr groaned as he lowered his wide body to sit on the slant of the hill next to Kirga. He used a deft hand to guide his white beard to rest at a comfortable place on his stomach. “Where was I?”

			Kirga smirked. “You saw Devri with the men on the street. You knew something was wrong. Somehow this leads to you beating the contact to death, but we haven’t arrived there quite yet. You’ve spoiled the ending, but do carry on.”

			Kamarr chuckled. Kirga was glad to at least get that out of him. “Okay, so I knew I needed to approach these men and see if I could get a look at this young girl’s face. So that’s exactly what I did. I moved within the crowds and looped around the shops to come at them from the opposite side of the street. I purposely bumped into one of the men quite hard. Hard enough to stop them in their tracks and force the both of them to address the interruption in their hushed conversation. 

			“I held up my hands and put on my best apology. The men didn’t seem to accept my apology, calling me all sorts of names before rushing the girl onward. But in that brief exchange, I managed to get a glimpse of little Devri’s face. That was when I saw the burns. And that was when I knew those men were traffickers. You see, traffickers in the northern regions are known for burning the faces of those who try to escape.”

			“So what did you do next?”

			“I followed em,” said Kamarr. “I ended up finding the house of the contact they were sending Devri to. I waited until nighttime, snuck in through the second-floor window, and got my hands on the man Devri was there to meet. I locked Devri in one of the first-floor rooms while I did what I needed to do to the guy upstairs. Then, when all was said and done and I found out everything I needed to find out, I tracked down the traffickers at the local hotel, where they were going to be staying until the following morning.”

			“Let me guess,” said Kirga. “You killed them as well?”

			Kamarr raised his head proudly. “That I did. That I did.” He stretched out his thick legs, settling into a more comfortable posture. “When I went back to see if Devri was all right, she was just sitting cross-legged in the room I locked her in. There were no signs that she tried to escape at all. Her eyes were entirely vacant when I tried to speak with her; when I tried to tell her that I had saved her from whatever life those men had forced her to live. It was like she didn’t even hear a word I said. As I said before, just a soulless husk. 

			“I decided to take the girl with me on my own travels across Wenworld. Believe it or not, I was just a carpenter at the time. I know, an Oracle on the Vizra Path building houses? Madness. But it’s true. The Jinx-wielding Oracles out there could obviously build a better house than I ever could, but they were always in high demand within the big cities. That’s where all the money was. Isani Oracles could use their Jinxes to make things beyond my wildest dreams, but little towns across the world were in desperate need of a good cheap carpenter like myself to maintain their communities. I loved it. I was, and am, a Vizra Oracle, but my heart is in simpler things. I like to build, not to destroy.”

			Kirga was enjoying the story thus far. He found listening to Kamarr quite relaxing for some reason. “So why didn’t you train to become an Isani Oracle when you were younger? Why didn’t you move toward learning Jinxes instead of Curses?”

			“My mother forced me.” Kamarr looked down between his legs. He was playing with a long strand of icy grass. “My mother was a brutal woman. I grew up in a rough area of Tankam, and my mother wanted to make sure I could take care of myself. She wanted me to be a strong Oracle. My mother only valued strength. She found physical and mental weakness of any kind repulsive. She used to throw me into street fighting rings as young as ten to ‘Teach me how to be a man’. I . . . do not have the fondest memories of my childhood.”

			“Sounds like a lovely woman,” said Kirga, sarcastically.

			“She was one of the worst people I have ever known,” said Kamarr, looking over at Devri and smiling now. “But my life is better now. I have the Coldshire Gang. And I have Devri.” He turned his head to look at Kirga. “We learned about Percy while travelling together. Once word started to get around that a strange little man was putting together a gang to stop trafficking in the north, Devri wouldn’t let me convince her out of being a part of it.”

			Kirga glanced at Devri, who was now cutting into a ration package. “How did you find Percy?”

			“Funnily enough, he was putting up flyers all around various towns in the north, asking for Oracles to join his cause. By that time I was already training Devri to use a few Curses of my own. She picked up on them faster than anyone I had ever seen. Once I found out she wasn’t a Yeryaila, I knew I had to train her to defend herself. I had to make sure she never got taken advantage of again.” 

			He grumbled and moaned as he slowly got to his feet, wiping his hands on his dark pants. “A couple sparring sessions was all it took for Percy to accept the both of us into his gang. The rest is history.” Kamarr’s eyes narrowed at Kirga. “Now you know how much that girl means to me. Now you know how much they all mean to me. Lead us astray and get any more of us killed . . . and I will kill you. You can trust that.”

			Kirga looked past him at the clouds again. “I’m afraid you would not be able to. Not even if all of you attacked me at once. But I promise you I have no intention of purposely leading you all to your deaths. In fact, I would like for you people to live. But you also must understand that my goal of destroying the Crystal comes above everything else. I will walk over all of you to see it happen. But you’ll thank me when I get it done, and all of this will be a fond memory of how we saved the world from itself.”

			Kamarr turned away and began to walk toward the rest of the gang. He called over his shoulder, not taking a second to look back at Kirga. “I sure hope you’re right, Genmaga.”

			Kirga went back to quietly admiring the clouds. He was fond of the Coldshire Gang. He was shocked by it, but he truly was. He admired their cause, and he admired their leader. Percy Coldshire was turning out to be a very useful Apostle. 

			“I wonder how he’s doing right about now,” said Kirga, talking out loud to himself. “He and Wriliara should’ve arrived at Tankam by now. I need them to kill Pelopidas. I can’t have the Dalada cutting off my route to Opiana. The plan is quite sound. So . . . why do I have this bad feeling?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One: The Greymire Duel Begins
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			Chandi had decided there was no other choice but to kill Percy. She didn’t like it, as she was aware his dedication to Kirga was more instinctual than it was voluntary. But she had no time to wrestle with her conscience. Wriliara was ignoring Chandi completely and heading straight for Pelopidas. Chandi needed to take care of Percy before Pelopidas was killed. The entire mission would be pointless if she couldn’t save the great lion. 

			But how do I deal with Percy quickly? thought Chandi, staring at her opponent across a small meadow. He’s extremely talented. I don’t know how many powerful Curses he has, but that ability to transform Kanah into giant arms like that is like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’s too hard to get close to him. I’ll have to pull out the first of the two Curses I’ve set aside to fight him right now. I don’t think close combat is going to get me anywhere.

			Percy stared back at her with a smug grin on his face. Two massive arms of billowing blue Kanah still hung over his head like scorpion tails. “Your move. I’m waiting.”

			Chandi’s voice was eerily amplified by Makenna’s blue tiger mask. “Very well. Here is my next move.”

			Chandi propelled herself into a jump that took her halfway up the pine tree behind her. She twirled into a flip that saw her feet meet one of the thickest midway branches. She then propelled herself again off of that branch, sending her all the way to the top of the tree. She stood upon the highest point, balancing on a single foot as she looked down at her opponent. 

			It was the perfect vantage point for her to try out her newly improved Curse. It was a Curse she had already used before in combat. The last time it saw use was when she and Ika fought against Vedara outside of Florian Tower. She didn’t use the Curse on Vedara, though. She used it on one of his ink black monstrosities. Now she was going to level a substantial section of the forest using it on Percy. 

			She held both hands above her head and called out in a strong voice, “Illibanda!”

			White Kanah began to spring free from her hands and into the air in vast quantities. It looked from the ground like she was creating her own cloud in the sky. The Kanah filled the sky in only a handful of seconds. It began to quickly form itself into a glowing cage that crashed down onto the ground, trapping Percy within its vast area. 

			But that vast area started to shrink at an incredible pace. Chandi tightened her fists slowly, causing the massive cage to close in on her opponent, who she could see was looking around like a cornered dog. 

			The old Illibanda would not be able to kill you, Percy. Not even close. I’m sure you’d be able to easily break free from the cage. But my new and improved version is powerful enough to do a lot of damage to an Oracle of your level. I’m hoping it’ll kill you right here and now, but we’ll see.

			Percy’s long blue arms of Kanah sprouted even taller out of his back. The giant fists began to smash against the inside of the white cage. Blasts of blue and white Kanah filtered through the tall bars and out into the sky. After noticing his fists were not doing the trick, Percy changed his tactic of escape. Chandi was impressed with how fast he shifted his strategy. It looked like he had learned a thing from Chandi’s escape earlier. He began to use the Kanah hands to rapidly dig into the ground.

			He’s going to blast himself a tunnel out of the cage’s range, thought Chandi. Smart. But he doesn’t have enough time to pull that off. The only reason I got away with it was because he had already beaten me a few meters below ground level by the time I blasted my tunnel. From where he is starting, the cage’s bars will reach his body before he is deep enough to avoid being crushed to death.

			The cage of Illibanda had started large enough to fill the sky. But it shrunk so intensely fast that it was already several times smaller, closing in on Percy, knocking over pines trees and evaporating bushes as it cut through sections of Greymire Forest.

			The bars reached Percy, the force of the impact dispersing the blue Kanah arms that were previously protecting him. Chandi heard the Apostle let out a guttural cry of pain that echoed in the valley. 

			Gotcha. Say goodbye. It’s been fun.

			The cage was now incredibly small. It was now just as wide as the width of Percy’s small body, and only a few inches taller than him. It was suffocating him to death. It was draining his Kanah, while also working toward crushing every bone in his body. It was a truly dismal way to die. Chandi actually felt quite bad for Percy. She was aware that the man likely did not deserve to die this way. But she could not afford mercy at the moment. She had to stop Wriliara. 

			Percy’s scream turned from one of pain and fear, to one of rage and defiance. His all-blue eyes seemed to blaze to life.

			Chandi studied the situation without moving a muscle. Uh-oh.

			In a flash of blue light, Percy simply disappeared. Chandi leaned forward from her place atop the tree, trying to get a better look at what just happened. One second Percy was being crushed, and the next second the cage was completely empty.

			No. That was actually not correct. Upon even more focused inspection, Chandi saw just what had happened. He can change the size of his bat form. The bastard.

			Percy had morphed into his black bat form. But he was not nearly as large as he was when he swooped in through the window of Alice’s room and stole away Prince Keji. In fact, from what Chandi could see with her keen eyes—sharpened by focused Kanah—Percy was now no bigger than a bumble bee. The bars of the white cage were very close together to prevent any victim being able to slip between them. But with Percy apparently being able to shrink himself to this degree, he easily slipped through and out of Illibanda. 

			Chandi’s first Curse had failed. She only had one more left that she could afford to use on Percy.

			She followed the tiny bat by the thin blue trail of Kanah it left hanging in the air as it darted through the sky. Percy twirled around a nearby tree, trying to lose Chandi’s gaze. He flew in several different directions, jerking from left to right like a furious wasp. It was hard for Chandi to keep track of him, but not impossible. She kept sight of him until he flew up to hover directly in front of the tree Chandi was standing on top of.

			Then Percy changed sizes again. He started growing at a terrifying rate. One second he was a small black dot in the air, then he was the size of a domestic dog, then he was the size of a horse, then he was the size of a carriage, then a house, then a building. Finally, after less than a minute of expansion, Percy’s dark bat form loomed in the sky like a fully grown dragon. 

			Chandi looked at Percy and nodded in acknowledgement. Huh. Quite impressive.

			Percy wasted no time, opening his mouth as wide as it would go. Spewing forth from the dark hole of his wide throat came a wave of bright blue fire. He was actually spraying fire from his mouth like a dragon as well. 

			Chandi no longer took the time to admire her opponent. She jumped out of the tree at the last possible second. One second later she would’ve burned alive. The tree was swiftly engulfed by the flames. Chandi fell down to the ground with the blue flames licking at her back, spreading the stinging warmth up and down her body. She did not land gracefully. She stumbled forward upon making contact with the ground, burying herself in snow. The snow, at the very least, lessened the pain from the nearby blaze.

			She knew she could not afford to lay about right now, pushing the snow off of her and climbing back to her feet as fast as possible. She looked up and saw Percy flying down toward her, his long fangs—now longer than Chandi’s entire body—were bared and thirsty for blood.

			Chandi performed a newer Transformation of hers in answer to this approaching assault. She held her left arm out in front of her chest, as if gripping an invisible shield. She built a dense amount of bright green Kanah around the arm. It began to mold itself into the image of a massive, oval shield. 

			Percy’s fangs made contact with the first layer of the rather thick shield of Chandi’s energy. The shield produced a blast at the impact point, sending the body of Percy’s oversized bat form soaring back, crashing through the burning tree.

			Percy rolled for roughly twenty meters before morphing back into his human form and coming to a stop in a mound of snow built up against a tall boulder. 

			Chandi let the green shield dissipate. It took too much focus and energy to keep up. She needed to preserve her strength for the use of her second Curse. The fight was far from over. 

			The blazing tree fully crashed to the ground. The blue flames spread along the shrubbery at the base of where the tree used to be standing, quickly setting more of the forest on fire. Chandi didn’t like the look of her current situation. The flames were now taking up most of her vision. In only a few more minutes she would be surrounded by them. Looking at the fire made her feel like fainting. Ever since her incident while learning Filiorvis, she had discovered a substantial fear of fire. Her legs shook as she could feel the heat on her already-burned skin. She did not wish to be burned again. Never again. 

			Ignore the fire, Chandi. She hit herself in the side of her glass mask with the palm of her hand. She hit herself in the head until her vision blurred. Then she shook her head. Ignore it and focus on Percy. Ignore it and focus on Percy! You’re not going to get burned again! Just damn ignore it! I just . . . She felt her legs growing weaker as she stood there. Oh god. I can’t do this. I just . . . I just . . . I don’t want to get burned again. Please . . .

			She was broken from her internal struggle by the image of Percy leaping at her through a wall of blue fire. There was pure rage in his eyes. The ends of his blue mane of hair were ablaze now. He looked like the living embodiment of flame as he fell down upon her, choking her with his surprisingly powerful small hands. 

			Chandi’s legs gave out from the weight of Percy, and from her crippling fear of the surrounding fire. She fell onto her back, the smaller man now straddling her in his rage. She choked out a last breath before his hands began crushing her throat. She thrashed her legs and beat at his hands with her arms. It was useless. She was still too afraid to put all of her effort into breaking Percy’s grip on her. He was fully intent on killing her, and she was mostly lost in a flashback of white flames washing over her body and searing her brown skin from her bones. She tried to scream, but no sound could make it past the grip of Percy.

			I’m going to die, Chandi thought, looking up through the trees that burned like blue torches. Her eyes found an untainted portion of the sky. It calmed her to look into the pale blue beyond the chaos. If I’m choked to death, at least I won’t burn. Yes . . . yes . . . at least I won’t burn. I’m sorry . . . Grandma. I failed you. I’m sorry . . . Alice. Thank you for everything. I’m sorry, Pattamis. You’d be so disappointed in my weakness. I let Keji get taken from you; from all of us. I’m sorry, Keji. I wish I could’ve stopped Percy from taking you. You deserve the world. Gira will save you, though.

			She thought of Gira’s last goodbye to her and began to cry through the suffocating pain. I’m sorry, Gira. I’m not as strong as you thought I was. I’m not as strong as you are. You are the only one who can stop Kirga now. You are the only one who can save Keji now. I love you.

			She thought of one last person and nearly died right then from the grief. I’m sorry . . . Ika. She thought of how he kissed her and begged her to come back safely. You don’t deserve to lose someone else. You’ve been through more than enough. You don’t deserve to not have me by your side. You don’t deserve . . . Chandi clenched her fists at her side. She felt her fear of the flames begin to fade to the back of her mind. The image of Ika’s concerned face was washing everything else away. No. No, no way. Not here. Not with Ika still waiting for me at home. No way, no way! I’m not dying here. Screw this!

			She focused her eyes on Percy again. His soft and childish face was not so childish anymore. He was a horrifying image. His hair was ablaze and his eyes were staring down at her mask with a lust for murder that was simply animalistic. Perhaps Percy did not deserve the credit she had given him when she heard about the purpose of his gang. Because no one who was truly pure of heart could ever have a look like that on their face while they were choking a teenage girl to death. She even noticed that he was smiling.

			Oh yeah. I’ve definitely changed my mind, pal. I’m killing you now.

			She straightened her hands and gathered Kanah around them to make them sharp as daggers. She thrust them upward into Percy’s face. Percy’s reaction time was incredible, but still not fast enough to dodge the hands completely. He jumped off of her and snarled in pain as Chandi’s middle fingers cut through his cheeks, drawing vast amounts of blood.

			Chandi got to her feet and continued to thrust at Percy, her hands striking at him like a cobra. This was an old Transformation of hers. It was much more refined now, however. Her hands could truly kill an unprepared Oracle, and surely kill any Yeryaila. 

			Percy’s movements were smooth and nearly effortless. He moved his torso away to prevent being stabbed in a fatal place. He bobbed his head back and forth to prevent having an eye taken out. 

			Chandi could not hold the Transformation for long. She could only sharpen her hands in this fashion for up to two minutes. Percy never let her touch him again until the two minutes were up. When they were, the green Kanah bubbling around her hands disappeared.

			Seeing that his chance had come, Percy dashed forward and kicked Chandi hard in the side of her ribs. It was so fast she could not even raise her elbow to deflect it. She bit down on the side of her cheek to prevent screaming out. 

			The two of them exchanged blows for the next few minutes. Percy’s striking was superior to Chandi’s. He was very skilled at waiting for Chandi to make a move, then counter-striking when she created an opening without realizing it. Every time Chandi swung wide with her right fist, Percy stepped forward and came up with an uppercut to fill the empty space she had created. He caught her four times on the chin using this technique. It was becoming very annoying to Chandi. One of them almost knocked her unconscious. She d on her feet and needed to jump back to gain some space and take a moment to breathe. Going hand-to-hand with the smaller man was not proving a wise idea. She was impressed that he could fight so well while wearing such odd wooden sandals. The entire fighting style of the Apostle was difficult to adjust to. 

			Chandi took a second to remind herself how she used to spar with Master Cinnamon. Master Cinnamon was an oddly shaped, much smaller opponent with a fighting style that was almost impossible to adjust to. And yet Chandi spared with him for thousands of hours over the years. And she eventually learned to fight with the rabbit on somewhat equal footing. If she wanted to deal with Percy, she had to treat him like he was a Wenny Rabbit.

			With the memories of Cinnamon’s martial arts running through her mind, she steadily moved forward to engage Percy again. This time it did not take her long to land a few substantial blows of her own. Percy’s head snapped back after a few stiff jabs from Chandi. Those jabs were softening him up and forcing him to get sloppy with his offence. He opened himself up a few times for some solid haymakers from Chandi, evening the field even more. 

			After a while of this, it seemed Chandi had turned the tables. Percy no longer wanted to continue a contest of fists. He jumped backward several meters and held his hands out above his head. His hair had finally stopped blazing. But a good portion of his luscious mane was now charred black, making him look like a wild beast. 

			He held his palms toward the burning sun. “Iveldor Ibin Marsalla!”

			Chandi watched cautiously as a weapon began to form in Percy’s hands. A dense and twirling collection of dark blue Kanah began to shape itself into a long sword. It seemed to be forged from a beautiful, dark blue metal that glimmered like stars in the night sky. The blade itself was a wonderful work of art. 

			‘Iveldor’ was very clearly an ancient weapon that could be summoned through Kanah. Chandi had not learned a Curse like that herself yet, but she hoped to one day be able to summon a great weapon like this. Since she currently could not achieve such a feat, she had no way to defend herself from Percy’s new sword. It wasn’t looking good for her now.

			Percy stared at his sword, a shockingly emotional look on his face. “Iveldor. Long time since I brought this sucker out. Hmmm.” There were actually fresh tears in his eyes. “My sister. Iveldor was my younger sister’s. She was trafficked. Bad things happened to her. Bad, bad things. Made me mad. Bad life. Sad life. Lonely life. For her . . . and me. Still sad.”

			Chandi tried to make sense of this story, but Percy had such a strange way of speaking. He was not one for details. He spoke every sentence so bluntly that little could be deciphered from what he said sometimes. 

			“Wanted to help my sis. Couldn’t. Too weak. Too pathetic. She helped herself, though. Freed herself. Was taught Curses by golden Gast. Taught her to be strong. Taught her to wield this sword right here.” He sighed. “Loved my sis. She taught me to use this sword when she got too sick to use it herself. Made my gang to stop what happened to her from happenin to others. Love my gang, too.” He stared at the sword for a long while, breathing rather heavily. “Don’t really wanna be here. But here I am.”

			“Percy, go back to your gang and stop helping Kirga,” said Chandi. “Please just put the sword away and end this. I will kill you if you do not. This is the last warning I will give you.”

			Percy did not waste more time talking. He immediately brought the sword downward, sending a thin wave of blue Kanah in Chandi’s direction. It was splitting the ground as it travelled toward her. It was carving deep into the stone beneath the frozen mud. 

			Chandi jumped to the left to avoid being cut in half by this lash of Kanah. She leaned back just in time to prevent her head from being cut off as Percy leapt at her through the haze of blue his sword had just created. Chandi moved her body around frantically, dodging each swipe of Iveldor. She had no way of stopping the sword. All she could do was keep dodging. 

			She ducked down and dropped onto her stomach to narrowly avoid a massive spinning attack from Percy that sent a thin saucer of Kanah expanding outward from where he stood. It cut through hundreds of trees in the forest. The attack kept going on for miles and miles, rendering half the forest to nothing. And what was left growing on the ground was still burning in blue fire. Greymire was being thoroughly destroyed by this duel. 

			Chandi’s heart had slowed down nearly to a stop when she saw the damage caused by the attack that just passed over her head. She didn’t want to think about what would’ve happened to her if she didn’t duck at the right time. 

			This sword is just overkill, she thought, getting up and jumping away from Percy again. She needed to keep her distance from a weapon like that. She wanted no part of it. Something tells me I’m in for a long evening.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two: Full Steam Ahead on the Worst Idea Ever

			[image: ]

			Ika still lied facedown on his mother’s bed, peacefully enjoying the warmth and comfort of the strange bubble that Phiggy had summoned by playing his pink flute. Hours had passed since the bubble of Kanah was raised. Ika was growing rather bored now. His mother was still at his side, though. She watched over him like a hawk, adding her own Kanah to the bubble when she thought something may have been going wrong. Phiggy had to pause his playing to assure her that he had everything under control several times. Ika was surprised to see that he could stop playing the flute without the bubble popping. 

			Master Cinnamon was back in the room now, too. He had been chatting with Ika to keep him occupied, which Ika appreciated. He could still tell that his master was nervous. The rabbit was doing a poor job of hiding how scared he was for Ika to have his spine ripped out. 

			Eventually, in spite of Master Cinnamon’s riveting conversation, the sound of Phiggy’s flute began to make Ika sleepy. “Hey, I have to stay like this for days, right?”

			Phiggy rolled his eyes and stopped playing again. He was still sitting cross-legged next to Ika’s head at the front of the large bed. “Indeed. Get used to this, kid. It’s going to get real boring before it gets real painful. It’s kind of like torture of two different kinds, when you think about it.”

			He began to giggle at his own joke, looking around the room for approval. There was not the faintest hint of a smirk in the room. No one was amused.

			Phiggy smiled awkwardly. “Tough crowd, tough crowd.”

			“How am I supposed to deal with this boredom?” asked Ika. “I’m just supposed to lie here for days until the painful part starts! This is awful, Phiggy!” 

			“Oh, relax,” said Phiggy. “I’ll only have to play the flute for another few hours and you’ll fall right asleep until the time for the actual ritual arrives. You’ll need to be awake for the actual procedure itself, but your body will need all the rest it can get before that time comes. You’ll enter a natural comatose state so your internal Kanah can ready itself for what is coming?”

			Ika liked the fact that he did not need to consciously lie in his mother’s bed with nothing to occupy him for a period of days. But it also meant the painful part was going to feel like it arrived in no time. To Ika, it would feel like the dreadful part was coming in only a few hours. He would fall blissfully asleep, then awake to utter torture, the likes of which he could not possibly fathom. 

			Suddenly, he preferred the idea of being bored. 

			“I still hate this,” said Alice. Dark rings were under her eyes. Her skin was so pale it was almost a shade of light green. She had been working herself far too hard the past few months. “I’m still begging you to abandon this, Ika.”

			“Too late now, darling,” said Phiggy. “He’s in the bubble now. To take him out before the ritual is over will cause some nasty side effects. He’s a big boy. He’s made his choice.”

			Alice’s lip turned into a hard line. She stared over the bed with empty, exhausted eyes. “How about you shut your mouth while I speak to my son.”

			Phiggy held up a hand in surrender, not daring to say anything more.

			“Mom, calm down,” said Ika, unable to turn his head to look at her. “He’s right. I made my choice. Let’s not go over this again. I don’t want this argument to just go in circles.” 

			Alice closed her eyes for a moment and just calmly breathed in and out. When she opened them again, she glared at Phiggy. “Okay.” She twirled a finger in circles at him. “Carry on with your nonsense.”

			Phiggy nodded and put the pink flute back to his lips. Within seconds he was back into his melody. Ika felt his nerves ease as soon as the song found its stride again. It really was a lovely piece of music. He closed his eyes and let his mind be moved by the music. He let his soul be caressed by it. He let the ambient sounds of the world around him fall away into the back of his mind.

			Before he knew it . . . he was asleep. When he next woke, it would be time. The last thing he thought about before slipping away was Chandi. He hoped her duel was going well. 

		

	
		
			Interlude: The Seeing Scroll

			[image: ]

			Kirga’s lower back—and by extension, his legs—were beginning to feel much better now that he had received some careful attention from one of the healers in the Coldshire Gang. The group was carrying on with their trek toward Opiana Mountain. 

			They had come to a thin river of vibrant blue water that cut through a field of short grass next to a small mountain by the name of ‘Mount Gerzerac’. Mount Gerzerac acted as their sign that they were a little less than three days’ worth of travel from Opiana. The lone mountain was not tall enough to be snow-capped. It was an entirely green mountain, lush Fir trees growing up the side and all the way to its peak. 

			Kirga walked down the small slope to sit at the side of the river, listening to its calming stream while he looked up at the green mountain in front of him. “Go ahead and take a small break, everyone! We will carry on in about twenty or so minutes!”

			Some members of the Coldshire Gang sat down in the grass, others opened some packaged rations to eat, while some others even started swimming in the river. It was quite shallow, so anyone looking to get their head wet needed to almost get down on their stomachs.

			The water was not yet frozen, yet far too cold for any sane person to wade through. The gang was composed of some strange individuals. 

			They looked quite tired. Kirga did not blame them. He was tired himself. But they were too close to give in to their fatigue now.

			Devri came over to the river and sat next to Kirga. She dipped her hands into the shimmering stream and splashed some cool water on her face. “How are you feeling now?”

			“Much better,” replied Kirga. “Thank you for asking. Though, I’d prefer not to run into Belasefka again. I could do without another experience like that.”

			Devri nodded, looking into the river. “Yeah . . . I’d have to agree with you on that. I’m not interested in losing any more of my friends. I’d like to keep those that I have left.”

			“Devri, I am sorry for the loss of your friends. I suspect you are smart enough to at least recognize that there was no other option for our escape. We all would’ve died if I did not separate us. Please tell me how else we could’ve survived that encounter. I would love to hear an alternative outcome that might’ve been possible.”

			“I understand,” said Devri, shocking Kirga with her quiet voice. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot. There was no way for all of us to get out of there.” 

			Kirga kept his eyes on her, while she kept her eyes on the flowing water. “I hope you believe me when I say I am sorry for their loss.”

			“I don’t,” answered Devri, quite quickly. “You care about your husband. You don’t give a damn about anyone else. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re right.”

			Kirga continued to study her face. He was developing a growing fondness for her. At first, he would’ve thanked Meamara if a boulder fell from the sky and flattened her. But now that she had stopped flirting with him—realizing it futile—she was an admirably strong woman. “Fair enough. You’re right about my husband. But that does not mean I seek to bring people misery.”

			Devri ran one hand through the water again. “Tell me a little bit more about him. His name was Casey, right? Tell me about Casey. If you don’t mind, that is. He must’ve been something pretty incredible to have you this obsessed with him. You clearly don’t know the meaning of the term ‘Move on’. You haven’t even considered just carrying on with your life. You have defined your entire life around this man. And since you might just be close to destroying the world . . . I’d like to know more about the person who caused the world to be destroyed.”

			Kirga pondered whether he wished to speak about Casey. It always brought him great pain, but he figured he owed her a little vulnerability after what he did to the other members of the gang. “Very well. I will speak briefly about Casey. What is it you wish to know exactly?”

			Devri finally looked over at him. “I want to know why you love him so much. Enough to do . . . well . . . everything that you’re doing.”

			Kirga slowly removed his slim black boots and stretched out his legs, dipping his long pale feet into the water. Even though it was winter, it was quite mild in their current location. Kirga found that a little bit odd, but it was known to happen sometimes in the southern regions. Weather could fluctuate quite substantially. It remained cold throughout, but some areas became much, much colder in winter than others. Opiana Mountain itself was an example of a location that did not become very cold in winter. It rarely, if ever, snowed at Opiana. But the air did become very chilly in December. 

			Kirga leaned his head back and conjured Casey’s soft face in his mind. His green eyes. His freckles. His blond hair. His lightly tanned skin in the springtime. The sound of his singing voice when he was happy. The smell of his hair. The sound of his snoring. All of it came rather swiftly. “My job here is very difficult, Devri; the reason being that he was beyond description. I don’t know of any language that could do his beauty justice. I don’t know of any written poem that could capture the happiness the feeling of his hand in mine brought me.”

			Devri whistled. “Damn. I wish somebody would talk about me like that.”

			Kirga closed his eyes and let the image of Casey grow clearer in his mind. It brought a smile to his face. “I have never known greater peace than in the small moments like him singing while he cooked us both breakfast; or when I would read him a chapter of our favourite book every night before going to sleep. Our favourite book was called ‘Land of Mirrors’ by J.P. Williams. It is a story about a boy who goes on a long adventure in a strange land to save his sister from the dragons who abducted her. It’s full of humour and action. Casey was the one who introduced me to it. He was obsessed with that book.”

			“Never heard of it,” said Devri.

			“I don’t suspect you would have,” replied Kirga, his eyes still closed and his mouth still drawn in a smile. “J.P. Williams never became a very successful author. He only sold a few thousand copies in the southern regions, then died of a lung condition at thirty-six. He won’t be remembered by history. But he was a hero in our household. And he was a hero to Casey.”

			Kamarr slowly approached them from behind. Kirga could hear the large man’s recognizable footsteps as he came closer.

			“What is it?” asked Kirga, opening his eyes now. 

			Kamarr hesitated. “I just . . . I just wanted to ask if you really think it’s wise to stop here when Belasefka is still hunting us. I don’t think we should be stopping at all.”

			“You worry too much,” said Kirga. “Belasefka will not close the distance if we take only twenty minutes to catch our breaths. He is not my biggest worry. My biggest worry is that Wriliara and Percy cannot kill Pelopidas in time, and therefore the Dalada will be sent after us in full after a council meeting decides our fate. I imagine that meeting is taking place in the Capital City right now. I would kill to overhear the conversations they must be having about us. Stultis is difficult to convince to do something he doesn’t want to do, but Pulkra might be able to get it done.”

			Kamarr pulled gingerly at his beard. “You know, we may have someone here who can grant you your wish about overhearing their meeting. In fact, he may be able to do even better than that. He can help you see the meeting yourself.”

			Kirga snapped out of his blissful walk down memory lane to stand up and turn around. “What do you mean? How could we possibly do that?”

			Kamarr pointed a thumb backward over his shoulder. “We’ve got an Oracle here who has a special ability that might allow us to see the meeting all the way from here. His name is Kobi. Kobi has always been useful to us during out time hunting traffickers. His eyes can go almost anywhere in Wenworld. It’s a weird ability that I really can’t explain. You’ll have to just see him work his magic yourself. You want me to call him over?”

			Kirga looked past the large man to see in advance who he may have been speaking of. “Yes, please bring this person to me this instant. I am very intrigued by this.”

			Kamarr cupped his hands around his mouth and turned to look up the river. “Kobi!”

			A man, who was currently lying on his stomach in the shallow river, popped his head out of the water and looked around. “Eh?”

			“Get over here for a second! I want you to show Kirga your seeing ability!”

			The man got up from the water, shaking himself like a dog. He was a tall, lanky fellow with tanned skin and long purple hair. When he turned to look in Kirga’s direction, his deeply disfigured face could be seen clearly.

			Kirga actively winced at the sight of it. He remembered shaking the hand of this man when he went through the long line of gang member introductions when he first met them.

			The upper half of his face appeared to be quite handsome, if not hindered by the lower left half. There was a deep, festering hole to the left of his mouth. It looked like all of the skin in that area was being sucked inside his cheek. It also looked horribly infected. There were patches of green and orange skin that glistened in the light.

			“What is wrong with that man’s face?” asked Kirga, unable to look away now that Kobi was coming closer.

			Devri frowned at him. “He was infected by a special kind of fungus when he was a teenager. It’s not contagious, but it eats away at the skin.”

			Kirga noticed the look on her face and hurriedly clarified. “I mean no offense. It was only a simple question.”

			Kobi almost pranced over to them, still soaking wet. He was unusually happy for a man whose face looked like it was in the process of melting. “What can I do for ya, big man?”

			Kamarr nodded toward Kirga. “Well, the Genmaga here needs to see a special meeting that is probably happening right now in the Capital City. We need to see what the Dalada might be discussing.”

			Kobi rubbed at his chin. A bit of his finger brushed against a wet patch of orange skin, causing a few centimeters of his lower face to actually shuffle from the movement. It was enough to churn the stomach. “Hmmmm. A meeting like that un would be in da big tower, eh?”

			“That is correct,” said Kirga, answering for Kamarr. “I need to see and overhear what is going on in Cebrumbala Tower. Can you do that for me? I have been told you have a special ability that will allow this?”

			Kobi glared at Kirga from over his hand. He kept his hazel eyes on Kirga, but he continued to speak to Kamarr. “I’ll do it for ya, big boy. Not for this un. This un got Mickey killed for notun.”

			Kirga looked to Devri for clarification. 

			“Mickey was Kobi’s younger brother,” said Devri. “He was . . . left behind . . . during the Belasefka incident. Kobi is still quite heartbroken from his loss. We all are, in fact.”

			Kirga felt another surge of momentary guilt come over him. “I see. That is understandable.”

			Kobi stepped forward to stand in the middle of them. “Right. Genmaga wans to see the big meetin, eh? I’ll show em the big meetin. I’ll show him reeeeal good right here righ nar.” He held the palms of his hands upward in front of his stomach. He kept his spindly hands roughly a foot apart. “Celibrium Emisa.”

			A shimmering parchment came into being between his hands. It was actually a golden scroll, summoned to be used by Kobi.

			“What magnificence is this?” asked Kirga. “I have never seen such a thing as this before. I have seen many weapons summoned—as well as even beasts or travel companions—but never scrolls of this sort.”

			Devri looked at Kobi proudly. “Our boy Kobi here is known for many miraculous tricks. You should know by now, Kirga, that this world is full of many Oracles with strange abilities not commonly seen.”

			He supposed she had him there. The vast range of abilities in Wenworld could never be accurately documented. It was inconceivable.

			Kirga peeked down at the face of the scroll. There were no words written on it. Kirga was expecting to see some form of Edamirin. Instead, there was only a single drawing of a large pink eye. The eye appeared to be bleeding, however. Glowing red ink was streaming down to the end of the paper. The bleeding effect was not a fixed thing. It looked as if it was currently bleeding as Kirga glanced down at it. The blood was flowing like an endless river; though the blood—or at least whatever ink was being used to portray the blood—was not running off of the paper. It simply stopped at the edge, not threatening to spill over and onto Kobi’s already dirty pants. 

			“Fascinating,” said Kirga, smirking.

			Kobi nodded. “Aye. Now step ack, Genmaga. Let a man do is ork, eh?”

			Kirga could barely comprehend Kobi’s strange accent, but got the gist of the intention behind the man’s words. He stepped back and kept his arms at his sides.

			Kobi then placed the golden scrolls down on the grass. When Kirga, Devri, and Kamarr gathered around him, he spoke into the paper. “Celibrium deva Ibin artase portels Cebrumbala! Cebrumbala glimpa Ibin ben varta hursa Cebrumbala.”

			The bleeding pink eye in the center of the paper suddenly changed to red. But now the river of blood streaming down from the lid had turned bright pink. Nearly making Kirga jump back in startlement, the eye began to blink and look around at them.

			“What the—”

			“Be calm,” said Kamarr. “Don’t make any sudden movements. Just let the eye look at each of us in turn.”

			Kirga stayed as still as he could. “Someone explain this ability to me. I do not understand how this could possibly work. Can this man see anywhere in the world using this scroll? Are there places beyond the reach of his sight?”

			“Not many places,” answered Kamarr, also staying still and letting the now red eye look him up and down. “Kobi is an Oracle of the Isani Path.”

			“Ah, so this is a Jinx?” said Kirga.

			Kamarr nodded. “It is. Jinxed scrolls like these used to be used in the first generation of Wenworld. They were originally created by the king of Kanakon in the year one ninety-seven, Ignis Karmeha. Karmeha was fighting a massive war against a city in the southern regions that no longer stands today. It was known as Perpela. Long story made short, Karmeha gathered several Jinx experts from across the world to develop a way to spy on the enemy forces. Fourteen scrolls were created. One of those fourteen is looking us over right now. Well, sort of. The modern-day versions of the scrolls are actually reasonably accessible imitations of the originals. But they are still very powerful. Perhaps not quite as powerful as the original fourteen, but enough to do the job today.”

			The eye finally stopped blinking and looking around. Now, apparently satisfied with what it was inspecting, the eye looked forward again, frozen in place in the center of the paper. 

			“And there are certain places we would not be able to see using this Jinx,” said Devri. “Underground, for example. It can see the inside of someone’s basement, or a small cave that does not go too deep. But anything too far under the crust of the world is too much for this Jinx to see. But Cebrumbala should be easy enough. I just hope we see something worth our time. You’re sure a meeting would be taking place right now? Because if Kobi uses this Jinx and nothing comes up, he cannot use it again for another three weeks.”

			“There will be a meeting,” said Kirga, confidently. “Believe me, I know how the Dalada does things. They will be discussing me.”

			Kobi took that as confirmation to finish the job, evidently, because he leaned down and whispered, “Cebrumbala Ibarta see,” to the face of the scroll.

			Kirga knew ‘Ibarta’ to be the Edamirin word for ‘Inside’.  

			The red eye which bled pink now blinked three times very slowly. Kirga watched the eye very closely. After the first blink, the space of the page between the lids remained blank gold. After the second, the space within the eye was still blank. However, after the third blink, there was suddenly a living image taking up the space within the large eye.

			“Magnificent,” said Kirga, looking into this odd portal of vision. 

			What existed now within the eye on the scroll was a top-down view of the Dalada’s meeting table in the center of the tallest tower in Wenworld. And surely enough, just as Kirga predicted, Don-Galaga was regulating a heated meeting with not only the members of the King’s Squad—except for Belasefka, of course, who was still on Kirga’s trail—but with King Stultis himself. 

			They all watched the meeting in silence. They dared not interrupt what was being said. It did not take them long to put together the purpose of the meeting, since each member of the legendary squad was all but screaming it at each other.

			Still looking from the top-down view, Kirga spotted Pulkra smack his hand on the tabletop. “Will you just listen to me for once, Hamawyl? I know you are not the brightest one among us, but even you can see what a threat little Kirga has become. He’s not a kid anymore. He’s a man now; a man who may just kill us all if we let him get the chance.”

			Hamawyl sighed. “I just recently fought Kirga during the Porshalla incident. I was not very impressed, Pulkra. The man will never be a match for me. I don’t care what mythical ability he chases down. And do not call me stupid. I’m not in the mood for your childish nonsense right now. King Stultis has enough on his plate already. He does not need to delay other missions he needs completed so we can chase the Genmaga around. He needs us to be focused elsewhere.”

			“Did you not hear a word I said about Euripides!” shouted Pulkra. “We are all doomed if Kirga achieves Dual Affinity! Why is no one listening to me?” 

			Don-Galaga rubbed at one side of his head. “We have been discussing this for hours now. We do not seem to be moving anywhere. You are outnumbered on this, my boy. Euripides has been known to be wrong quite often. He conjures prophecies about everything. His mind is a flayed thing. We cannot put off other dire incidents currently going on in Wenworld just to focus on Kirga.”

			“Indeed,” said King Stultis himself, sitting upon his high throne. His voice was ragged and slothful. “I have a rebellion on the verge of beginning in the city of Maltasa in the East; I have an assassination plot brewing in Porshalla to take out Princess Marnie, revealing to me that there are those who still support Barrick Tendiga, even after his death at the hands of Ika Ivory; I have a drug war going on in Old Umbra between two previously respectable families that I have watched slip further and further into criminal tendencies over the past decade. Pulkra, these are only a few of the issues I am expected to fix at once. I must solve all of these problems. My tool to do that is the Dalada. And you are asking me to send all of you to Opiana Mountain as soon as possible, even though I already have Belasefka—a more than capable Oracle, mind you—on the Hellcat’s trail as we speak?” 

			The King of the world threw out his thin arms. His attitude and tone of voice gave off the immediate impression that he was deeply annoyed by the topic of their meeting. “I have already paid enough attention to the Hellcat. You are asking that I pay him my full attention, and the words of the crazed Armadillo will not convince me that the Genmaga, of all people, should be my highest priority at the moment.”

			Elra stroked at his goatee and spoke calmly. “Pulkra, I trust you enough for your obvious anxiety on this matter to catch my interest. If you really think Kirga is a threat, then I believe we all should be taking him seriously.”

			“Thank you, brother,” said Pulkra. “I’m glad somebody has some sense around here.”

			King Stultis let his head fall forward so he could peer at Elra. His throne made it so he had to look down at the meeting table, almost causing him to lose his famous Blood Crown; the crown that held the world together. The world would not crumble if he dropped it, of course. But it would be aggravating. “So you are saying, Elra, that you believe in Dual Affinity?”

			Elra placed both elbows atop the table and tented his hands. “I am saying Kirga should be stopped, before he creates another disaster for us. We should’ve stopped him before he killed the White Raven. Your Grace, you must see that Kirga is some kind of significant threat after that event. The last of the legendary Ravens is dead. We cannot underestimate Kirga anymore.”

			“Precisely right,” said Pulkra. “I underestimated the little brat last year, and he looked me right in my face and warned me that doing so was unwise. He was right, because he went on to successfully sack Eskarahm Four, kill the Sanfron Trio by himself, and then kill the White Raven using the Zyphur Spear. In my opinion, Your Grace, Kirga should be number one on our list of heads to collect.”

			“I believe even I have underestimated Kirga,” said Don-Galaga.

			This made Kirga stop breathing without realizing. He glanced around briefly to see if anyone else had noticed the change on his face. The rest of Wenworld did not know that he was the son of the most powerful man who ever lived. He had no desire to reveal that fact. He brought his eyes back to the meeting and tried to calm himself down. It felt like an eternity passed before his father spoke again. 

			“Kirga is . . . becoming more of a problem . . . than I ever could’ve imagined. The Dual Affinity myth has persisted for many generations. If anybody could prove it to be a reality . . . I have a feeling it could be Kirga.”

			Kirga found himself enjoying, in some small way, watching his father speak so awkwardly on this subject. He also enjoyed seeing the faces of each Dalada member while Don-Galaga was speaking. It was known to the squad that Kirga was the son of Don-Galaga. They knew of his mistake, and how he attempted to raise Kirga right to fix that mistake with Migra Morga. The Dalada members all knew about Ikarus and Gira, too. The only one present for the meeting who did not know was Stultis. He would be furious with Don-Galaga for his weakness. Not only his weakness to be fooled by Migra in the first place, but his weakness in not killing the child of that dreadful woman when he had the chance. 

			Kirga was Migra’s prized child of prophecy. She believed that he would grow up to carry out what even Belfaris Morga could not do. If she was right, Don-Galaga’s compassion for Kirga would inevitably lead to the destruction of the Crystal.

			King Stultis rubbed his eyes with his index finger and thumb, letting out a shaking breath. “Then what is it you suggest, Don-Galaga? What would you have me do?”

			“I could never presume to order you in any direction, Your Grace,” said the leader of the Dalada. “I only think we should hear more of what Pulkra has to say on the matter.”

			Stultis rose slowly from his throne. He was a good distance away from the table, but his throne sat high enough on the stairs that he could still look down on them all at once. “I have other matters to attend to at this time. Pulkra . . . if you wish to press this issue more . . . we may meet again this time tomorrow. That will be your last chance to convince me. You say we have until December Thirtieth. Well, that would mean we still have time to make a decision. One more meeting, Pulkra. If you do convince me, we can stop Kirga the day I commit all of you to killing him. That would be an easy task for all of you to complete at once. But if you fail to convince me, then Belasefka will remain the only member tasked with taking out the Genmaga. Is this understood?”

			Pulkra bowed his head. “It is, Your Grace. I will do my best to clarify my points tomorrow.”

			The Dalada members stood from their seats and moved toward the entrance doors to Cebrumbala Tower while Stultis walked inward toward one of the rooms behind the beam of many colours that held the Crystal together.

			“Are we done now?” asked Devri. “Did we see what we needed to see?”

			Kirga nodded. “Yes, we are done now. Thank you, Kobi.”

			Kobi clapped his hands once over the scroll, causing the eye to close and the image of Cebrumbala’s main hall to disappear. The scroll then rolled itself closed without the need of Kobi’s hands. Once the scroll was fully closed, it faded away in the air. 

			Kobi stood and stared at Kirga. “I said areedy, cat man. Don do it for you. Do it for big man.”

			Kamarr placed a hand on Kobi’s shoulder and gently spun him back toward the camp. “And I’m grateful for it. Thank you, my friend. Now go back and get something to eat before we carry on.”

			Kobi was ushered back over to the rest of the group with a slap on the back. He wandered over and began digging through a tan burlap sack, picking out a green apple. He smiled and bit into it, the juice running into the gaping hole in his face. 

			He was a strange fellow, but Kirga admired his skill with Jinxes. That scroll was beyond impressive to him. 

			“It looks like we won’t have to worry about the rest of the Dalada cutting us off before we get to Opiana,” said Devri. “At least, for now. They’ll be meeting again tomorrow. What if Pulkra convinces Stultis to stop us?”

			That would be very bad for Kirga. Kanakon was close enough to Opiana Mountain that Pulkra could bring the Dalada to it before Kirga could arrive. Pulkra could use his Kanah eagle, which can move at unbelievable speeds. And Kirga knew Don-Galaga also had a few tricks up his sleeve for faster transportation; a special brand of Runeworking being most prominent among them. 

			“As bad as that outcome would be, I do not think we have to worry. Wriliara and Percy will kill Pelopidas by the end of today. By the time the Dalada meet again tomorrow, a Red Heron will have already been sent by Tankam to Kanakon, bearing the news that the great lion has been slayed. That will change everything. King Stultis will not hear out Pulkra’s points. Not a chance. Everything is going according to plan.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three: The Wrath of the Tiger
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			Chandi had one Curse left to put away Percy Coldshire. She could not hope to take on Wriliara as well if she used more than that. But Percy had so efficiently overcome her last Curse. It made Chandi nervous to wonder whether he was capable of easily overcoming her next. She doubted it, though. This Curse was a devastating ability. It was one that Ika had used already. He used it when fighting Kirga. It did not kill Kirga, of course, but that was because Kirga is an absurdly powerful Oracle. Chandi did not assume for a moment that Percy was anywhere close to his power. Her next Curse should be more than enough to end things.

			But first she would need the opportunity to use it. Presently, she was far too busy trying not to be cut into pieces by Percy’s long blue blade, Iveldor. Chandi was astonished by the amount of Kanah that stemmed from it. It was a remarkable weapon. She had to focus more while trying to avoid Iveldor than she ever had training with Master Cinnamon, and that is saying much. If she made one single mistake now, Iveldor would carve her into pieces. 

			More and more of the forest was being destroyed as their duel carried on. A massive section of it was already burning in blue fire. And now Percy was cutting through dozens of trees as he continued to chase after Chandi. Chandi was all but sprinting in the other direction to avoid his attacks. Her current defensive strategy looked like cowardice, but it was truly all she could do to survive. 

			I’ve got to think of something. She ducked as the blade swung just over the top of her head, cutting down two more trees. I wish I had my own weapon of this magnitude. If I survive this duel, I’ll have to mention this to Master Cinnamon. I want a fancy sword of my own. 

			She moved her head from left to right to avoid the rapid slashes coming at her. Percy’s face was completely composed. He was not straining himself at all during this hunting process. His face gave off the impression that he was simply sure that he would catch Chandi on a mistake eventually. He seemed so sure that he would kill her soon; even if he had to destroy the entire forest to do it.

			This annoyed Chandi. She had not even seen that level of confidence on Ika’s face before, and he was known to have quite the ego during their training. But Ika never annoyed her like this. The difference between Percy and Ika was that she was in love with Ika, and she had no love for Percy Coldshire in her heart.

			Wait.

			Chandi almost died right that second. She hesitated and nearly got Iveldor ran through her heart because of it. She stood motionless for a few seconds. It was such a rapid change in her demeanor that even Percy paused for a moment in confusion. If he had not paused and continued to attack in the way he was, Chandi actually would’ve died right then. She was too shocked about what her subconscious thoughts were telling her.

			She dodged the thrust at the last second and continued running away from Percy. Did I just think what I think I just thought? Am I in love with Ika? Is that really true?

			Of course it was. And she damn well knew it, too. She had known it for most of her life. Accepting it was another matter entirely. Many people go their entire lives without ever accepting the ways in which they experience love. 

			But now was not the time for her to accept her love for Ika. She could tell him herself when she returned to Turquoise Town. Now she had to kill Percy and stop Wriliara from killing Pelopidas.

			The thought of her love for Ika somehow invigorated her, however. It lessened her fear and increased her aggression. It set a fire in her that she desperately needed. She slid to a stop and ducked another swing from Percy. But this time, instead of trying to find an opening to run again, she found an opening to strike. She leaned forward and stuck out her palm to strike Percy in the sternum. The force of her hand sent him falling onto his back. His body snapped so hard in the air that Iveldor actually flew from his hand and landed in the snow.

			Chandi, realizing this was her moment, dashed for the long sword and grasped it. By the time she pulled it out of the snow, Percy was leaping through the air toward her. Now his face was not so calm. There was naked fury in his eyes.

			She was touching his sister’s sword. She had the audacity to wield such a personal item to him. It could not stand.

			Chandi didn’t quite care if the Apostle’s feelings were hurt, however. She readied the blade to cut through Percy’s body as he flew at her.

			To her dismay, Percy clapped his hands together and said, “Beral Iveldor!” and the sword vanished between her hands.

			I should’ve suspected he could do that.

			He crashed into her once again, wrapping his hands around her throat as they both hit the ground. They were back in the same place again: Chandi lying on her back in the snow, and Percy choking her to death while he straddled her. 

			But this time she was not willing to let herself die. Even with the blue flames licking at them, trying to add them to their expanding blaze, she would not give in. She reached her arms up and grabbed Percy by the collar of his eccentric robe. She yanked his head down so quickly that his face smashed into the hard glass of her tiger mask. Makenna’s mask came through for Chandi again, because Percy’s nose all but exploded on impact. Bright blood squirted from his nostrils, coating his chin.

			His grip on Chandi’s neck weakened significantly after the break. She could tell he was struggling to see as he blinked away the tears that came with the pain. She clasped her hands together and brought them down hard on Percy’s forearms, breaking the hold he had on her. She then rolled herself out of the mount, tossing Percy into the snow. 

			She was lucky that he was such a small man. His frame was similar to that of a child. If he had been in possession of physical strength akin to Ika’s, she never would’ve been able to get him off of her. A full mount position like that is a game-ender for her. She felt disappointed in herself that she let it happen to her twice in only this one duel. If Wriliara got her in that position—even though he was a very frail looking man—she wondered if she could remove him as easily. 

			She could not harness the Kanah into her hands to create the daggers of energy like she did the first time Percy was choking her. She had used that Transformation once already. She would not be able to use it effectively for another few hours. Transformations took much less time to recuperate than Curses, but they still could not be endlessly used without strategy. 

			They faced off again. Neither said anything for a full minute. They only stared each other down with the crackling of the surrounding fire as the only sound between them.

			When Chandi finally spoke, she did so with such softness that her voice could almost not be heard over the wood popping and bursting in the heat. “I am going to end this duel now. I have a last Curse that I am sure will kill you. If you wish to match a Curse with mine, I will allow you to do so.”

			Percy smirked. “Foolish . . . no? Why tell me your last plan? You’re a weird girl.”

			“I believe in a fair fight. And like I said, I am sure this Curse will kill you. No matter what you pull out to counter it, I don’t think it will make much of a difference. Do you have any last words you would like me to deliver to your gang? I’m not sure I’ll ever meet them, but you never know. This world is a smaller place than it seems. If I ever come across them, I promise to deliver the message.”

			Percy erupted into a fit of giggles that had him grabbing his own stomach. “Confident girl. Stupid girl.” He giggled some more before slowly regaining some composure. “Okay. I’ll play this game.”

			He bent his knees and exploded upward into a backflip that sent him several yards further away from Chandi. Dark blue Kanah began to swirl around his small body. He was preparing his Kanah to use a massive Curse. Where the air was once icy cool with the expected winter chill, now there was a persistent heat that went beyond that of the blue fire that still burned in an alluring circle around them. 

			Chandi leapt backward herself to widen the distance between them even more. She gathered her own intensely green Kanah around her shoulders. As the energy twirled around her body, however, it began to change colours. It started as green, then changed to light blue, then to pink, then to a different shade of blue. If she had not been wearing Makenna Milton’s mask, Percy would’ve been able to see Chandi’s sapphire eyes shining. 

			“Making mistake, girlie!” said Percy, his voice amplified by his Kanah to sound many times louder than it actually was. “Gunna lose this game!”

			For a moment Chandi was actually quite frightened by the new sound of his voice. A section of her brain took a moment to contemplate whether or not he was right, and she shouldn’t have warned him in advance that she was preparing a final move in the name of honour.

			She shook away that insecurity. Fancy tricks, that’s all his voice was. It meant nothing. Her Curse was still well beyond him. 

			There was one aspect to the Curse she was about to use that, a year ago, she would’ve been nearly crippled by. Using this Curse took almost all of the energy from the user. It caused one to lapse into fever for a time. It caused one severe pain. This was before she obtained Filiorvis. The fortitude of her Kanah had changed substantially since she obtained that ability. She could simply feel that using certain Curses would not debilitate her any longer. It was Filiorvis, and what achieving it had done to her body overall, that gave her confidence against Percy. She was an Oracle beyond her own childhood imagination now. She never would’ve thought—at ten years old, for example—that she would grow to be as powerful as she was standing in front of Percy.

			The burns that ruined her body and face were almost worth the boost in power. Almost.

			Percy and Chandi said the Edamirin names of their Curses at the exact same time. The fate of the duel would be decided by their next attacks. Only, Percy was likely to use the best ability in his arsenal. Chandi, on the other hand, was saving her best—being Filiorvis, of course—for Wriliara. But this was her next best. 

			“Merinena!”

			“Tarvenatatus!”

			The sky above Chandi’s head became a dark cloud that ballooned outward until it swallowed everything in sight. It grew and grew and grew until the entire world seemed to fall into night. Blue lightning split the clouds in several places, lighting the forest in brief flashes of brilliance. 

			On the other side of the meadow stood Percy, who was currently spinning on the spot so fast that there was smoke coming from where his feet were churning up the ground beneath the snow. He was moving so fast that he appeared to be a blueish greyish blur. He threw his arms out like a dancer and continued to spin and spin. The dark blue Kanah that previously built around his body now morphed to black. That black, pulsing energy was being fueled by Percy’s spinning somehow. It grew higher and higher as the seconds passed by. 

			Both of their Curses were building to the point where they could deliver their final strike. Chandi was still confident that her Tarvenatatus would best whatever it was Percy had pulled out of his sleeve. But even so, she was astonished by his behaviour. She couldn’t imagine the physical training required for him to even be able to spin like that without passing out. He was an impressive Oracle. But he was about to be a dead Oracle, because Tarvenatatus was forming in the dark sky above.

			Slowly the giant black cloud began to turn bright blue in places. Those sections of blue began to mold and churn together with the black until the face of a colossal tiger loomed in the air above Greymire Forest. Chandi had no doubt that the tiger’s great head could be seen from Tankam and Old Umbra. And if that were the case, then certainly Wriliara would be able to see the display from wherever he was. 

			As the nose and nostrils of the tiger were still forming, Percy’s Kanah began to rise into the sky in the form of a funnel cloud. The tiger was still forming its jaw and lower teeth when the funnel birthed into a full tornado, ripping what few trees that were lucky enough not to have been burned yet out of the ground, sending them soaring through the darkened sky in a great circle. 

			Chandi stood in awe, watching this destructive spectacle take place above her. Percy was still spinning on the ground. He was acting as the source of the tornado. When Chandi put that together in her head, she fired a Transformation of green lightning at Percy. Unfortunately, her attempt was useless. The black wall of whirling wind around Percy protected him from any kind of attack. The lightning dispersed as soon as it made contact with the Kanah. Chandi didn’t want to even imagine what might happen to her if she dared to physically approach and attack him. She was already having to use her Kanah to root her feet to the ground so she couldn’t be carried away. The wind was so loud she could hardly hear herself think. 

			But she was still in control of her Tarvenatatus. Now was her time to unleash the great tiger on Percy. She had to strike before the tornado he was forming was at its full strength. She found some level of pleasurable irony in the fact that she was currently wearing the blue tiger mask of Makenna, and the Curse that would end this duel was a godly, wraithlike blue tiger that reigned over the skies. It was quite fitting.  

			She willed the beast forward, the head opening its jaw and roaring thunderously. The tornado was so loud that it almost seemed to roar back in response. The two vast collections of dense Kanah crashed into each other.

			The world went white in a lasting flash of brilliant chaos. Chandi thought she had gone blind by the flash. The world also lost all sound, leading her to also wonder if he had gone deaf. 

			The meeting of Tarvenatatus and Merinena was unlike anything Chandi had ever seen, and unlike anything anyone in the northern regions had seen in over a generation. The clashing of those two Curses would leave a mark on Greymire Forest for the rest of time. Hundreds of years in the future, Wenworld would still bear the scars of the duel between Chandi MorrowHill and Percy Coldshire.  

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi had no sense of time passing. It felt as if several hours elapsed before the world returned to colour and sound, but she knew that to be impossible. In reality, only a few moments passed after the two Curses met in the sky. And yet it seemed like the world that existed before they clashed was gone forever now. The Wenworld before Tarvenatatus and Merinena and the Wenworld after are two entirely different things. 

			She blinked her way through the haze of whiteness until what was left of the forest came into clearer view. She was lying on her back in a thin layer of snow; what was left of it after the tornado had sent most of it flying into the sky.

			She groggily climbed to her feet. It was only when she fully stood up that she realized how much pain she was in. It was like the aches and pains one with a fever is known to suffer from, only amplified several times. She knew this to be the aftereffects of using Tarvenatatus. The symptoms would not be as severe now that she was a far more powerful Oracle than Ika was when he used the Curse against Kirga. Ika required substantial bedrest to recuperate from using the Curse. His fever was persistent and debilitating. Chandi, on the other hand, would mostly recover within the hour. The internal burning would subside, at least. There would be lingering pain for another week, but not badly enough, she hoped, to prevent her from defeating Wriliara Bondiley.

			She looked around her to visually take in just how much damage was dealt by the two of them. The sight of the utterly annihilated forest made her want to weep. Chandi was very fond of nature, and she had never seen so much of it desecrated so quickly. And it was her fault. 

			The blue fire that was aggressively burning through the trees was now mostly gone, but this was only because the trees themselves were all gone. All that remained were burnt or shattered stumps sticking from the ground. There were small sections of grass that were previously shielded from the snow from the leaves of the tree above it that were now on fire. No trees burned, but every few yards there was a section of grass that blazed blue. 

			Greymire Forest was a sad shadow of what it was just before Phiggy teleported Chandi to the area. The day was December 27th, and for a thousand years before that date the forest would’ve stood proud. Now it was irremediable. Chandi underestimated just how powerful she had become since Filiorvis. Filiorvis may have burned her skin and disfigured her for life, but it had made her a creature beyond mortals. And she didn’t even use the Curse yet. She was only getting a taste of how it had increased the overall output of her Kanah. 

			She nearly snapped her own neck when she swivelled her head to look for the source of a nearby sound. There was no mistaking the sound. It was moaning. Moans of deep, unbearable pain. And they were so close.

			Chandi walked forward, both of her legs stinging with each step. She blinked many more times to focus her vision. She worried she might pass out when her vision went black for a few seconds as she followed after the pained noises. Tarvenatatus had affected her quite deeply. She could not afford that with Pelopidas still in danger. And the other unfortunate aspect of her situation was that she could not use the Curse on Wriliara now that she had used it up on Percy. Tarvenatatus would’ve been very useful against Wriliara. But she did need to defeat Percy as swiftly as possible. And judging by the sound of the moans, which were now right in front of her feet, she had succeeded.

			Chandi stopped stumbling forward when she came to a massive log propped up between two stumps. She leaned over the top of the log to see a small figure curled up on the other side.

			It was Percy Coldshire. Chandi was overcome with guilt and empathy when she looked upon what was left of the Apostle. He was lying in a pool of his own blood. His brilliant blue mane of hair was now mostly gone. It had been burned right down to the scalp. The skin from Percy’s face had mostly melted off as well. Chandi nearly shrieked when she saw that his eye sockets were empty. She wondered if they had melted in his skull. His mouth hung slack as if his jaw had been horribly broken. He was a shell of a man. To kill him now would be a merciful thing.

			Chandi stumbled backward so fast that she tripped over a stick and fell onto her back. “What . . . what have I done?”

			She had not even killed someone yet, and already her heart could not take the guilt of wounding another person to that degree. She realized then that she was not made for combat. She did not have it in her to kill others. She felt like a monster as she looked at what she had done to Percy. He was a retched, pitiful creature now. He was a nightmare to look upon. Her Curse had done this. She wished he had just disintegrated upon contact with Tarvenatatus. That would’ve been far preferable to seeing him in such agony, looking like nothing human as he cried in anguish.

			She got to her feet again. She knew what she had to do, but she wasn’t sure if she could bring herself to do it. She would have to put Percy, the man who built his life around saving children, out of his misery like a dog. It was revolting to her very core. She could not believe how dedicated this December was to being the worst month of her life. It just kept getting darker and darker for her. When would the madness end? Was this the path that Wriliara had warned her about all those years ago? Did he somehow know it would get like this for her if she lived for revenge? 

			She walked back over to the log. The whimpering sounds that Percy made when she leaned over to look at him again were enough to shatter her heart. Even though he had tried to kill her, he did not deserve this fate. He was a Kensral, which meant he was bonded to Kirga in a way that he could not resist. 

			It must be possible for Kensral to have some form of free will, because Vedara wanted to kill Kirga. Chandi had learned that from Gira when he told them the story of how he dueled Vedara. Vedara apparently made it quite clear to Gira that he would have killed Kirga himself if he thought it was at all possible. Now, this could have just been brutish bluster, and there really was no way for Vedara to break the hold his instinct had on him. But the fact that he would say it at all led Chandi to ponder if Percy, if given the chance to do so, would’ve been able to break away from his obligation to the Genmaga.

			She adjusted her harried thoughts to remind herself that she did give Percy the chance. She did all she could’ve been expected to do when meeting him to duel. She warned him multiple times to abandon his goal and return to his gang. He would not listen. She even let him use a final Curse to match her own. She did more to help Percy than she needed to. The gruesome ending to this duel was not her burden to bear.

			She could hardly keep her eyes on him as his body twitched. His hands clenched, then unclenched, then clenched again. His toes curled, uncurled, then curled again. He was a red mass of dead skin and exposed bone. It was simply cruel to let this carry on any longer.

			Chandi climbed over the log and stood over Percy’s body. She knelt down and placed a hand on his shoulder. He flinched at the touch, letting out another long groan of pain. “It is over now. I send you to Meamara, where your soul will find peace. Forgive me . . . for this.”

			She closed her eyes, took in a long breath to steady her resolve, then reached down with both hands and swiftly broke his neck. 

			It was the first time she had ever killed someone. She was not numb to the feelings it caused. She was disgusted beyond any possible description. And yet she still had one more person to kill before the day was done.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four: The Quiet Journey to Opiana, and a Lingering Grievance

			[image: ]

			Gira’s nose was running from the persistent cold. When Phiggy first dropped him off, it was an annoyance. Now it threatened his very health. He could hardly feel his fingers, and his jaw stung when he moved his mouth in any slight way. His whole face was slowly freezing. 

			He had already eaten something from his pack, where Toby the Mailsquirrel was now hiding away from the chill. Toby and Gira’s stout steed, Matka, were his only company on his journey to meet his old brother. Gira was rather overwhelmed with emotion. He did not quite understand why. He had been hunting Kirga for many years. He had gotten close to catching him before, but never felt this sense of melancholy. Perhaps it was the dreams he had been having recently. Dreams of the past with Kirga were never far away, but they had been more frequent the past year. Gira did not know if this was some kind of ill omen or not. 

			His Pegar steed ran along the side of a steep cliff that shielded them from the biting wind. There were no trees around. They were currently travelling through a wide series of cliffs and caves heading northeast. 

			It was eerily quiet. It made it more difficult for Gira to escape his thoughts. He would be duelling Kirga soon, there was no doubt of that. He knew precisely where Kirga was heading, and knew the time limit he had before Kirga could achieve what he was after. Gira was in a better position now, when it came to the prospect of capturing or killing Kirga, than he ever had been before.

			It was making him nervous. Very nervous. It was quite strange to want something for so long, then find yourself wanting it to slow down before it got to you. He knew his brother was both absurdly powerful and absurdly cruel. A duel between them could mean Gira’s death. Now, as his Pegar ran along the grey cliffside, Gira had to ask himself if he was prepared to die.

			No was the answer that came immediately to mind. But the reason for that answer was not something as pathetic as the fear of death itself. The main thing that came to the forefront of Gira’s mind was the fact that he had still not written that letter to Ika. He did not like the way they left things. He was not satisfied with their last conversation. There was still more that Gira needed to say to his nephew. But he could not find the words to say them. 

			How could he ever hope to help Ika see how much he loved him? How much better his life was for having Ika in it? Gira knew he was not enough of a poet to pull that off. If he really was going to die, he did not want to die with Ika hating him. And yet that seemed to be exactly the case regarding their last meeting in the living room of the Ivory house. Ika did not seem concerned for Gira’s safety in the slightest. Not as much as Gira could tell, anyway. 

			The other thing that ate at Gira was the argument he and Ika had outside of Crimson Town. He and Ika had argued countless times over the years since Ika became old enough and smart enough to maintain arguments. But they had never fought like they did on that day. Gira’s relationship with Ika was fractured, and leaving things that way was simply unacceptable. Gira had no choice but to think about the fact that Kirga may be strong enough to kill him one-on-one. And if that ended up being the case, there would be no greater tragedy than he and Ika still fighting as he took his last breath. There had to be some kind of reconcilement. 

			Gira realized then that he shouldn’t be entertaining the idea that he was about to die. That was anything but productive. He needed to go into his duel with Kirga with full confidence in his own victory. To do anything less would cause him to be too anxious, and Kirga would surely exploit that weakness. Gira could not afford to act like this was his last ride. 

			And yet he could not shake that very feeling.

			I’ve got to write that damn letter. 

		

	
		
			Interlude: So Well That I Can Live Without

			[image: ]

			Onward Kirga and the Coldshire Gang walked. Kirga could not seem to free himself from Devri and Kamarr. He wished for a quiet moment to himself to think. They clearly would not allow him this. They were constantly at his side. It did not take long for Kirga to put together that they were not used to not having their leader around. In Percy’s absence, they naturally found themselves acting as the shadow of the strongest Oracle in charge of their party. They were meant to serve as loyal bodyguards. It was something they came to by instinct.

			No. Kirga thought for a moment, glancing around at the other members. That isn’t it.

			He had noticed during his travels with the gang that they operated as a standard family might. Percy was the father, and the entire gang were his children. And they behaved like siblings. This gang was not bound by their sense of duty. They were bound by the love they had for each other. With that knowledge, the behaviour of Devri and Kamarr became much more obvious. They did not constantly shadow him because they felt lost with Percy. They shadowed him because they were instinctually protecting the rest of the gang from him. They kept close to him in case he did anything to harm the others. They kept close to him to kill him if he made any rash decisions.

			Kirga very much admired this. He found it almost cute, since he could kill them all without them being able to do anything to stop him. But he still admired their dedication to each other. And it was the realization of their dedication that made him feel even more guilty about the members he left behind to die. These people deserved better than what he was putting them through. But Casey was waiting, and so he would continue to use them and their leader to get what he wanted. Casey mattered more than their supposed right to happiness and freedom from his control. 

			“What are you thinking about?” asked Kamarr, eyeing Kirga’s expression with some wariness.

			“Gira Ivory,” Kirga lied. “I know Belasefka is not the only one chasing us. Gira will be after us as well.”

			“Gira Ivory.” Kamarr said the name with some level of respect. “He’s put away some big names from the north in the past ten years. Bad people. If somebody like him is after us . . . I am finding it harder and harder to believe you are the good guy in this story.”

			Kirga raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m not asking you to trust me. I’m asking you to trust your leader. Has Percy not earned your trust over the years?”

			He was once again manipulating the fact that the rest of the gang did not have the knowledge of Kensrals being bound to fight for the Genmaga. Since the Genmaga Prophecy was so widely mocked, the details were not common knowledge. As long as Percy served Kirga, so too would they. 

			“Of course,” answered Devri, irritably. “But . . . we fought for something good before.”

			“You’re fighting for something good now,” said Kirga. “Don’t listen to their lies. We will not all die if the Crystal is destroyed. You have been fed that propaganda by the Capital City to keep you fearful. Lady Meamara is not the hero we thought she was. This is all one big sick game to her. Freeing us from our cage will be the greatest thing I ever do. Our names will go down in history as the brave souls who stood against the majority to bring about positive change and enter a world of immortality and bliss. We are entering a kingdom of light and love. All we have to do is get out of this crystal cage to get there. Trust me, Devri, you will thank me when all is done.”

			Devri only grumbled in response. 

			Kirga brought his eyes forward again. Before them was a vast series of small hills covered in untouched snow. The air was calmer here. The wind did not sting the skin. The weather was finally nice enough for Kirga to actually enjoy the walk. Nature always cleared his mind and put a smile on his face, but presently he was too anxious to smile. He enjoyed the sight of the white hills glittering in the sun, but he could not shake his mind from his former brother, now that he had spoken of him out loud to Kamarr.

			The image of Gira’s young face came forward in Kirga’s subconscious. It brought him deep pain. He missed the days when he could fish, nap, spar, or do any number of casual things with his old brothers. He missed his old life. He missed the house by the Hill of Memories. He missed the drama of the love triangle of Ikarus, Alice, and Gira, and doing his best to facilitate that situation. He missed when such a petty thing was the center of his gossip. 

			But they could never go back to who they used to be. Not after what they did to Casey. That petty love triangle that Kirga used to find pleasure in watching unfold ended up taking from him his husband. It was Ikarus and Gira’s passion for Alice that led them to betray their best friend, handing his body over to Migra to be killed. The thought made Kirga want to scream. It always did. 

			But he got his hands on his mother for what she did to poor Casey. Oh yes. She could not escape his rage. And he also got his hands on Ikarus, eventually. Gira, however, did not fall victim to Kirga’s anger and grief. He was the only one. There was a reason for that, of course. Kirga obviously knew the reason, but Gira did not. Kirga pondered whether he should finally tell Gira, if they do meet on Opiana Mountain, the reason that he never chased him down to kill him after killing Ikarus. 

			Perhaps.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five: The Lion of Tankam

			[image: ]

			Chandi left Percy’s body smouldering in the mud as she ran in the direction of the Red City. She wanted to give Percy a proper burial. She figured he deserved that. But she did not have time. Wriliara already had a head start, and Pelopidas did not know what was coming. 

			Chandi was having a difficult time running. Her body ached from the expenditure of Tarvenatatus. No fever, but quite intense pain. And it was not just the pain that made her want to give up and crash to the ground. It was her guilt as well. She was fresh from her first kill. The sound that Percy’s neck made as she snapped it made her stomach churn. It made her gag every time it echoed in her mind. She actually killed someone. She knew what it felt like now, and she hated it. She tried to remind herself that killing Wriliara would certainly not feel this awful. Not after what he did to her family. Percy, in all honesty, did not deserve to be killed. He was a victim of his Kensral nature, and Chandi found it very tragic. 

			She carried on running, sped up by the use of dense Kanah around her sore legs. She ran until she entered the healthy edges of Greymire, where the flames and chaos had not torn it apart. She knew she was getting close to Tankam’s territory when she became surrounded by actually intact trees and shrubbery. She was at the final thin stretch before exiting what was left of the forest. 

			She stopped for a moment upon the edge of a small cliff to breathe. She leaned forward and supported her weight by resting her hands atop her knees. She looked down for a while, her breath was hot on her face as it bounced off of her tiger mask.  

			She snapped her head up when she heard a voice echoing in the sky like thunder. It was coming from just beyond a mountain in front of her.

			“YOU CANNOT HOPE TO KILL ME! YOU HAVE COME ALONE! THIS IS THE FINAL TIME THAT I WILL WARN YOU TO LEAVE THESE LANDS! IF YOU DO NOT HEED MY ADVICE, I SHALL KILL YOU HERE AND NOW!” 

			Chandi was awed by the power behind that voice. She had never heard its equal. She knew right away that this must be the great golden lion of the north. And he was speaking to Wriliara! But since Wriliara did not possess a voice as powerful as the lion’s, only one half of the conversation could be heard. Chandi could not know what Wriliara was saying back. She had to hurry and get around the small, lonely mountain that blocked her view of Tankam, which likely sat just on the other side of it. 

			She continued to eavesdrop on half of the conversation as she jumped off the cliff and made her way down a tall hill toward a stream that led around the mountain. Pelopidas’ voice seemed to bounce off of the walls of the valley to the east of the mountain. 

			“I DO NOT KNOW WHAT YOU SPEAK OF! WHOM DO YOU SERVE? WHO HAS FED YOU THESE LIES? YOU SOUND LIKE A MORGANIAN, THE COLLECTION OF THE MOST CONTEMPTIBLE FOOLS IN THIS WORLD. DO NOT SPEAK ILL OF LADY MEAMARA TO ME, INTRUDER! MEAMARA IS THE QUEEN OF ALL LIFE. MEAMARA IS THE KEEPER OF OUR EXISTENCE! YOU SPEAK HERESY WITH NO SHAME!”

			Lady Meamara? Wriliara must be running his mouth, regurgitating Belfaris Morga’s talking points. He’s no different than Kirga. They’re both brainwashed psychopaths who are going to get us all killed. Maybe Pelopidas will kill him before I can even get there. That might be preferable to me having to kill someone again. I never want to experience that feeling again. I will go the rest of my life hearing the sound of Percy’s neck. She almost gagged again. Maybe it’s destiny for the lion to take him out. After all, even if Pelopidas is past his prime, how can Wriliara think he can defeat a creature as legendary as Pelopidas completely by himself? It’s not like he’s Kirga, who still needed the Zyphur Sp—

			Chandi slid to a stop. She felt like a fool for not considering it earlier. If she was honest with herself, she had forgotten about the ancient artifact until it crossed her mind just a moment ago. “The damn spear! Kirga must’ve given the Zyphur Spear to Wriliara! That’s how he’s going to kill him!”

			She did her best to pick up her speed, but she had a feeling she caught on a little too late. Bright green light reflected off of the clouds on the other side of the mountain. 

			“WHERE DID YOU GET THAT?”

			Damn it, I have to hurry!

			She dashed through the long stream and into the valley as the blinding green light grew brighter and brighter in the sky. That spear was more than capable of killing Pelopidas. It was almost useless against the standard Oracle, but it was specifically designed to take the lives of powerful creatures of all kinds. If Chandi was not fast, her mission would fail before it even really began. All she managed to do was kill Percy. That in itself would be worth nothing if the lion did not survive. 

			Chandi was breathing heavily, her body searing from how hard she was pushing it, when she finally made her way through the final curve in the valley. She stood upon a grey rock and looked upon Pelopidas, who was almost as large as the mountain itself. And behind him, far off in the distance, was the city of Tankam. Chandi could tell it was a long distance away, but she could still see the gigantic red wall that curved around the southern entrance gate to the city. Tankam was too far for backup to arrive at a reasonable time, but it was magnificent simply to witness. As much as Chandi wanted to visit that great city that loomed behind the lion, she had to focus on the task in front of her.

			She looked down, following the line of the golden lion’s head, to see a small shadowy figure staring up at Pelopidas. It was Wriliara, and he was brandishing the emerald Zyphur Spear above his head. It blazed like the sun, hungry for blood. Chandi could feel the energy coming from it as a sudden heat to the air in the valley. 

			Pelopidas himself fit the description of one who was past their prime. Even though he was certainly great in stature, he was gaunt in body to the point that his large ribs could be seen beneath his faded gold coat of fur. He was far too skinny to match the image of his long legend. And not only that, half of his face—and a significant portion of his thin body—were burned black. Half of his face was mostly gone, leaving him with only one good eye. It looked like a volcano had blasted him directly in the face. 

			Chandi knew these burns not to be from Wriliara. They were from his historic fight with the other legendary creature of the north: the Crimson Chimera, Pheramea. Even though a young girl by the name of Kelsey Preston was the one who killed the Chimera, Pelopidas was an important part of that great battle. That battle was many years ago now, but he still carried the scars. It was astonishing he was even standing on his own. There was no way he would survive a direct attack from the Zyphur Spear. 

			Chandi wasted no time butting in on this conversation. She used her Kanah once again to empower her legs, leaping down further into the valley. She landed with a loud crash as her feet broke through a tall boulder behind where Wriliara was standing. It was quite the superfluously dramatic entrance. 

			The time had finally come. Her body would still be in pain from Tarvenatatus for another 45 minutes. But even so, it was now or never.

			Both Pelopidas and Wriliara turned to face her. 

			“AND WHO IS THIS NOW?” roared the lion, his voice so loud Chandi was desperate to cover her ears with her hands. But that would’ve been far too undignified. 

			The look on Wriliara’s face was not shock. It was more annoyance than anything else. “I know that Kanah. Chandi . . . Chandi MorrowHill.”

			Chandi said nothing. She stared at Wriliara, her fists clenched. 

			Wriliara planted the spear at his side, holding off from using it for the moment. “I do not know why you are wearing that mask . . . but I’m glad to see you. I have been waiting for our duel. If you will only let me deal with the lion first, I can be right with you.”

			“DO NOT SPEAK OF ME AS IF I AM AN AFTERTHOUGHT!” The anger in the lion’s voice was something beyond scary. “TURN AND FACE ME! I AM YOUR BIGGEST THREAT. DO YOU NOT KNOW WHO I AM! I AM PELO—”

			“You’re a guard cat who is far past your glory days,” said Wriliara, cutting him off. He amplified his voice using Kanah so Pelopidas, with his head nearly reaching through the clouds, could still here him clearly. “I will get back to you in a moment. Just stand there like a good boy and shut your mouth.”

			“RAHHHHHHHHHH!”

			For this, Chandi did cover her ears. And so did Wriliara. Pelopidas let out a furious scream that was, without question, the loudest sound Chandi had yet heard in her life. She actually fell to her knees from the pain in her head. Wriliara bent over and swayed, moments from falling from his place upon the rock. 

			“I AM PELOPIDAS! YOU WILL RESPECT ME! I WILL NOT BE SPOKEN TO IN THIS WAY!” He opened his jaw wide and roared up again at the sky. This time a steady blast of golden Kanah exploded outward from his mouth, splitting the clouds and sending streams of bright golden fire dancing across the sky. “RAHHHHHHHHHHH!” 

			Chandi had pictured the moment when she finally met Wriliara to duel thousands of times. It never looked anything like this in her imagination. The giant murderous lion lighting the sky on fire was not part of her predictions. 

			Pelopidas only stopped his roar when Wriliara raised the glowing emerald spear again. The blaze of green captured the lion’s attention. Chandi even saw his one good eye go wide with what might’ve even been fear. 

			She had to stop him. Without thinking, Chandi leapt at Wriliara, shooting a Transformation of green Kanah at his back. It took the form of a large ball of sparking energy. Wriliara did a backflip to jump over it. It was enough of a pause for Pelopidas to lunge toward him. The lion brought his unbelievably large head down to clamp his jaw down on the entire area, crushing rock between his teeth with ease. 

			Chandi was almost relieved that it was over, until she saw Wriliara jump through a gap in Pelopidas’ teeth just before his mouth closed. She was on him in a second. She did not want to give him a chance to properly summon the spear’s power and thrust it into the lion.

			Even though she was trying to save him, clearly Pelopidas did not get that message. He brought his right paw down to slam into the ground. If Chandi did not jump out of its path, she would’ve been instantly killed. 

			She rolled back to her feet, a massive wall of grey dust obstructing her view of Pelopidas. Giant chunks of stone debris flew into the air, scattering everywhere. “I’m trying to help you, you fool! We can kill him together!”

			“I DO NOT NEED ANYONE’S HELP! I AM PELOPIDAS. I AM THE STRONGEST BEING IN THE WORLD. I WILL KILL YOU BOTH FOR INTRUDING INTO THESE LANDS. TANKAM WILL NEVER FALL, DO YOU HEAR THESE WORDS? NEVER, NEVER, NEVER!”

			“I’m not trying to attack Tankam, you idiot! What is wrong with you?”

			This was not the Pelopidas that Chandi had read about in Turquoise Town’s library. From what she had known, he was a regal and intelligent creature. He was the jewel of the north. He was understood to be a reasonable guardian. He seemed almost senile now that Chandi had met him in person. Had his age deteriorated his mind as well as his body? Or perhaps she was simply witnessing the mental crisis of an old warrior who was no longer who they once were. Perhaps his ego had reached this flayed and peculiar state due to his own anger over his pathetic state. Perhaps the great Pelopidas had been reduced to a political figurehead of the north, rather than any actually functioning guardian. She imagined that could mess with the psyche of one who had been fighting for so long. 

			The lion’s voice cracked in passion now as he yelled to the skies once more. There was great pain in that voice. “TANKAM WILL NEVER FALL SO LONG AS PELOPIDAS IS HERE TO PROTECT IT! NO ORACLE OR BEAST IN THE KNOWN WORLD CAN EVER HOPE TO OUTMATCH ME! NEVER, NEVER, NEVER! SO DUEL WITH ME, YOUNG ONES! DUEL AND LET OUR BATTLE GO DOWN IN HISTORY!”

			This was not what Chandi needed, nor was it what she expected when accepting her mission to stop Wriliara. She worked this hard just to get here to save Pelopidas, and now she was trapped in a three-way duel between her, Wriliara, and the stupid lion who was supposed to be on her side. Her body was still in too much pain for this. And even if it wasn’t, this was far from an ideal situation. 

			Both Chandi and Wriliara ran in different directions, Chandi heading toward the southern end of the valley while Wriliara dashed toward the northern end. They dodged a beam of golden light that came from Pelopidas’ mouth. The beam carved through the tall wall of the valley like a knife through butter. He destroyed half of the entire length of the cliff face in mere moments. Luckily for Chandi, the lion moved his head to angle the beam toward Wriliara. At least he was smart enough to recognize that Wriliara was in possession of an artifact that could kill him, and therefore it would be the wisest course of action to kill him first, then Chandi after. Chandi could use that to her advantage.

			She spun around to dash back inward to where Pelopidas was standing. She tailed him as he walked north, chasing after Wriliara like a cat chasing a rat. The golden beam carried on obliterating everything it touched. It did that for five or so minutes, then it came to a stop when Pelopidas went into a fit of coughs that shook his whole body. He coughed until vast amounts of blood sprayed out of his mouth and coated the grey stone of the valley bright red. He had overexerted himself, and was about to pay the price for it.

			Chandi was behind Pelopidas, so she could not see where Wriliara was. But she did see the flash of green light from the other side of the lion’s body. Wriliara was once again readying himself to bury the spear into Pelopidas’ heart.

			Chandi did something crazy. She began, perhaps too recklessly, to run up Pelopidas’ tail toward his back. She struggled to keep her footing as his body continued to tremble from his intense coughing. She dashed up his back as fast as she could. Bright flashes of purple Kanah came from her ankles as she manipulated her Kanah to make her move faster. She looked to be skating up the golden slope of fur toward the thick mane at the top. 

			The green light reached its brightest point, and that was when Chandi reached the top of Pelopidas’ gigantic head. She jumped off it, soaring high into the air. The time had come for her to use one of the three Curses she was saving to use on Wriliara. She could see the small speck of him at the bottom of the valley, far below her. He was stationary while attempting to aim the Zyphur Spear, and this served her purpose. He would require an extra second to dodge her Curse. 

			“Borsigala!”

			A strange circle formed in the air in front of Chandi’s body. In the center of this circle was an ancient Edamirin symbol. Chandi dropped to the ground in front of Pelopidas, while her new creation still floated in the air in front of the lion’s head. 

			Wriliara hesitated for a moment, tilting his head and frowning at the hovering circle. It was not just any circle, but a solid plate of Kanah that spun in clockwise fashion. The rim of the plate was pink, while the majority of the center background was green. The Edamirin symbol, which looked like two squares being run through by a solid black sword, was written in pink Kanah. 

			Borsigala was a Curse that only those of Sun Affinity could use. It was one that Chandi’s late grandmother, Ajith, taught her. Even if it was a Curse that could be used by either Affinity, Ika would not have been able to learn it anyway. Not while in his wheelchair.

			The Curse had a very strange effect to it. Borsigala translated to ‘Confusion’ from the Edamirin language. It made it so that, as long as Chandi kept her eyes on her target, that target would experience an overwhelming sensation of confusion akin to one who was drunk. And not only that, their sense of direction would be completely tampered with. Up would seem down for them in one moment, then be righted to its normal state in the next moment. Colours would change randomly and sounds would begin to come from random places. Their spatial awareness would be irradicated as well. It was nearly impossible to fight when under the powerful influence of Borsigala. 

			The only catch—other than Chandi having to keep her eyes on Wriliara at all times, of course—was that there was a radius of effect to the Curse. If the target strayed beyond a radius of 40 meters, they would regain their senses. And once they did, they could aim a Transformation at the spinning plate in the sky and destroy it. 

			As annoyed as Chandi was by the hiccups and complications of the Curse, she did not think they would hamper her in the present moment. Not if she acted swiftly. 

			Wriliara began to blink rapidly and stumble around like a fool. The light from the Zyphur Spear dimed as he twirled around, swinging and cussing at nothing but the air around him. Wriliara, as inherently frightening as the man was, looked quite humorous for the time being. 

			Pelopidas was still coughing, splashes of blood raining down next to where Chandi was standing. She used her moment to run toward Wriliara. She never took her eyes from him. She did not even allow herself to blink as she approached. This was her moment. She was going to kill him right now as he faltered about like the town idiot. Not a very poetic ending to their rivalry, but an ending indeed. 

			Wriliara swung the spear around, muttering loudly as he continued his battle with no one but his own visions. “Stay awrray! Who . . . whazzit . . . wha . . . don you dare com over . . . I’ll kill ya . . . I’ll . . . stay awrray, damn you! Stay awrray!”

			Chandi leapt up onto the wide boulder Wriliara was standing on. She raised her hand and aimed her palm at him. With one Transformation she would slice his unprotected body in half. She smirked as she gathered the Kanah around her right hand to fire it. 

			Her deadly focus broke when she heard Pelopidas stomp toward them from behind her. She turned her head to see that he had regained himself. The golden beast roared, raising both paws high into the air, preparing to slam down on the boulder, killing Chandi and Wriliara in one triumphant attack.

			“No, you idiot! Will you just let me save you, please!”

			It was too late for her to kill Wriliara. She needed to move out of the way now, or she and him would both be pancakes. She dashed to the right, diving off of the boulder and into the nearby stream. Sure, she was robbed of her killing shot, but the deathblow would come regardless. It just wouldn’t be by her hand. At this point she no longer cared if Wriliara tripped and broke his neck. She just wanted this madness to be over. 

			She snapped her head up and out of the water of the stream, forgetting a crucial little detail.

			She had taken her eyes off of Wriliara when she turned back to see Pelopidas preparing to crush them.

			Pelopidas’ paws came down and destroyed that section of the valley, sending up rocky debris and grey dust yet again. She scanned the area once Pelopidas slowly raised his paws to see if there was a crushed and bloodied body in the crater that the slam created. There was nothing. No pool of blood or broken Apostle occupied the crater.

			Where the hell did he g—

			Chandi had enough time to gasp in surprise before Wriliara’s fist smashed into her mask. She was momentarily blinded by the force of the punch. She staggered where she stood, allowing Wriliara to punch her again in the stomach, which immediately made Chandi spit blood into her tiger mask. Wriliara followed that with a kick to the stomach that sent Chandi skipping along the shallow water like a flat stone. 

			When she finally came to a stop, wet and groaning in pain, Chandi shook her head and looked back at Wriliara as fast as possible. He was still within the radius of the spinning plate. She noticed him looking up at it, clearly studying its purpose. Another few seconds without her eyes making contact with his body and he likely would’ve figured out the nature of the Curse that made him feel so strange before. He would’ve destroyed the plate and ended the Curse. Luckily, Chandi returned him to his stupor shortly after looking at him again. 

			Wriliara d forward and back, his legs shaking. He actually dropped the spear to the ground after another moment, causing Chandi to dash toward him again. Before she could reach him, however, the giant pest had spotted them and was running toward them again. Chandi was growing tired of his meddling. She had half a mind to kill the lion herself; mission be damned.

			Once again, Pelopidas raised his paws and got ready to slam them down. This time Chandi stopped moving altogether, staying out of his range, but keeping her eyes on Wriliara.

			Wriliara, in spite of his intoxicated state, clearly clued into what was going on. He quickly bent to pick up the spear and lifted it by the wrong end. He was aiming the butt of the spear first. And not only that, he was aiming in the completely wrong direction. Instead of getting ready to throw the spear at Pelopidas—no doubt believing the lion was in front of him, when in reality he was behind—Wriliara looked toward the tall cliff face to the eastern side of the valley.

			“DIE!” he shouted, actually throwing the now blazing emerald spear from his shaking hands. 

			The sudden attack actually caused Pelopidas to hesitate and stop his own attack, mostly due to the brightness of the flash that blinded him, but also due to how ridiculous Wriliara looked at the moment. Pelopidas had clearly not clued into what was going on with Chandi’s Curse, because he just looked childishly confused. 

			The Zyphur Spear buried itself into the cliff face, causing that entire side of the valley to explode upon impact. Massive slabs of rock, some of them even large enough to hold trees growing upon their chunks of mire, came falling toward the three of them. Half of the valley had just caved in, and the descending stone wall blotted out the light of the sun.

			Chandi gasped, looking away from Wriliara to glance at the source of her Curse. “NOOOO!”

			As the avalanche of freefalling debris came down, a giant slab of broken rock smashed into the spinning plate of her elaborate Curse, bursting it like an air balloon. The first of the three Curses Chandi was saving for Wriliara was now gone. 

			A sliver of seared stone hit Chandi on the back of the skull, and her vision grew dark.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six: The Lion Sleeps

			[image: ]

			Chandi shook her head, feeling a heavy weight upon her back. She did not fully lose consciousness when she was struck on the head, but she did enter a state not unlike what was previously forced upon Wriliara. She fell to her stomach, her vision failing her, while the world seemed to crumble apart around her. The sound that was made when the stone debris crashed onto the floor of the valley was tremendous. It was enough to send Chandi into a brief state of shock. 

			Presently, she was quite irritated about the fact that Borsigala was destroyed. But she realized she must be alive in order to have that grievance, and therefore was lucky. She groaned through the labour of pushing the long slab of stone that currently rested atop her off of her and into the broken stream. The slab may have killed her instantly if it were any larger. 

			She looked around at the destruction caused by the Zyphur Spear. Where the vast wall of rock used to be was now a massive hole that led into the forest to the east of the valley. Chandi could see no sign of Pelopidas or Wriliara. This was odd, since Pelopidas was certainly impossible to miss. Even if he were crushed by the debris, his carcass would be easily spotted.

			Chandi got her answer to where the others had gone when another flash of emerald light came from deep in the nearby forest. Her first thought was that Wriliara had picked up the spear when it fell with the rest of the valley wall. And now he had chased a potentially wounded Pelopidas into the forest. 

			Chandi was sure that she did not fully lose consciousness when that stone hit her. But perhaps she had lost more time in her groggy state than she originally assumed. How could they have gotten so far in so short a time? She recalled breathing heavily through the grey dust that swept into her mask and through the slit below her mouth. She was too wounded to even spit out the dust. She felt it burning in the back of her throat. She could’ve been lying on the ground, dazed and hurt, for close to an entire hour. The only reason an hour was the first estimation of time that came to her was because she knew that was the amount of time she needed to recover from using Tarvenatatus. And, she quickly noticed when she got to her feet, her body was actually not in that dreadful state of soreness anymore. The effects of Tarvenatatus had passed. Now all that remained was the headache from being struck so hard in the back of the head. 

			She wasted no more time and dashed into the long hole and into the deep forest. She jumped over jagged bits of leftover rock and then jumped from treetop to treetop as she made her way toward the guiding green light.

			She heard Pelopidas roar again. It was a pained roar this time, and that worried Chandi.

			“IF I AM TO DIE HERE, I SHALL TAKE YOU WITH ME! LET THE WORLD REMEMBER THE GREAT AND LOYAL PELOPIDAS! LET THE WORLD SAY THE NAME IN REVERENCE. LET THE WORLD KNOW THAT I SERVED TANKAM WELL!”

			Chandi dashed harder and harder as the seconds carried on. She had a very bad feeling. She managed to catch a glimpse of Pelopidas’ head as the green light began to slightly fade. It was being mixed now with a gorgeous golden light that burned even brighter. He was preparing an attack of his own to match Wriliara. She was getting closer, but she was still not close enough. 

			“DO YOUR WORST! LET US END THIS! I AM READY TO FACE MEAMARA, IF THIS IS TO BE MY LAST DUEL!”

			No! Don’t resign yourself to die, Pelopidas! I need you to stay alive. If you die, Gira will have to stop Kirga alone. The Dalada has to help him. Please, please, please do not die. I can’t fail. If I fail and something . . . if something happens to Gira . . . it’ll be my fault! Please!

			Chandi was blown out of the top of a tree by a shockwave that swept over the forest and moved west toward Tankam’s great walls. Pelopidas and Wriliara had officially clashed, the Kanah explosion stemming from their location took the form of a beautiful mushroom cloud of gold and emerald. 

			Chandi bounced off of several branches on her way down to the forest floor. When she landed, she quickly rolled herself back to her feet, staring in anguish at the rising cloud. Her only hope now was that Pelopidas had overpowered the Zyphur Spear with his final blast of energy. Somehow, she doubted that outcome. 

			She resumed, after a shake or two of her head to recover from her stumble, dashing toward the explosion. She pushed her new Kanah to its absolute limit. She subconsciously recognized that she was moving faster than she had ever moved in her life. Master Cinnamon would’ve been in satisfied awe to look at her now. He had always pushed her to reach greater speeds when using her Kanah to enhance her graceful running. It was his strict tutelage that allowed her to achieve this speed. It was his guidance that brought her the control over Kanah that made her such a supreme young Oracle. She loved him for it; among the countless other reasons that she loved him. She wished he were with her, so they could take on Wriliara together. They would surely not fail together, but Chandi feared she had just failed alone. 

			By the time she arrived at the site of the explosion, the cloud of smoke had mostly filled the air and was no longer lingering only slightly above the roof of trees. The crater created by the blast was easily seen by Chandi’s eyes. The stark, breathtaking destruction caused to this section of the forest was on full display. Remarkably, the damage did not appear as bad as Chandi’s final clash with Percy Coldshire. Chandi came to a swift conclusion on why that was the case. She did not believe it was due to Pelopidas and Wriliara’s combined attacks being weaker in nature, therefore causing an explosion lesser than that created by Percy and her. She believed—or rather, feared—it was because the Zyphur Spear had conquered whatever Pelopidas had done, rendering his half of the damage dealt pointedly lessened. 

			Her fears seemed to be all but confirmed as a portion of smoke cleared to reveal the body of the legendary golden lion. He was lying against the tall curve at the rim of the crater. To Chandi’s extreme relief, he was still breathing. However, she could see that the Zyphur Spear was sticking out from the center of his chest. Wriliara was nowhere to be seen. 

			She dashed over to Pelopidas, inspecting his wound with a nearer eye. There was a spiderweb of green lines that spread out from the point of insertion, looking like the many cracks found in an old pot when it is near the point of bursting. 

			Pelopidas coughed up more blood. He wheezed heavily and managed to speak. When before his voice sounded like captured thunder, now it was frail and so weak Chandi could almost not hear it at all. “I . . . my day has come. Such a retched creature I have become. Such a sad, sad thing I am, to be beaten by such a young rat. My shame . . . my sh-sh-shame . . . cannot be quantified. I served you well, my dear, did I not? You were my h-heart . . . and I did as you asked me to.”

			Chandi vaguely recalled Phiggy talking about a Princess who was close with Pelopidas, but could not recall her name at the moment.

			Pelopidas smiled, more rivers of blood pouring between his long teeth. He was so large that it looked to Chandi, from where she was standing, that a mountain itself was weeping blood. Or better yet, a volcano of blood had erupted before her.

			The green web of cracks in the lion’s chest grew brighter. “Farewell, Wenworld. I go to see the only friend I ever had. I go to see her . . . and Lady Meamara. Let the world . . . remember my loyalty.”

			Chandi screamed at the top of her lungs upward to the dying creature. “NOOO! YOU’RE NOT ALLOWED TO DIE! YOU CAN’T!”

			Her words were wasted. Green light absorbed the whole of Pelopidas’ gargantuan body. The lion let out one last weak breath before he appeared to wither away right before Chandi’s eyes. The fur and skin of the beast began to blister away until there was nothing left in the crater but a giant skeleton of a lion.

			Chandi recalled Ika mentioning the skeleton of the White raven when he faced off against Kirga in Paragon Forest. There were a few different theories about why Corvus disintegrated in such a fashion after his death, but now the reason was obvious. The Zyphur Spear, for whatever reason, had a property to it that seemed to suck away the entire life force of the creature it struck, leaving nothing but bare, cold bones. 

			Chandi fell to her knees. Tears came to her eyes. She failed. She failed to stop Wriliara. There was nothing to stop Kirga now but Gira. Chandi had full faith in Gira’s strength, but he should not have to carry the entire burden himself. It wasn’t right, and it wasn’t safe. Everyone was trusting Chandi, and she let them all down. What would Ajith say to this failure? What would Ika say?

			She looked on in numb grief as Pelopidas’ bones shifted slightly to settle into their final resting place along the side of the crater. They seemed to form a castle of charred white that no amount of human labour would be able to move from this place. These bones, Chandi knew, would likely remain here for the rest of time. They would remain as a physical representation of her failure.

			“Now that that is dealt with . . . shall we commence with our duel? I know you have been waiting for it for a long time. Admittedly, as have I.”

			Chandi slowly turned her head to the right, seeing a skinny dark figure come into view through the amassing fog. The cloud from above had settled in the sky, the low humidity bringing about a thick white fog over the whole area. 

			The figure was Wriliara, and he looked upon Chandi with a blank, almost bored expression. 

			Chandi took in a deep breath and climbed again to her feet. She could see where the Zyphur Spear had fallen back to the ground. It had lodged itself into the mud below Pelopidas’ ribcage. 

			“Don’t worry about that,” said Wriliara, calmly. “I have no use for it in this duel. It has served its purpose quite well, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

			With that final word came the shadow of a smirk. 

			“You’re a monster,” returned Chandi, trying to keep her own voice as steady as possible. 

			“Please . . .” Wriliara stepped forward very carefully, as if trying not to scare off a rabbit that had caught his eye. “Allow us to have a proper conversation before we kill each other. If this is to be our true, uninterrupted duel, I wish to say a few things before it commences. I also wish to give you some time to regain your strength. Sit with me and palaver for a time, will you?”

			He lifted his right hand, and at the same moment a small, circular section of the rocky floor of the crater rose from the ground to create the perfect stool. He did it again, about a meter closer to Chandi, and another stool of rock exploded upward from the ground.

			Chandi did not know what Curse or Transformation allowed him to manipulate nature in such a fashion, but she had a feeling it was going to cause her considerable trouble when the time for their duel came.

			For now, though, she decided she was going to humour his request. 

			She came forward and sat down on the makeshift chair the one she hated most provided for her. If he wanted to talk, they would talk. 

		

	
		
			Interlude: Success is Counted Sweetest

			[image: ]

			Kirga had been walking peaceably, without any trying interruptions, for over an hour. He was enjoying the cool winter air through his black and white hair. He was enjoying some time alone with his thoughts. He was enjoying the fact that he was getting closer and closer to Dual Affinity with every step he took.

			All of that bliss melted away when Devri pranced up beside him. She had been tailing him along with Kamarr for a while, but she was at least giving him his space before. “How do you know so much, anyway?”

			Kirga rolled his eyes. “What?”

			“I said how do you know so much? You somehow know things about every corner of Wenworld. You knew that Pelopidas dying would shake up the Dalada and get them off our backs. I understand some of that situation, since I come from that region of the world. But you seem to know even more than me. Where did you learn all this stuff? Someone had to teach you. Who was it?”

			Kirga was suddenly weighed down by difficult memories. “Mostly . . . I taught myself about the ways of the world. I did my own research and facilitated my own study. But for the really rare and crucial knowledge of the way the world works . . . my father. My father was the one who encouraged my vigorous study at a young age.”

			Devri’s unburned eyebrow rose. “Eh? The old man, huh? Tell me a bit about him. You’re a pretty famous guy, but there are no records out there about who your parents are. The Genmaga of our generation somehow doesn’t have parents; at least that was how it seemed. Turns out ya did have a daddy. Let’s hear some wholesome stories of youth.”

			Kirga kept his eyes forward. “No. I . . . I don’t want to speak about such things.”

			“Yikes. You were willing to talk about your dead husband, but not your own father. That must be a sour relationship. That bad?”

			Kirga nodded. “That bad.”

			Devri shrugged her shoulders. “Fair enough. Is there really nothing more you can tell me about your childhood?”

			Kirga shook his head and faintly smiled. “I know you are just trying to learn more about my motives for the sake of your gang. You are doing a very poor job of hiding it. If you wish to know where my source of knowledge regarding the north comes from, I can tell you my favourite author who covered such political subjects went by the name of Albert C. Rollwell. He was the one I studied the most when I was still a teenager. When it comes to knowledge on northern political and economic structure, there is no one better to study than Rollwell.”

			“Did you just say Rollwell?” Kamarr came up on the other side of Kirga now. “Did I hear that right?”

			Devri made a few obnoxious attempts to shoo Kamarr away with a hand. “Kamarr, I’ve got this. Give us some space, please.”

			Kamarr snorted. “My dear, you certainly don’t got this. Just let me speak frankly with the man. I think we have spent enough time with each other for that. Besides, you were the one who couldn’t resist flirting with him at first. The least you can do is let me gush about Rollwell with a fellow fan.”

			Kirga ignored the red hue that took over Devri’s face. He spoke up before she could start an argument in front of him. “A fan? You are a reader of Rollwell as well?”

			Kamarr’s face lit up. He looked extraordinarily childish in that moment. “I am. I’ve read all of the man’s stuff. And I have a feeling I know just what book you read that gave you the information on Tankam and Pelopidas.”

			The large man turned sideways to open a small satchel at his waist. He pulled out an old leather-bound book and held it out to Kirga.

			Kirga took it gratefully and inspected the cover. He smiled as soon as he read the title. This was, in fact, the book that told Kirga all he needed to know regarding the current stage of his plan. He could recall first reading it at the age of fourteen. 

			 

			‘The Kanakonian Foundations of Northern Economics’

			 

			“You are correct, Kamarr,” said Kirga, unable to contain the nostalgic emotion set upon him. “This is precisely the book.”

			Kamarr actually clapped Kirga on the back and laughed. “Ah, I knew it! Good man, good man! He can’t be so bad, Devri, eh? Not if he is well-read in Rollwell. Surely not.”

			Devri groaned and walked past them. “You two are nerds. Go ahead and chat about your intellectual nonsense. I’m heading back over to the others.”

			“Tell the others we can take a brief break!” called Kirga.

			Devri hesitated and looked back. “Really? I thought we’d still be walking for a long while more before we could rest.”

			Kirga looked back at the cover of the old book. He couldn’t stop smiling. “So did I. But . . . but I’d like some time to quickly reread some of this gem. It’s been far too long.”

			Devri’s expression was of one who could not possibly comprehend the emotional attachment another might have to such an intellectual property. For some, such things were treasures. For others, they were just boring political nonsense. No two minds were ever the same. 

			She stomped back to the other members of the gang to inform them that they were all to rest at once. They greeted such news with a small cheer of delight. 

			Kirga walked over to a secluded place away from the others. He sat down on the ground as Kamarr came over with him. That aggravated Kirga a little, as he intended to spend some time with Rollwell by himself. But he liked Kamarr well enough, so he let him stay.

			Kamarr settled down on the ground next to him. “You gunna reread a passage or two?”

			“I am. I can’t actually believe I am holding this book again.”

			Kamarr was nearly bouncing up and down like a puppy waiting for breakfast, which was a very odd site for a bald, bearded man of his stature. “Go on. I won’t bug ya.”

			Kirga slowly opened the book, relishing in the feeling of the pages. He read the title, then promptly made his way to the first chapter.

			 

			The Kanakonian Foundations of Northern Economics

			By Albert C. Rollwell

			 

			Chapter One: The Cold Grip of the Capital 

			 

			The key thing that one must understand when wishing to study the Northern Regions—and I believe it to be essential knowledge at the very starting gate of the subject—is that Tankam and Old Umbra, the two major cities that form the bones of the North, serve simply as proxy cities to Kanakon. Nearly all aspects of their governance are controlled through Capital coercion and blatant corruption. 

			This opening paragraph you have just read will likely see me in a good deal of trouble. Saying such things—obvious though they be—is simply not allowed. Writing them down is an entirely more grievous sin in the eyes of the Kanakonian officials. But these words must be written, said, and repeated. Kanakon controls all corners of Wenworld. The influence of the Blue City is felt in all things. If there is crime, it means the Capital is allowing the crime to persist. If there is peace, it means the Capital is gaining something from that peace, and so they facilitate its continuation to further their own means. If there is bloodshed—or better yet, civil war—it means the Capital has actively chosen a dog in that fight, and stands to win a great deal on the victor. 

			Their cold grip on the North is specifically abhorrent. Clever, indeed, but abhorrent nonetheless. It is not through military force that Kanakon brings Tankam and Old Umbra to their knees; it is through unethical economic policies that the Capital solidifies its hold. The economic situation in the North has been rapidly deteriorating. It is currently the year 948 as I write this passage. My heart aches to think what things will be like in another generation after I draw my last breath. I truly shudder at the thought.

			Allow me to first form some semblance of an introduction to Northern economics, while also explaining to you how it differs from Central or Southern economics, in order to help you begin to understand just how deep the corruption goes. 

			Firstly, I must introduce, as briefly as I am able, the Northern system of Economics. This is known commonly as Trallinism. It is also sometimes known in towns in the North as ‘Idealism’, but I will be using the more generally accepted term for this work. 

			Trallinism gets its name from Humphrey Trallin, the Prince of Old Umbra who established the economic system in the early 940s. Now, there are entire books that can be (and have been) written in regards to the complexities of Trallinism. I beg you to forgive me for being concise, but my point must be illustrated with some level of promptness. 

			Essentially, Trallinism rolled back many of the dreadful and exploitative working conditions that existed under the previous system, known as Centralism—which still holds strong in the Capital City to this day. Those who live under a Centralist system work 11 hour works days, have no vacation time afforded whatsoever, and have no control over the workplace they spend their lives in. There is no democratic process afforded to the working class under Centralism. 

			Trallinism, however, sees its workers working only 8 hour work days, three weeks of vacation time guaranteed, and the workplace itself is governed and maintained by the workers themselves. In order to achieve this impressive leap in economic quality and ethics, the workers under Trallinism form what are known as ‘Syndicates’. The Syndicate system allows the workers to control the future of their business through an open vote, rather than the ‘Crown’ system that Centralism maintains. Every workplace under Centralism has a ‘Crown’: an individual usually with deeper connections to the Royal Family, who controls everything and decides the profit structure of the workplace. This, naturally, ends up being monstrously corrupt, because the Crown always affords themselves with the greatest percentage of the profit from the work, rather than evenly distributing the wealth among the workers themselves. 

			Centralism was a miserable system (in the humble opinion of yours truly) in Old Umbra that people were growing tired of. Things had to change. Humphrey was the one to bring that change. Normally political figures equal to his importance are referred to by their surnames, but Humphrey has been popularized across Wenworld by his first name. It is a strange historical anomaly, but I figured I would explain why I intend to carry on referring to him in that fashion.

			One of the other momentous changes that Humphrey made regarded the inequality amongst Oracles and Yeryaila. Yeryaila had been struggling for generations before Humphrey took power. Marlon did not care for their plight of unemployment in the face of Jinx-using Oracles who could achieve their tasks at a much more efficient rate. The Yeryaila who could not find work were not homeless under Marlon, however. They were simply placed into something known as ‘The Support System’. The support system essentially saw thousands of Yeryaila living only for the assistance of those who could undertake greater work. Yeryaila were destined to become wage slaves for the Oracle class. They performed, for menial pay, mundane tasks to support the families of Oracles who maintained the city during their work hours. These tasks included housekeeping, daycare for the Oracles’ children, yard work, taxes, and other things the higher class did not have the time to perform when they were working 11 hours a day under Centralism. 

			Under the new Trallinism, Yeryaila were placed on a different path. Now that Oracles worked less hours in the day, the dehumanizing ‘Support System’ was abolished. This, of course, begged the question of what the Yeryaila would do to earn a living. Humphrey’s answer to this question was ‘The Merit System’. This new Old Umbrian system made it so that skilled Yeryaila would be able to find work in their desired field. Before, they would be overlooked for the few Oracles who specialized in Jinxes that performed the tasks needed for the job. But that system was always flawed, because there were more Yeryaila trying to become carpenters, for example, than there were Oracles trying to join the same profession. The Centralist system always led to the same result: overworked Oracles, and underworked Yeryaila. Simply lowering the length of the work day allowed Humphrey to hire thousands of Yeryaila to work alongside their Oracle counterparts. The two classes did far better and more efficient work together than they did apart. 

			This was only one of the countless examples of the efficiency seen under Humphrey’s guidance. 

			Humphrey studied at the University of Calabrin in Old Umbra for several years; studying, as I’m sure you could surmise, economics. He may have been famously known as the son of Prince Marlon during the time he spent at Calabrin, but his father was very ill, and soon he would be the Prince himself. Humphrey reminded himself of this fact every morning when he woke up, and every night before he went to sleep. Evidence of this fact can be found in his notorious journal. 

			Humphrey did not like the things he saw in Old Umbra under the rule of his father. But he loved his father, and recognized that the shortcomings of his home city were more the fault of Kanakon than they were of poor old Marlon. He knew his father was doing the best he could, but he also knew his father was not equipped to lead Old Umbra into the new era it desperately needed. 

			By the age of eighteen, Humphrey was already many times more intelligent than his father. He understood the political structure of the world in ways few in the world did, let alone Marlon. He desired to be the leader that his city was waiting for. And when Marlon died at 55 from a lung infection brought about by the man’s failing immune system, Humphrey stepped up to take his place in history. He was 24 when his time came. It was the year 939.

			This exchange of hats did not come without violence. Marlon’s personal council consisted of nine men who worked directly with the Royal Family in Kanakon. They vehemently opposed Humphrey’s proposition for a new economic system in the city. Humphrey had six of the nine members quietly assassinated. The remaining three members quickly realized the way the tide was moving and submissively assimilated to the new system. This process was made even easier when Humphrey installed new council members that backed Trallinism—as he had already grown used to calling it—to fill in the vacant six spots. 

			Surprisingly, not much violence followed those assassinations. Humphrey did the rest of his work through bribery and standard diplomacy. The most useful tool in Humphrey’s arsenal was his affinity for rhetoric. He would hold very public debates with those few left in Old Umbra who still supported Centralism. Suffice to say, Humphrey would thoroughly and mercilessly pick apart their ideals in front of thousands. The most attended public debate was on September 16th, 941 between Humphrey Trallin and Nicholas Ortega. Over 70,000 people gathered in a literal stadium in the center of the city to view the event. Kanah was utilized to amplify their voices across the whole of the city for the duration of their debate. 

			Ortega was a notable and respected figure in the world of politics at that time. He was one of the personal ambassadors to the King and Queen, ensuring stable diplomatic relations with the major cities that surrounded the Capital. His days of being held in high regard very quickly evaporated after his debate with Humphrey, however. Nicholas Ortega became a running joke in the North after he failed to sufficiently clarify why Centralism was not akin to wage slavery and blatant Yeryaila discrimination, and why Trallinism was going to tear apart the North and bring about poverty, crime, and greatly weaken relations with neighbouring trade cities. 

			Humphrey debunked every one of Ortega’s claims, leaving Ortega stammering like a fool in front of 70,000 people. His place within the sphere of Northern Intelligentsia was forever lost after that day. 

			And not only could Ortega not confidently defend his points on the future of economics, he turned out to be incorrect on all counts. Putting the power into the hands of the working class only increased Old Umbra’s place in the world market. Poverty went way down. Crime was next to non-existent. And not only were trade relations made stronger in the North, but even old Umbra’s rival city, Tankam, was inspired by Trallinism, taking it on themselves in the year 956. 

			Tankam was not as successful in their implementation of Trallinism as Old Umbra, however. The Red City still suffered from a deep-rooted corruption problem right up until the year 969, when Arlo Peralilly led a rebellion that got the city back on track to a better life for the working class. 

			Now that I have laid some kind of groundwork for you, allow me to explain the importance of one known as ‘Pelopidas’.

			 

			Kamarr leaned over and inspected the book while Kirga continued to read. “Ah, there is the page that starts talking about Pelopidas. He gets to that pretty quick.”

			Kirga hummed deeply. “Indeed. Many people do not realize that the lion is the backbone of the North; which is precisely why I am going to have him killed.”

			Kamarr studied Kirga’s face for a while. “You’re a cold guy, eh?”

			Kirga flipped the page, not meeting Kamarr’s stare. “So I’ve been told.”

			 

			There is a great lion, nearly a mountain on his own, who guards Tankam. At the time of me writing this novel, he has been guarding it for just over ten years. His introduction into the northern political sphere has truly changed everything. Even the Capital City representatives have said on record how surprised they were by how substantially the foundation changed after he became the public watchdog of the Red City. Before Pelopidas—who was swayed into taking on the position by Tankam’s princess, who the creature had built a strong bond with—Tankam and Old Umbra were in a state of near-constant combat. When there was not a large war between the two northern cities, there were minor skirmishes every month or so. Pelopidas brought stability and peace due to his immense power. Old Umbra had no interest in taking on the lion, and so a period of strange peace was established. 

			Humphrey, who was quite old by the time the lion came into the picture, was very pleased to witness the change he brought. Even though Pelopidas guarded his rival city, he was grateful for it. Trade relations were improving under Trallinism, but all of the economic progress made would come to a screeching halt every time the two cities went at each other’s throats again. Humphrey did his best, as Prince of Old Umbra, to prevent conflict, but there was little to do when the majority of the people in his own city longed for war. He was often very depressed by the perpetual strife he had to govern through. Pelopidas was a blessing to him. And it was all thanks to the Princess of the Red City. 

			Her name was Elia Mathers, and for whatever reason, Pelopidas took quite the liking to her. Elia was smart enough to see how useful Pelopidas could be, and so she employed him as a permanent guard for Tankam’s territory. 

			It was then that the North’s economic system began to thrive. In less than a decade Tankam and Old Umbra together had become richer than Kanakon itself. This was the first time in the history of Wenworld that such a thing had happened. It made the Royal Family very nervous. 

			Due to the apparent inevitable shift in the economy of the North, the Capital had little choice but to move with the times. But, being the Capital, their definition of moving with the times was simply putting their heads together to come up with a new and creative way to—and forgive my juvenile impulse—screw over the North. 

			And so that is precisely what they did. 

			Kanakonian ambassadors, of which there were many, accepted the fact that Pelopidas was there to stay. He had changed the dynamic in the North and things were not going to suddenly shift back to how they used to be. They could’ve easily sent in Don-Galaga or any other member of the Dalada to assassinate the lion, but that would’ve become a disaster for them. Since the North was swiftly overtaking the power and influence for the Capital, the last thing Kanakon needed was to give Tankam and Old Umbra a reason to join together and overthrow the ancient power structure. And so Pelopidas would need to remain untouched, at least by them. Accepting that fact, they needed a new diplomatic angle that kept them benefiting the most from the North’s rapid success. 

			They did this by completely restructuring the trade system. The Northern Regions of Wenworld depended (and still depend) heavily on Kanakon for a mineral known as ‘Pesasite’. Most of the buildings in Tankam and Old Umbra are made from Pesasite, and the mineral can only be found in the Central Regions of the world. This was by design, of course. Kanakon had full control over the construction of the two major cities back when they were both founded. They had the foresight to make sure the North would remain in their debt. Pesasite has a special quality to it that the two cities never found an adequate replacement for. It is an extremely durable mineral, which saved both governments from needing to spend extra on annual or biannual repairs. Pesasite also heats itself in the winter and cools in the summer. The North became rather obsessed with using it on essentially every construction project. 

			Now, here is where things become interesting. 

			 

			Chapter Two: The Prevailing Shadow of the Golden Lion

			 

			Kanakon, not very fond of the power that Pelopidas provided the North, decided to choke Tankam and Old Umbra out of their yearly supply of Pesasite. They did this by rapidly increasing the price of the mineral, claiming that ‘The Central reserves are seeing their limit, and therefore accommodations must be made’. All nonsense, of course. The Capital’s real aim was to stamp down the rise of Trallinism in the North. They did not like the example it set for the working class in the Central regions, and especially not in Kanakon itself. The Capital City saw hundreds of riots in the years following Humphrey Trallin’s rise. They needed to do something about it. Fast.

			A representative of Kanakon was sent to Old Umbra to provide some terms to Humphrey. This was in the year 946, mind you. Humphrey was told to return Old Umbra to a Centralist system of economics; otherwise his supply of Pesasite would be entirely choked off within five years. 

			Humphrey had other ideas. You see, he had a personal team of statisticians who he tasked with recording and vigorously studying all forms of trade between the North and the Capital. His special team made some startling discoveries. Their main discovery was that, since the time of peace that came with Pelopidas’ arrival, Kanakon was now paying more for the Northern minerals than the North was paying for Pesasite. Those minerals were ‘Rasisellin’, ‘Gerelan’, and ‘Mekarite’. Humphrey merely told the representative that if the Capital insisted on lowering their promised supply of Pesasite—which was blatantly against world law, considering the fact that the supply of Pesasite was backed by a written contract signed in 734—then the North would collectively sanction Kanakon. Humphrey made it quite clear that he had already worked things out with Tankam. Both cities agreed that they needed to stand with each other on this matter, to serve their own interests. 

			And so Kanakon entered into a very pitiable and very resentful era. Pelopidas was making the North stronger year by year, because as the peace endured and Trallinism endured, the economy absolutely exploded. This, of course, proved wrong every soul who spoke against Trallinism and the progress it could bring about.

			Pretty soon Kanakon came to recognize that Pelopidas was actually a blessing in disguise for them. Kanakon did not benefit from Tankam and Old Umbra constantly being at each other’s throats. The Royal Family put aside their pride and realized that they were earning more through trade with a Trallinist North than they ever did working with a strife-fuelled, Centralist North.

			Ironically enough, the Capital came to count on Pelopidas’ influence. They were getting richer and richer. All they needed to do to keep Centralism lining their pockets in the other regions of Wenworld was increase their propaganda. They made it so that the flourishing North could not be seen or read about in other regions. Newspapers were forbidden from documenting the successes of Trallinism. They could only speak on the marvelous endurance of Centralism. The change in the North ended up working in Kanakon’s favour, as all things seem to. Say what you will about the Capital City, but they are no fools. They can spin the worst situation into some sort of positive. They have done so time and time again throughout history. 

			The significance of Pelopidas cannot be understated. The Capital has come to rely on his continued prot—

			 

			“And that is why we must kill Pelopidas now,” said Kirga, grinning as he closed the book. He knew the rest anyway. 

			“What’s that?” said Kamarr, who was caught in a daze. He was looking off into the snowy field, a small smile hidden under his long beard. “Are you done reading?”

			“I am,” said Kirga, handing him the book. “Thank you very much for that. I enjoyed revisiting this book. And its contents very much solidify my resolve.”

			Kamarr took the book and gently, with the utmost care for a prized object, placed it back into his small satchel.

			Devri was walking back over to them now. “I know you two wanna gush like children over the most boring book probably ever written, but the gang wants to get things moving again. They’re tired of resting. They want to get to Opiana.”

			Kirga looked around at the faces of the other members. There was a steel determination in their eyes. Kirga loved the sight. It was precisely what he was waiting for. They were no longer hostages to his will. They wanted to hurry up and get the job done so they could see Percy again. That impulse is far superior to hesitancy and mistrust.

			He had them.  

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven: The Palaver

			[image: ]

			Chandi sat on the chunk of smooth stone that Wriliara had erected for her. She gripped her knees as she stared over at him. Wriliara had even raised a wide, circular section of the ground to create a table between them. He currently rested his elbows on the top of it, looking over at Chandi, giving her his undivided attention. Their palaver was being held just in front of the melancholic skeletal frame of Pelopidas the Golden Lion. 

			“Chandi, I must be blunt with you; I wish to look upon your real face. I am not fond of this mask you are wearing—fancy as it may be. If we are going to have this long-awaited conversation . . . I believe we should at least be looking into each other’s eyes. Don’t you?”

			His voice was so soothing and empty of any perceivable tension. It got under Chandi’s skin. His charming personality only served to make her detest him more. 

			She crossed her arms, leaning away from the makeshift tabletop. “I trained harder than I ever have in my life to prepare for this duel. My training . . . caused me some . . . damage.”

			Wriliara raised an eyebrow, and his green snake eyes dilated to an unsettling degree. “Oh? Is that so? I take it you have learned a new Curse. And in the process of achieving it . . . you received some injury to your face.”

			Chandi only nodded once.

			“That is very unfortunate.” Wriliara looked down to study his crossed hands, a look of sadness in his eyes. Then he looked up at her again, curiosity hidden behind his features. “Is it burns? Have you been burned?”

			Chandi said nothing, but her silence was the only answer he required. 

			“I see. How . . . how bad is it? Have you been permanently disfigured by this mysterious Curse? I only ask this because, given the importance of this meeting, I suspect that you also would’ve liked to look me in the eyes properly. I suspect, after what I did to your parents, that you would want me to look upon the face of the little girl who has come to kill me. I am shocked by your reluctance to show me your face. And this shock leads me to wonder just how much you have been damaged.”

			“Do you really wanna see me?” asked Chandi. “Do you really wanna see the result of my determination to kill you?”

			Wriliara leaned back, placing his hands on top of his thin legs. “More than I can express.”

			Chandi had told herself only hours earlier that she would not remove her mask. And yet, now that she was right in front of Wriliara, she found that he was correct. She did want him to see the face of the girl he traumatized; the girl who was now a woman ready to make him pay for it. 

			She slowly reached up and behind her head, grasping the thick fabric that held the mask against her face by tightly wrapping the mask around the top of her head. She gripped the bottom of the fabric, just above the nape of her neck, and pulled upward. She pulled until Makenna Milton’s mask came fully free from her head, the bandages with it, revealing what she had become in pursuit of her revenge.

			Wriliara’s face took on the exact expression that Chandi was expecting. There was a look of genuine horror on him. But there was a deep pity there as well. “My God.”

			Chandi placed the hard mask upon the stone table. “Now you see the evidence of how dedicated I am to avenging what you did to my mother and father. Now you see the woman who is going to kill you today. There is nothing I will not do to see your death. There is no length I will not travel. There is no hardship I will not endure. There is no haven where you can hide from me. I spend every single day of my life fighting against my own Affinity. My natural soul is not made for violence, and so I have consciously remade it. I have pushed down any pacifist nature in favour of the power I need to remove you from this world. I am my mother’s daughter. I’m stubborn. I will never . . . never . . . never give up.”

			Wriliara’s face slowly morphed from disgusted and empathetic to simply impressed. He was dumbstruck with sudden recognition of her character. He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table again. He stared at her for a few silent moments. “Chandi . . . I gave you two choices that day. Tell me . . . when you look at yourself in the mirror in the morning . . . do you regret your choice? Do you wish you gave me up? I am not trying to rile you. My curiosity is genuine. Our lives are defined by our deepest pursuits. And everyone in life chooses their pursuits. One pursuit can take someone down a very interesting path, and another pursuit, even if they seem similar in nature, can take someone down a completely different path. They wouldn’t meet the same people. They wouldn’t make the same connections. They wouldn’t need to make the same sacrifices. They wouldn’t find the same triumphs, nor be met with the same desolation. You chose to kill me rather than let me go . . . and now look at you.”

			Chandi thought over Wriliara’s words for a moment. She knew the answer before he was even finished speaking, but she found herself taken aback by the way in which he worded his question. He was not wrong about the many possible paths that one can take. The smallest of decisions can alter one’s course forever. The chain of reactions that set off from someone deciding to go left rather than right was, indeed, quite thought-provoking. 

			However, she was not, at present, interested in the idea of bandying philosophy with Wriliara. She wanted to get to the duel. She did not need more rest. Some part of her appreciated his willingness to allow her to recuperate, but she felt she was ready to begin.

			“I regret nothing. If I had the chance, I would do it all again.” She hummed. “Perhaps I would take a little more care when it comes to my latest Curse, but overall, I would take the same path again.”

			It did not seem like Wriliara was willing to begin the duel at all. He was settled in his seat as if he planned to be there for a long while. “What is this new Curse, by the way? What could’ve possibly done this to you? I can honestly tell you I have never seen damage of this kind on anyone who has suffered to learn a Curse before. Ever. Your case is the most severe. What kind of Curse is it?”

			Chandi smiled, her cracked, festering lips peeling at the sides of her mouth. “You’ll find out soon.”

			To her surprise, he smiled back. “I look forward to it. I truly do.”

			“Then let’s begin and get this over with, shall we?”

			Wriliara raised a finger to halt her as she began to get up from her seat. “Ta, ta, ta. Not quite yet, Chandi. There is still more I would like to talk about.”

			Chandi sat back down slowly. “Then spit it out. I can hardly look at you. I really don’t want to sit here and chat.”

			“There is a key question that I’ve noticed you are avoiding asking me. I find it very interesting that you have not done so. I think . . . I think I just might know why, too.”

			“And what question might that be?” asked Chandi. 

			Wriliara held her gaze, unblinking, for a few seconds. Chandi felt her heart beginning to beat faster and she was not fully sure why. “Would you like to hear why I killed your parents that day, Chandi?”

			Chandi swallowed, sticking her chin out. “Not particularly.”

			Wriliara smiled again. “And why not? It’s the entire reason that we are sitting here today. You really don’t care what set you on this tragic path? It means nothing to you?”

			Chandi said nothing. She curled her toes and clenched her fists.

			Wriliara leaned forward and said very softly, “I think you don’t want to hear it because you already know the reason. I think you’re smart enough to put it together on your own. In fact, I think you put it together years ago. I’m sure you would’ve pestered that old witch, Ajith—”

			“Watch your mouth.”

			“—to tell you more about your parents. And I’m sure she would’ve given you some very vague answers. I think you are quite capable of putting together what kinds of people your parents were by your grandmother’s answers.”

			“Wherever you are going with this, hurry up and get there.”

			“Your parents did not do for a living what they likely told you. Your parents were both hitmen for a gang leader named Cerelir Morga. That’s right, your parents were essentially Morganians. They killed people for money. They were scum.”

			Chandi stopped breathing. She tried to keep her face calm. She didn’t want Wriliara to see that he had just shattered her. She always suspected there was more to her parents’ career. There were many signs. She worried it would be something bad. But she did not expect it to be that bad. 

			“I . . . I always . . . suspected something more. I knew they were hiding a side of them from me. I am smart enough to assume it was something they were not proud of. But . . . how could you know the specifics? How do you know so much about them?”

			Wriliara leaned back again and crossed one thin leg over the other. “The same reason you know about me. It’s because I spent my life hunting them. I wanted to study them and find out whatever I could. You are likely wondering what would spur me on to this obsession.”

			Chandi swallowed again. “You’re not going to let this duel begin until you tell me, are you?”

			Wriliara went on as if he didn’t hear Chandi at all. “I had a sister once. Her name was Myla. Our parents abandoned us in a mostly unknown city called Barlina. They decided they wanted no part in raising a Kensral boy. Once they found out I could turn into a white snake, I was an irredeemable monster in their eyes. The thing is, Myla refused to leave with my parents when they tried to dump me off of our family cart. She wailed and fought them so she could stay at my side. They tried to pull her away, but she would bite them and run back to me, crying in a ditch where they threw me. For hours this went on, until my mother became fed up and convinced my father to just leave the both of us. They could try again for another baby. They could start a new family that wasn’t tainted by a Kensral being a part of it.

			“I wouldn’t have survived my childhood without Myla. She did everything in her power to keep me safe and keep me fed. She was my hero. Barlina became our permanent home. We would travel the streets together as beggars. We would steal food when we could, and sleep in whatever stables that weren’t guarded by a dog. I became fond of Barlina after a time, but it also happened to be the home of that gang leader I mentioned earlier, Cerelir Morga. His gang was far-reaching, but his base of operations was Barlina.”

			Chandi found she could not look Wriliara in the eye anymore. She looked down at the face of the stone table. Her parents killed his sister. She desperately did not want to hear how they did this terrible thing, but she had a feeling Wriliara was not going to give her a choice in the matter. 

			“Now here is where your parents come into this story,” said Wriliara. There was an iciness to his voice now. “You see, both Yosen MorrowHill and Suvin Ketkal—which was the maiden name of your mother, by the way—were already criminals together before joining Cerelir’s gang. They were nothing more than petty thieves, though. They reached the point where they wanted to step up their game. They wanted to make more money. Their best option for this, they knew, would be to enter under the employment of Cerelir, who had become quite famous in Barlina at the time. He was basically the self-appointed prince of the city. He controlled everything through simple, but extremely effective, intimidation. 

			“Yosen and Suvin approached Cerelir and asked to take his special ‘Test’. Cerelir was known to put potential additions to his gang through a test of will; or rather, a test of loyalty. If they wanted to serve under him, they needed to prove that they were capable of carrying out the things he would ask of them. They needed to prove that they were capable of great and terrible violence. And so Cerelir assigned them to take care of a young girl who had stolen from him.”

			Chandi became confused. “What? I don’t understand. Why something like that? And who would be dumb enough to steal from him.”

			“My sister,” answered Wriliara. “Cerelir held a massive banquet one day for loyal informants of his gang. He often threw parties to demonstrate his power and influence in the city. The city guard never did anything to stop his parties, regardless of the many complaints they received from civilians of Barlina.

			“It just so happened that I had become very ill during this banquet. I had grown extremely skinny and frail, and my sister needed to get me food so I could build up my strength and fight through the fever that tested me. The old abandoned stable where we lived happened to be right next to the building where Cerelir held his banquet.”

			Chandi nodded. “So Myla snuck in and stole food.”

			“Indeed.” Wriliara flexed his sharp jaw. “She was furious about such a buffet being wasted while people out on the street were starving to death. I was starving to death. I still remember the venom in her voice to this day. She was only nine years old. She snuck in through one of the thin windows to the basement; those ones that sometimes can be found lining against the cobblestone streets. 

			“Anyway, she made her way into the kitchen without anyone seeing her. She returned to our stable with an entire roast chicken, if you can believe it. We both ate well that night. She made sure I ate better than her, though. Tasting that seasoned chicken was one of my finest memories at the time. I recall my first bite bringing me to tears. I had not eaten anything more than stale bread for seven days before that chicken was gifted to me. My sister was already my idol before stealing that for me. After . . . she was my only reason for living.

			“The unfortunate thing, however, was that Myla was spotted by a homeless man across the street from our stable. Cerelir was furious that only one of his many roasted chickens that night was taken. His screams could be heard most of the night. That homeless man . . .”

			“Snitched,” finished Chandi.

			“Snitched. Yes, that was what he did. He told Cerelir that Myla had taken his chicken. Myla picked me up in her arms and carried me away before Cerelir’s men could catch us and cut our hands off. She had saved me yet again. However . . . her description was noted. As was mine. They had seen us . . . and that sealed our fate. My sister had a noticeable red streak in her brown hair. It was a rare genetic trait. We were too young and stupid to even think of adopting a disguise after stealing from Cerelir.”

			Chandi could hardly sit still. Her breathing had picked up its pace. She wondered for a few moments if she were about to have a panic attack. She loved her parents too much to imagine what it was they might’ve done to little Myla. Chandi did not know Myla. She had never met the girl, of course. But based on the very brief description of her personality, she did not wish to hear of her demise; least of all at the hands of Yosen and Suvin. Her heart could not bear it. She felt as if she were standing at the edge of a petrifying abyss, and only a few more choice words would push her into the void to be lost forever. 

			“Would you like to hear what your parents did to Myla? Would you like to hear what it is I was forced to watch on the day that ruined my life forever?”

			Chandi had already established that she was aware Wriliara would not let her get away without hearing it. She said nothing. Her throat had closed up and sweat gathered on her forehead, pooling in the charred flaps of skin there.

			Wriliara continued. “Your parents found Myla and I in the early morning two days after Myla stole the roast chicken. We were living under a bridge at the time, but they tracked us down with little trouble. Myla still had to travel the streets at night to find us food. I don’t actually know how your parents found us, but I can make the assumption that another homeless person ratted her out to Yosen and Suvin, who were surely asking around while they hunted.”

			Chandi felt sick to her stomach as she spotted Wriliara’s hands trembling. The retelling of this tale was breaking him. She understood that. She never accurately retold, in full detail, what was done to her parents. She gave the short version to spare her sanity, but it seemed as if Wriliara was about to let the entirety of the memory form in his mind. 

			“Myla was singing what she called her ‘Morning Song’ when the first blow came. She used to tell me that singing a morning song brought one luck for the remainder of the day.” Wriliara snickered. “So much for that. Yosen, your father, dropped down from the bridge above. He did not announce himself or tell us why he was assaulting us. He simply descended from the sky and brought his heel down to crack on the top of Myla’s head. Myla fell forward and immediately began to cry in pain. She was a tough girl, but your father put a crack in her skull with that kick, I’m sure of it.”

			Chandi got to her feet with shaking legs. She had no obligation to hear any of this. “I’ve had enough of this.”

			“NO YOU HAVE NOT!” returned Wriliara, getting to his feet as well. His green eyes blazed brighter than ever before, and his voice was shrill with what could only be described as animalistic panic. His hands shook at his sides. He was suddenly like a cornered animal. “You will listen to every word. This duel will not take place until this peace is spoken. I have ways of escaping you, if I don’t wish to fight. If you do not listen, I will run and take your opportunity for revenge from you. But if you simply listen, I will fight until one of us dies. Your choice: either you stay where you are and we fight our duel, or you ignore my words and I flee. I promise you will not be able to catch me.”

			Chandi slowly sat back down, never taking her eyes from Wriliara. He was frightening her at the moment. 

			“Thank you.” He sat back down, seeming to collect himself a little. “Now . . . where was I?”

			“My . . . my f-father had just . . . kicked Myla in the head. Please hurry up and get through this part. I will not sit here and listen to grotesque details. If you want me to hear what was done to you, I will comply. But I will not let you rub in my face the sins of my family. I’ll find a way to kill you before you escape, if it comes to that. But you have no right to demand I sit through this mental torture.”

			She expected him to summon another rage. Instead, he took a deep breath and nodded. His hands were still trembling, however. “Very well. Trust me, as I’m sure you can tell, I do not enjoy reliving this. I will be brief . . . but I will not skip over what you need to understand.”

			Chandi resigned herself to this agreement. She would listen, then she would kill him. She did not care what was done to him. All that took precedence in her mind was what was done to her. 

			But was that really the truth?

			“I was still sick when your father dropped down on us,” said Wriliara, actively trying to still his voice. “I tried to climb to my feet to help my sister, but your father kicked me once in the chest and sent me sliding into the mud. He could have killed me easily with a kick like that, but their target was Myla. They did not want to add another child to their conscience.

			“As Myla carried on crying on the ground, your mother, Suvin, dropped down from the bridge as well. She actually made a joke to Yosen about how he beat her to my sister. Imagine that. They were about to kill a nine-year-old girl . . . and they were making jokes to each other.” Wriliara gripped one hand with another, massaging it. “Myla got to her feet by this point. Blood trickled down from her brown hair and made its way into her eyes. She screamed at me to run, but my fever was still too severe for me to even entertain the thought. I could only lie there and beg them to leave us alone. But they wouldn’t, of course. Your parents completely ignored our pleas for mercy. 

			“I was still in immense pain and covered in mud when your mother kicked Myla once in the face to stop her screaming. She broke Myla’s jaw. It hung flaccidly open as she dropped face-first into the dirt. Then, before I could even yell out for her to stop, Suvin pulled out a throwing knife from her belt and flicked the long silver blade into the back of Myla’s skull. Just like that, with the same attention one would give to swatting a fly, my sister was dead.”

			Chandi’s entire body had begun trembling, not unlike Wriliara’s hands. “That . . . that can’t be true. It just can’t be.”

			“It’s true. Yosen snatched up Myla’s corpse and threw it onto his back. They were going to present it to Cerelir Morga as proof of completing their task. They would be in as personal hitmen, making far more Teeth than they ever did as thieves.”

			Wriliara crossed his arms. He kept his snake eyes fixed on Chandi, but she would only spare him quick glances every few seconds. She would not hold the stare. She couldn’t. “And that, Chandi MorrowHill . . . is when your parents proceeded to give me the same speech that I gave you. That is when they proceeded to tell me I could either move on with my life and find some form of happiness—if I managed to survive on my own—or I could dedicate myself to hunting them down and killing them. I think you and I both know which one I chose.”

			Chandi had heard those words from Wriliara before. Her vision was blurry, not only with fresh tears, but from the dizziness brought on by this story. “I . . .”

			“So, like I asked you before: no regrets? If not, then explain to me how I am any worse than you are? Explain to me how you are better than me. Oh, and by the way, judging by your shock, I take it this is the first time you have been made aware that your parents even killed my sister at all. I was expecting to relay to you the details of the day, not the fact itself. You see, I figured you already knew.”

			Chandi shook her head and frowned. “What are you talking about?”

			Wriliara rubbed at his chin. He narrowed his eyes at Chandi, as if inspecting whether she was truly ignorant to what he was getting at. “Your friend . . . Ika . . . he didn’t tell you?”

			Chandi’s heart beat faster. She felt her throat closing up again. 

			“That’s right. When I clashed with Ika back in Eskarahm Four, I told him the truth about your parents. He’s known ever since the heist for the Zyphur Spear. But clearly he did not share this information with you. Clearly you two are not as close as you think. He has kept this secret behind your back for a year. Wow. First your body is burned beyond plausible repair, and now Ika Ivory has stabbed you in the back. You’ve had a rough year, sweetheart.”

			Chandi wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “Enough.”

			Wriliara looked past her, furrowing his brow. Chandi sensed what caught his attention only a moment later. Behind where they sat, just next to the remains of Pelopidas, were eight men on tall black horses. 

			“Ah!” Wriliara waved at them with a fiendish smile. “Those would be the scouts. They’ve been sent to check what caused that explosion. And now they have discovered that their great protector is dead. They won’t like that at all. But they also aren’t brave enough to confront an Oracle powerful enough to kill Pelopidas. I’d bet my boots they scurry off in another second.”

			He waved at them, and just as he predicted, the men swiftly turned their horses around and ran back toward Tankam. 

			Wriliara chuckled. “See?”

			Chandi watched them disappear with almost embarrassing speed. It was as if only blind fear moved them. She supposed she could not blame them for that. Pelopidas had been the guardian of the North for their entire lifetimes. Seeing his skeleton as his only remains must’ve been a shock. She wondered if she would be suspected as one of the lion’s killers. She wondered if she would be wanted as some sort of accomplice to Wriliara. But she was too focused on the task before her to care about that. She didn’t even know if she would survive the duel with Wriliara. One thing at a time. 

			Wriliara settled back into a serious state. His face lost its smile and his eyes regained their fire. “So . . . knowing what you know now . . . do you still wish to kill me? I have already achieved what I came here to achieve. I have already killed Pelopidas. This doesn’t have to happen. I understand you trying to kill me to do your part in stopping Kirga. But with the lion gone . . . stopping Kirga is now impossible.”

			“Gira will stop Kirga.”

			Wriliara shook his head. “No, Chandi. He will not. Gira cannot best Kirga in a duel. And Kirga also currently travels with the remainder of Percy Coldshire’s gang. Gira may be powerful, but he cannot kill them all. It’s over. We’ve won. Kirga is about to achieve Dual Affinity, which will make him even more powerful than Don-Galaga. Then he will head to Kanakon to disrupt the power of the beam and destroy the Crystal.”

			“In which case we will all die.”

			“You do not know that. That is ancient propaganda. We will be freed from our prison, and Kirga will be known forever as a hero. What will your legacy be? What will Gira’s legacy be? You people are trying to stop him. How do you think history will remember you?” 

			“I do not care how people remember me. All I care about is killing you.”

			“Why?”

			That stunned Chandi for a few seconds. “What do you mean? You know exactly why.”

			Wriliara tapped his long fingers on the stone. “Chandi, there is a blatant comparison to be made between both of our journeys. Allow me to help you come to it. My sister and I were innocent when we were attacked by your parents. We were just children. My sister certainly did not deserve to die how she did.” He raised a finger. “Now . . . let us think about my right to revenge in this scenario. By any moral standard, I was in the right to chase down Yosen and Suvin for what they did to me that day. Killing them in front of you is where I faulted, but that was only because your natural Kanah was far greater than I predicted. Any other child, even one with Kanah, would’ve been knocked out for a few hours after the Kanah I put into their brains. That’s what I did to you during that picnic. I forced my own Kanah into your brain to make you unconscious. I truly did not think you would wake up to see what I did to Yosen and Suvin. My plan was to have you picked up by nearby city officials before you could be traumatized by the damage.”

			“Well, your plan failed.”

			Wriliara sighed. “Indeed, it did. And I am sorry for that. But can you deny the validity of my revenge? Because if you can’t, then that means your goal to kill me is unjust. You are killing a man who had every right to commit the act you are killing him for.” He threw out his hands in a dramatic gesture. “When both of our stories are laid out on the table, which one of us is more in the right, Chandi? Be honest with yourself. Why do you want to kill me?”

			Chandi felt herself becoming numb to the conversation. Her brain became fogged. All that remained was her current intent. “You don’t seem to understand something. You could’ve let my parents go and chosen peace. You could’ve chosen to move on with your life and not take a little girl’s parents from her. But you chose violence. And so I will pay you back for it. For that reason . . . and . . . because it can’t be for nothing.” Her breathing became shallow. “My burns. My Training. The pain I’ve gone through. It has to be for something.”

			Wriliara let a long silence build before slowly pointing his finger at Chandi. “That last part there was the real answer to my question.”

			Chandi swallowed, closing her eyes for a moment. She trusted that Wriliara would not attempt to kill her right then. He would not have invited her to a civil palaver if he would be willing to cheat in such a way.

			When she was done with her moment, she opened her eyes and lifted her mask. “May I put this back on?”

			She was surprised she even asked his opinion on it. It just came out.

			Wriliara nodded. “You may. Thank you for letting me see your face. I know that must’ve been . . . difficult.”

			Chandi safely settled Makenna’s tiger mask back onto her head. She instantly felt better. She felt like a different person again. She felt free from the moral battle going on in her head. She stood slowly from her stone stool. “Are you ready to begin?”

			Wriliara stood now as well. “If you still plan to go through with this, then yes, I am ready.” He stuck out his hand, holding it in the air in the space between them for a few seconds. “May the best Oracle win.”

			Chandi only hesitated in shaking his hand because the gesture shocked her so much. She eventually stuck out her own hand and gently shook that of the man she had been hunting for most of her life; the man whose snake eyes haunted her countless sleepless nights. 

			Wriliara pulled his hand away slowly after the shake broke. “Oh, and can you at least give me a proper burial of some kind if you kill me today?”

			“I will. And I ask the same of you.”

			“Of course.”

			Chandi rolled her left ankle nervously. Her heart was beating fast enough to make her feel ill. “And . . . also . . . if I do die today . . .” She struggled to say the words, regardless of how much she meant them. “Please find some way to tell Ika that I loved him. Tell him he was the best part of my life. Tell him I never deserved him, but I was glad I had him.”

			Wriliara’s eyes went wide for a moment. Then, after another second passed, he looked rather sad. “I will convey the message. You have my word.”

			“Swear it on Myla.”

			Wriliara did not blink. “I swear it on Myla’s memory. Your message will be conveyed to Ika Ivory.”

			Chandi let out a breath. The time had come. She was ready to die. “Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Phoenix Duel Begins
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			Chandi and Wriliara quietly stared at one another. Wriliara had used his Curse to push the raised stone chunks back into the ground as if there were never any disturbance there at all. Now they just stood over the smooth ground, eyeing each other. It was as if, after their long conversation, neither one was willing to throw the first punch. Chandi, taking this strange moment to think over her strategy, reminded herself that she only had two major Curses left to use on Wriliara. She wasted the first of her three while trying to stop him from slaying Pelopidas. She still had several lower-level Curses to make use of; but the two she had presently in her mind were her most powerful. They were the ones that could not be used more than once in a duel. That meant she had to choose her moment for each very wisely. 

			Filiorvis was one of those Curses. She would need to save that for the opportune moment. 

			Wriliara began to leisurely and carefully pace to his right. To mirror this movement, Chandi paced to her right as well, the two of them creating a tense circle. They kept their eyes on each other. Chandi’s could only be seen as sapphire slivers behind the face of the blue tiger, however. 

			They entered what almost looked like a dance, neither one saying a word. Chandi moved her eyes from Wriliara for only a second to catch a long crimson bird flying overhead. It was heading south at a speed so incredible Chandi was sure she would’ve missed its flight if she blinked. 

			“Do you know what that was just now?” asked Wriliara, breaking the silence. “That was a Red Heron. It is being sent with a message for King Stultis. It is on its way to inform him that Pelopidas is dead. As soon as Stultis reads that message, the Dalada will be focused in this region to ensure stability and prevent a political catastrophe. This, of course, will allow Kirga to achieve Dual Affinity without hindrance. There will be nobody waiting for him at Opiana Mountain when he arrives.” He smirked. “All according to plan.”

			Chandi made her move; the first of the duel. She dashed at him and gathered Kanah around her fingers to make them sharp as daggers. She aimed them at Wriliara’s chest, hoping to rip his heart out and end this duel quickly. 

			Predictably, Wriliara moved out of the way of Chandi’s hand with liquidlike grace. He moved like water around her as she tried a few times more to strike at him. He landed one hit on her while she landed none on him. He used his straightened hand to chop at the base of her neck as he jumped past her. 

			Chandi inhaled and choked, gripping at her throat, feeling the burning pain shoot upward and spread out across her jawline. She was on him again in a moment, not willing to let him gain any usable distance. This time she lifted her left leg to kick at his head. Wriliara blocked it with his raised elbows. He then opened his mouth and blew Chandi back with an unexpected forceful, concentrated wave that came from the back of his throat with a low sound. It was a unique form of manipulated Kanah that caught Chandi off guard. 

			She rolled back to her feet to recover from the blast, but she was too far from him now. Wriliara now made use of that strange Curse from earlier. He began to raise sizeable chunks of stone from the carved-out ground of the crater. He levitated them in the air before throwing one massive chunk at her at a time.

			She flipped and dashed to avoid the slabs of rock. She jumped high to backflip over one, just before running forward to slide under another. She rolled sideways over one, just before coating her leg in Kanah and kicking straight through another. 

			“Not bad,” said Wriliara. “This could be more interesting than I thought!”

			She did not answer back. She remained focused on avoiding the final three chunks of rock. Once she had successfully evaded all three, she was back on the attack again. This time she prepared a Transformation that would race toward Wriliara as a wall of green liquid.

			Before she could let loose this tsunami, however, Wriliara clapped his hands together and spoke in a voice so tumultuous that Chandi was sure this was one of his most substantial Curses. She was sure its effect would not last after he had used it once. She slid to a stop and prepared for whatever was coming.

			“Seprin’sela.”

			The murky cloud above the crater parted to welcome some gigantic object that seemed to be falling down toward them with such speed that it actually caught on fire. Chandi could not tell exactly what it was. She only knew she needed to get out of its way. 

			She leapt back as far as her legs could propel her and watched as a flaming white cross crashed into the ground behind where Wriliara was standing. The white cross was widely known as an ancient Edamirin symbol that usually signified ‘A Heroic Death’. For the first few hundred years of Wenworld’s history within the Crystal Ball, the white cross was used for every gravestone. That tradition eventually faded away, but the symbol’s influence could still be seen in every city in one form or another. A warrior was known to wear one around their neck into battle, hoping that it would grant them a noble death that would be remembered for generations. It was rumoured that Hamawyl of the Dalada always wore one under his armour.  

			The cross that lodged itself into the ground and now stood tall behind Wriliara could be no less than 70 feet high. The aspect of this peculiar object that shocked Chandi the most were the two blinking eyes that peered at her from either end of the cross. On the left side, there was a large red eye with a dilated pupil; while on the right there was a dark blue eye, far more relaxed than its counterpart.

			It was a bizarre sight to see two living eyes of differing colours existing on the surface of a wooden object. Chandi could not grasp how such a thing was possible. She also could not possibly predict what ability came along with this Curse. In what ways would her opponent benefit from its arrival?  

			Wriliara kept his palms together, but now his eyes were tightly shut. He did not take a single step from his position. 

			Chandi carefully stepped forward. She was tempted to dash toward him, but the looming presence of the white cross, as well as those peering eyes, made her too nervous to dare it. With each step she took, the red eye seemed to dilate even more. The blue one remained placid and barley alert to the situation. It was surely tracking her, but it was not as immediately frightening as the red eye. 

			What kind of madness is this? she thought, growing uncomfortable in the silence. So far this thing is not attacking me. It does not seem to be adding any boosts to Wriliara’s Kanah. I would sense if his energy changed at all. I don’t get it. It’s definitely frightening, but so far is rather useless. This is the strangest Curse I have ever come across. Do I attack Wriliara now? Or do I attack the white cross? Why are Wriliara’s eyes closed? 

			She shook her head and exhaled sharply through her nose. Who cares? I’m not going to play games. I’m attacking the cross first, and then I’ll dash for Wriliara. Whatever it is he’s doing, I feel I should put a stop to it. 

			She rotated her hands in a small ball to create an orb of transformed pink Kanah. It would create a sizable blast upon impact with whatever she aimed it at. This was a rather trivial Transformation taught to her by Master Cinnamon. It was not overly powerful, but Cinnamon stressed very heavily how useful a little Transformation can be in the hands of an adept Oracle. Chandi wasn’t sure how much damage she would actually do to the massive cross, but she took her chance anyway. She wasn’t going to just stand around and stare at Wriliara, but she was not in favour of charging him just yet, either. He was too crafty for that. 

			She aimed her hands toward the center of the cross and let loose the pink ball. It flew through the air like a dart, not curving or arcing in any way. It went straight for the target. When it came within ten meters of flying over Wriliara’s head, however, the red eye closed. As soon as the eye closed, the pink ball of Kanah just disappeared in thin air.

			What the—

			Chandi’s Transformation was gone. A few seconds later the red eye opened again. Chandi tested it by firing another ball of Kanah. Just like last time, the red eye closed, and by the time it opened again the attack was gone. 

			So I take it the red eye operates in a defensive capacity. In that case, she looked over to the dark blue eye, this one must be capable of attacking me. But how much can the red eye defend against? And perhaps even more importantly, how much can the blue one attack? 

			Wriliara finally opened his eyes and placed his hands back at his side. Chandi had thought the function of the white cross needed to be maintained by Wriliara’s meditative state. She thought this Curse would release if Wriliara moved again. Now it was clear that was not so. He was only harnessing more Kanah while she tested the waters. 

			She took the risk of further conversation. “What exactly am I looking at?”

			Wriliara lifted his head to glance up proudly at his creation. “This is Seprin’sela. I’m obviously not going to tell you how it functions, but isn’t it rather marvelous?”

			“I suppose that’s one word for it. Who taught you this Curse?”

			“An old man by the name of Gavriel. I spent some time living with him during my teenage years in Barlina. But that feels like another lifetime ago now. Let us focus on our duel, please. I will not let you distract from the fact I am already near victory.”

			Chandi scoffed. “Already near victory? And what makes you belie—”

			Wriliara raised a sharp finger and pointed at Chandi. The blue eye’s dark pupil dilated now. Chandi’s sentence was cut off when her speech morphed into screams of pain. Less than a second after Wriliara’s finger lined up with where she was standing, a piercing pain exploded into her right shoulder. It was so acute in nature that her vision blurred for a moment. She staggered back and almost fell. When she looked over to inspect the point of pain, she noticed there was a large bone protruding in her shoulder. It had been violently dislocated. 

			She could barely form a coherent thought through the pain. How did he just do that? He popped my arm without even needing to come near me. I don’t understand. She looked over at him again. He was smiling. All he did was point at me, then that blue eye focused on me. Can he damage me just by pointing at me? No way. 

			Wriliara’s arm fell lifelessly to his side after Chandi’s shoulder was dislocated. It was like he lost all use of it. Chandi, even in her blind anguish, studied her opponent and his every twitch. Master Cinnamon would’ve been proud.

			He lost use of his own arm after the attack was completed. But that is ridiculous. This Curse would be entirely useless if that effect lasted. My guess is that he will regain feeling and function in his arm after a few minutes. I’m intrigued by this Curse. I also take it the part of me that is damaged is completely random as well. He could’ve killed me just then if he had the freedom to choose what portion of my body was broken. He could’ve broken my spine or neck and called this a duel. 

			He points, the blue eye harms me in some substantial way, then Wriliara loses function in the arm he uses to point. Does that mean he can only attack one more time before requiring a resting period? Interesting. I can’t let him hit me again, though. My shoulder was bad enough. I’m going to need to pop it back in myself. 

			I wish I could attack him, but that red eye provides a strong defence. How am I supposed to get at him? Does the white cross have a time limit? Will it disappear on its own if I just hold out long enough?

			Wriliara raised his free arm and began to aim his index finger at Chandi again.

			No. Not this time.

			Chandi held the hand of her unharmed arm up to her mouth and blew a kiss in Wriliara’s direction. A Transformation of light green Kanah rolled off of her hand in place of the symbolic kiss, filling the air in the crater with a thick green smoke. She dashed to the left when she was sure that Wriliara could no longer see her.  

			She knelt down amidst the smoke, biting her cheek so she did not groan in pain, giving away her position. She used her free hand to grab the wrist of her injured arm, pulling it forward to straighten in front of her. Tears filled her eyes and she bit down so hard on the inside of her cheek that her mouth filled with the iron taste of blood. With two swift movements, she popped her shoulder back into place. As the bone found its way back into her socket, she could do nothing to stop the shriek of pain that escaped her. She quickly dashed in several different directions to ensure Wriliara could not get lucky and point at her through the green smoke.

			When she was once again positive that she sat in a safe location, Chandi began to sob in pain. She did so as quietly as possible. She let herself feel every wave of pain for a period of three minutes. Then, with a crack of her neck, she sucked it up and got back to work. It’s what her grandmother would’ve told her to do. She could almost hear Ajith’s gruff voice reprimanding her for blubbering during a duel. 

			I need to find a way to beat that red eye. Maybe this smoke can be the solution I need. If it can’t see me—or, more importantly, the attack I’m using to destroy it—then perhaps it cannot defend itself. I need to get closer to test my theory.

			She dashed from left to right until she was near enough to see the dark silhouette of Wriliara standing in front of the towering cross. Immediately she was met with a dilemma. There was a clear radius around Wriliara where her smoke was not reaching. At first, this vexed Chandi quite a bit. But the more she thought about it, the more she saw this as a positive. The visible radius that had been outlined by the smoke was clearly the radius of defence for both Wriliara and the cross itself. That was very helpful information for her. 

			“Enough tricks!” yelled Wriliara. “Let’s not be children. Come out and continue this duel properly. This cowardice is very disappointing, Chandi!”

			Chandi noticed his hands were on his hips while he spoke. He had regained the use of his previously lame arm. This meant he had another free attack he could use on her, so long as he could point at her. 

			Her shoulder still stung beyond description. Her Kanah would work at numbing the pain over time, but it would bother her for the rest of the duel. She dashed behind Wriliara and the cross, still making sure she was far enough away not to enter the sphere of unclouded airspace. She quickly saw that the strange eyes were also present on the back of the cross. For a moment she half wondered if the answer would really be that simple. Of course not. 

			Chandi surprised herself with a sudden smirk as she peered at Wriliara’s slender back through the fog. Hang on a minute. Wriliara is making a point of staying within this radius, and I don’t believe it is just because he wants the added benefit of the cross’ protection. If he steps out of this radius, will the Curse be dismissed altogether? Curses can be fickle like that. I experienced the struggle of a fickle Curse already when trying to save Pelopidas. I needed to keep my sightline on my opponent always; otherwise, the effect of the Curse would simply cease. If Wriliara does not remain close to the cross, perhaps the cross will vanish. Either that, or at the very least the eyes stop serving him. It’s a hypothesis worth testing. 

			Chandi knew just the Curse to use to get Wriliara out of the protective bubble, too. It was not an extraordinarily powerful one, like the two she still had in reserve. But it would certainly be enough to force Wriliara away from the cross. She was confident that pesky red eye would not be able to defend against this neat little trick. 

			Many things about Chandi had changed since she first ran away from Turquoise Town with Ika and Master Cinnamon. In many ways she was a completely different person. The most notable difference was her overall prowess as an Oracle. She could presently do things that she would not have even dreamed of at the start of her journey. One of those things happened to be a Curse that Ika learned far faster than she did. She could recall being very bothered by the fact that Ika had bested her when it came to wielding this specific Curse. But Chandi was not that inexperienced teenager anymore. She was a woman now, and the Curse that evaded her for too long was now firmly in her possession. And now was its time to take the stage.

			Chandi used her Kanah again to dash back toward the front of the cross so she could see Wriliara better. He was calmly scanning the smoke, waiting for it to fade away. It noticeably was, but it would take several minutes before it was completely gone. 

			Chandi laced her fingers together and tightly clenched her hands. “Allada!”

			Though the grey mushroom cloud still lingered in the sky above the crater, now a purely black cloud formed over where Wriliara stood. Within a few moments that cloud began to spew forth a torrent of bright pink raindrops that seemed to cut through the fabric of the sky like hiltless blades. Thousands upon thousands of pink strands of concentrated energy rained down upon Wriliara and his white cross. 

			Allada was once Ika’s favourite Curse. He had far surpassed it by the time he met Kirga in Paragon Forest. Chandi also could not call it even close to her most powerful Curse. But even the most basic of Curses can find its use in specific moments. Duels between Oracles can take many forms. Often times strange things happen that neither Oracle could predict. There are times when an Oracle’s life is saved by the last possible Curse, or even Transformation, that they ever would’ve expected. 

			Chandi focused heavily on the red eye upon the arm of the cross. She wanted to see how it would react to a Curse that did not attack Wriliara once, but thousands of times in different places, and at blinding speed. She wanted to see if it was capable of deleting the dark cloud altogether. Chandi doubted it. The reason she was so confident that Allada would work in this situation was because the black cloud that acted as the source of the Curse hovered far higher than the radius of the cross’ protection. It was capable of attacking Wriliara without entering the large range of shielding provided by the red eye. 

			Most other Curses used a single point of potent attack. And the moment that attack entered the sphere of influence, the red eye would blink it out of existence. But in the case of Allada, the destructive and explosive raindrops were attacking from many different points at once in a very wide radius. Chandi was sure that the cloud could not be blinked away by the eye, and so the only thing left for the eye to focus on would be the javelin-like strands of Kanah that fell from the cloud. But there were simply too many to contend with.

			She smirked when she saw the first sign that her theory was correct. The red eye began to panic. Chandi was very impressed as she watched the pupil of the eye move at miraculous speed while trying to look at every single raindrop. It actually did manage to quickly blink large sections of pink strands of liquid out of existence. But once a section of rain was removed by the red eye, thousands of new drops would take their place less than a second later. The eye began to bulge in a disturbing way. There were bright red veins that strained within the whiteness of the surrounding sclera. 

			The defending eye was overworking itself to protect Wriliara while the lingering green mist from Chandi’s Transformation prevented Wriliara from using the blue eye to attack her. She had outsmarted Wriliara and rendered his complex Curse useless. And she did it using basic abilities that, on paper, would be considered far inferior.

			Her ‘Duel IQ’, as some Oracles called it, was superb. And when the subject of her age came up, the legitimacy of her skill could not plausibly be refuted. She was progressing faster than most Oracles in her lifetime. Her potential was limitless. One could not imagine what kind of Oracle she would be at the age of 30, if she was this capable at 18. 

			The red eye continued to bulge until it looked like it would burst. It blinked so fast now that the pupil could hardly be seen through the speed in which the lid was flapping open and closed. It was somehow managing to keep out most of the lethal pink drops out of the protective radius. And those small sections of rain that did get through were easily dodged by Wriliara, who dashed out of the way before he could get caught in the explosion. 

			Even though Wriliara was evading the danger, Chandi noticed that the towering white cross was not. The base of the cross was being chipped away by the explosions caused by the pink drops. The red eye was fixated on protecting the area above Wriliara’s head, therefore neglecting the portion of ground around the source of the Curse. 

			Chandi watched very closely as the wide base became thinner and thinner. Minutes went by where the solid white wood—wide as the foundation of a building—was being chipped away by the blasts. After a while the base became so thin that the top of the cross began to sway back and forth. Wriliara was still too busy jumping away from the raindrops that made it through the red eye’s defence to even notice what was being done to his Curse. 

			The moment eventually came when Chandi knew her triumph, at least over this particular stage of their duel, was assured. The bottom of the giant cross finally gave out completely, tilting to the right as it descended to the ground like a tree felled by an axe. 

			Both eyes were visibly horrified, looking around in clear confusion as the cross was destroyed. The cross hit the ground and instantly dissolved into white dust, but not before an ear-piercing screech seemed to come from it. The eyes bulged together one last time before bursting. The locations where the eyes were on the cross’ arms now spewed bright blood onto the grey ground. This continued until the cross was fully reduced to dust. The dust and blood mixed together to create a repugnant collection of what looked like dark brown sand. 

			Wriliara was no longer protected from Allada. This was not overly dangerous for him, however. Now that his protective sphere was gone, he had no reason to remain under the dark cloud of Allada. He dashed out of its radius just as Chandi’s green smoke fully faded away.

			Wriliara wiped sweat from his brow, looking over at Chandi. “Well played.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine: Dreams of the Past III
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			Ika was in the deepest slumber of his entire life. Phiggy’s pink flute, and the process of the Beldanbul Bone Ritual, had sent him into a state of unconsciousness. Ika would remain in this state until the time for his spine removal arrived. 

			The one thing Ika could not have predicted when entering this state was how lucid his dreaming would be. It is common for Oracles to relive past events in their life when they sleep. But those dreams tend to make the dreamer still feel disconnected in some form from the events themselves. But what Phiggy’s procedure was currently putting Ika through placed the boy into a state of lucidity that was beyond anything most Oracles will ever experience. 

			Ika found himself lost in a specific memory. Luckily for him, it was a happy one. One of the happiest of his life.

			 

			Eight Years Ago . . . 

			 

			Ika walked down the main street of Turquoise Town with his mother on his right, and Chandi MorrowHill on his left. He was ten years old, and today was going to be a great day. He was positive of this fact because Uncle Gira was visiting today. He was stopping by Turquoise Town for a very special occasion; an occasion that Ika’s mother, Alice, made Gira promise to visit for. 

			It was September 18th, which just so happened to be Uncle Gira’s birthday. Alice refused to allow Gira to celebrate his birthday alone while he was away working. Gira managed to align his schedule so he could be home every year on this day. 

			But he was running late today, and Ika was getting a little worried about it. Typically, Gira would arrive to town at around 9 in the morning on his birthdays. But now it was 12:30 in the afternoon and he was still nowhere to be seen. Would he not make it at all this year? Would he be too busy to celebrate it with his family? The very idea made Ika’s face red as an apple. His little fury would know no bounds were such an empty birthday come to pass. He even had a present ready for his uncle. It was waiting in the living room at the Ivory house. What would he do with it if Uncle Gira never showed up?

			Ika looked over at Chandi. He knew she was excited as well. They were currently in the process of bringing her present over to the Ivory house to prepare everything for Gira’s arrival. The present was being carried by Alice. It was being transported in a lovely little pink box with a red bow on top. 

			Chandi refused to tell Ika what her gift was no matter how many times he asked. She insisted it remain a surprise. This annoyed Ika quite a bit, but he decided to let it go; half because his curiosity was fading over time, and half because his mother eventually had to tell him to shut up and stop pestering. 

			Ika, Alice, and Chandi politely waved at every resident of Turquoise Town who passed them by brief greetings and broad smiles. It was a gorgeous day, and evidently the mercy of the weather had lightened the mood of everyone in town. 

			Ika could not hope to subdue his own smile. That smile would vanish in place of a persistent frown if his uncle never showed, but for now his face was bright with excitement. Ika was not overly fond of the heat at his present age, and so the cool wind of late September was serving him very nicely. There was a carnal joy in him in knowing that Crystmas was just around the corner now. He could hardly breathe whenever he thought about the unique experience of Crystmas morning. He bounced as he walked, thinking both of that, and of his uncle showing up any minute now. All was well. 

			“You seem excited, Ika,” said Alice, looking back at her son and smirking.

			Ika proudly nodded. “Of course I am! Uncle Gira is gunna take Chandi and me to see some fireworks tonight! It’s been so long!”

			Watching fireworks behind the Ivory house was another part of the birthday tradition. It was, in Ika’s mind, the very best part. Sometimes they even went all the way to the Hill of Memories to see the display. But that was a pretty long trip, and Gira was already late. He promised Ika he would take them there for his next birthday the year prior. He couldn’t break the promise. 

			“I can’t wait!” added Chandi, nearly singing the words. 

			Alice came to a stop at the front gate to the Ivory house. Their stroll across town had concluded. “All right. We’re here. Let’s get inside and get everything ready. I’ll get started on dinner while you two get ready to surprise Gira at the door when he comes in.”

			Ika and Chandi cheered in response to this plan. 

			Alice opened the small gate and led the way to the front door. Ika followed closely behind while Chandi trailed a few feet behind him. Ika already had several mischievous ideas floating around in his head when it came to surprising his uncle. He thought of different hiding spots that could be made use of on the first floor of the house, and he ranked them in his head by order of those that were most likely to make Uncle Gira scream. He rubbed his hands together, lost in the evil delight of the mental image.

			Alice opened the door and stepped inside, quickly taking off her boots. Ika’s hopes were dashed when he followed his mother into the house, because Uncle Gira was standing at the bottom of the main stairway, smiling at them. One hand was on his hip, and the other was holding one of the chocolate chip cookies that Alice had made a few hours prior.

			Ika was not upset that he could no longer find a way to scare his uncle. He was too busy being overwhelmed with joy that Gira was even here. It was about time. How dare he make Ika believe that he wasn’t coming at all. The nerve.

			Chandi was actually the first one to run screeching into Gira’s arms. Ika followed shortly after, jumping to find his place in that embrace. Alice came last, leisurely walking in to hug the man as well. 

			When they all finally parted, Alice snatched the cookie out of Gira’s hand. “This is meant to be for after dinner, you brute.”

			“Sorry,” laughed Gira. “I couldn’t help it. They smelled so good. Besides, I’ve already taken a few bites out of it. You can’t just put it b—”

			Alice nearly inhaled what was left of the soft cookie, wiping the crumbs from her lips. 

			Gira looked traumatized. “Now you just broke your own rule!”

			Alice walked toward the kitchen to hide the rest of the batch. “I can do whatever I want. I baked the bloody things.”

			“Happy Birthday!” yelled Ika and Chandi in unison, so loudly that Gira needed to massage an earlobe with his pinky.

			“Thanks, kids. I appreciate it. How have you two been?”

			What followed was an entirely unintelligible string of excited gibberish from the kids. They tried to tell him all they had been up to at the same time, trying to raise their voice every other word to speak louder than the other. Ika told his uncle about the tragedy of him being stung by a bee the week prior, and all the trauma that came with the event; Chandi tried to explain how she was learning a new Transformation of Kanah from Ajith that let her shock people with her index finger, and how she had been annoying Mr. Bumweather down the street with it; Ika bounced up and down while he tried to tell his uncle that he had been practicing the Transformation his uncle taught him the last time he was in town. It was only a small light trick that entertained the boy, but he was eager to show how far it had come.

			None of these things were intelligible. 

			“Okay, okay, okay,” laughed Gira. “One thing at a time, for Meamara’s sake!”

			“You have to open my present first!” shouted Chandi, running into the living room where Alice dropped it off before entering the kitchen. 

			“No way!” barked Ika. “He has to open mine first. He’s my uncle!”

			“Hey now!” said Alice, her voice echoing from a distance. “Ika, don’t be sucky. It doesn’t matter what order you go in.”

			Ika crossed his arms and pouted. “Fine.” Then he added under his breath, “. . .  but mine is better.”

			“I heard that!” said Alice, sharply. 

			Ika followed Chandi into the living room. His uncle tailed him and sat down on the long couch, putting his feet up on the small brown table in front of it.

			Ika sat down next to him, smiling. “Are you excited?”

			Gira put an arm around him, which instantly sent a shock of happiness through Ika’s chest. “Of course. The real question is: are you excited for the fireworks tonight?”

			Both Ika and Chandi erupted into excited talking, speaking over each other again to convey how much they had been thinking about it.

			Alice’s voice cut in from the kitchen. It was obvious she was trying to conceal a laugh from working its way up her throat. “Kids, for the love of everything, stop doing that! You’re going to make the man want to get up and leave already. He just got here and you’re driving him, and me, insane. Sit down and let him open the presents!”

			The kids moved to swiftly meet her demands. Chandi gathered up the three boxes set aside for Gira; one from Ika, one from Chandi, and one from Alice. Ajith was not one for giving presents, so she wasn’t added to the bunch; nor was she going to visit to wish Gira a happy birthday. Ajith was fond of Gira, but was too reclusive to show it very well. 

			“Okay, here is mine first.” Chandi handed Gira the pink box. 

			Gira smiled and nodded as he shook it next to his ear. “I sure hope nothing breakable is in here.”

			“It’s not breakable,” said Chandi, with a a little giggle. She sat next to Ika and watched Gira with unblinking eyes.

			Gira slowly and gingerly removed the red bow on top of the small box. He then placed his fingers on the edges of the pink lid at the top of the box. “Okay . . . here I go.”

			Chandi bounced up and down on the sofa, her face going red. 

			Gira lifted the lid and placed it next to his lap. He peered inside, saying nothing for a few moments. He simply studied what he was looking at. He reached in and began to untangle the present. What was eventually revealed to him as he pulled it fully free from the box was a long silver necklace with a wide crimson jewel. Even though the jewel was the dark hue of blood, it glittered purple when held up to the light of the nearby Kanah lamp. 

			“Sweetheart, this is absolutely wonderful. Where did you possibly get this?”

			Alice peeked at the gift from over the serving counter that separated the kitchen from the living room. “Wow! Honey, that is amazing.”

			Chandi blushed and giggled. “Thanks. I got Grandma to take me down to Mrs. Witherbee, who makes this sorta stuff herself in her basement. I told her what I wanted. It took her four months to handmake it. Do you like it?” 

			Gira smiled at the spinning jewel. “My dear, I love it. Thank you so much.”

			Ika wore his best smile, but in reality he was quite perturbed with how much his best friend had outclassed him. His own gift would not seem quite so special in comparison to that stupid necklace. He really wished he went first.

			“Okay, Ika, it’s your turn,” said Alice. 

			Ika nervously reached for his tall blue box which was topped with a glistening white bow. “Uh . . . o-o-okay. I . . . uh . . .” He handed the box to his uncle. “Whatever. Here you go.”

			Gira smiled as he took it. “Thank you.” He slowly unravelled the white bow and placed his long fingers on the top of the rectangular box. “I’m so excited I almost don’t want to open it. Then this birthday will be over already.”

			“Excuse me!” said Alice, with her hands now placed firmly on her hips. “You still have my present.”

			Gira waved a hand at her, not even bothering to look in her direction. “You got me wool socks again, woman. Don’t pretend otherwise.”

			Alice’s face contorted in several different ways before it finally relaxed. “You travel a lot. Every travelling man needs a good pair of socks! You’ll be thanking me in the winter, you ungrateful ass!”

			At this, the kids exploded into a fit of laughter. Ika was discouraged about the quality of his present, but even he couldn’t help but laugh now at his mother’s admittance. 

			Alice laughed as well. “What? I’m right! Stop laughing at me!”

			Gira lifted the lid and looked inside. Now everyone was silent, watching closely to see Gira’s reaction. Gira lifted out a large doll that appeared to be knitted with various colours. It looked quite complex.

			It was Ika’s proudest creation. He slouched awkwardly as he explained himself. “It’s . . . uh . . . me. Can’t you tell?”

			It was indeed. It was a small, soft recreation of Ika. Even the red scar given by Kirga was there. It took Ika seven months to learn how to knit, then to make the doll himself. 

			Gira’s silver eyes were fixed in a wide stare. He ran his hands over the doll’s features, inspecting it without saying a word.

			Ika feared the worst. “I know it’s not . . . do you . . . do you like it? You can take it with you on your journeys. It can be your little friend. It’ll be like I’m with you. Maybe you can fit it in your bag . . . or something. I don’t know, it’s dumb.”

			Gira placed the doll on his lap and shook his head. “No, no. Don’t be silly. I love it, Ika. It’s . . . really cool.”

			Ika could tell by the sound of his uncle’s voice that the doll was not nearly as impressive to him as the necklace was. Ika wanted to cry, but kept it inside. He did not wish to ruin Gira’s birthday.

			 

			D

			 

			They moved on from the gifts after Alice’s socks were unwrapped. They spent the next couple of hours after that playing a few board games Alice was a huge fan of. Two of them Ika actually had fun playing. One of them was so boring he ended up complaining enough times for his mother to snap at him for being rude.

			Overall, it was a fun day. They sat around in the living room for most of it. Gira told them incredible stories from his travels. Ika was not aware, at this time, what it was his uncle exactly did. His occupation was a bit of a mystery. All he knew was that Uncle Gira always saw the craziest things and met the most interesting people. 

			Even though Ika really enjoyed the stories, and also the chicken dinner they finally got around to eating, he was really only thinking about the fireworks. That was always the most fun part. He figured it would help him get over the fact that Gira didn’t like his doll. He worked so hard on it for so long. To see Uncle Gira be lukewarm at best was very heartbreaking. Sure, there was a smile and a thank you. But Ika was smart enough to tell when someone was just being polite. 

			Stupid Chandi and her stupid necklace. She didn’t even make the thing. It was Mrs. Witherbee. It just wasn’t fair. 

			Ika got up from the dinner table first. “Is it time? The Morphing is coming soon, right? That’s the perfect time for fireworks! But . . . I guess we’ll do it here, behind the house. We won’t have time for your promise.”

			Gira wiped his mouth with a napkin and smiled. “Yes, Ika. We can head to the Hill of Memories now. I keep my promises, I’ll have you know.”

			Ika’s face lit up. As did Chandi’s.

			Alice raised a thin white eyebrow. “I’m sorry? The Hill of Memories? Is that where you told the kids you would take them tonight?”

			Gira nodded after a burp. “I did.”

			Ika’s mother looked very confused. “I . . . don’t get what I’m missing here. How are you planning to get to the Hill of Memories within the hour? The Morphing is almost here. You’re going to need to rent a carriage pulled by some mighty fast horses or Pegar. Have you been drinking again, Gira Ivory?”

			“No,” said Gira, testily. “I have not been drinking, thank you very much. And don’t worry about the distance. A friend of mine helped me work that little issue out.”

			Alice lowered the mug of Buckleberry Wine from her mouth, tilting her head. “Oh?” 

			Gira pulled a wide, flat stone from a small satchel still attached to his hip. “That’s right. This stone here will solve our problem for tonight.”

			Ika squinted as he tried to look at the face of the saucer-like stone. There was a weird glowing symbol on it. It was shining blue. “What is that thing, Uncle Gira?”

			“This, my boy, is a Runeworked stone. Incredibly complex Kanah has been fused into it using this symbol. Only the best Runeworkers in Wenworld could pull off a nifty trick like this. None of us are Runeworkers, but we won’t need to be so long as we have this right here. My friend crafted this for my birthday, knowing I would want to bring y’all to the Hill of Memories. He was passing through that area anyway, and placed a connecting Rune at the site of the hill. This stone will bring the three of us there, and then right back to Turquoise Town when we are finished with the fireworks.”

			“How will it bring you back again?” asked Alice. “Are you sure you won’t just be stranded over there? I don’t want you having to walk all the way back to town through the night.”

			“Nope. We leave the stone here in this house. I’ll place my palm on the Rune, the kids place their hands on my back, then we’ll be brought to the hill. And when we’re done, we do the same thing by touching the Rune at the hill to bring us back to the stone. The Rune will disappear once we travel back, though. It will only be good for this year.”

			“Who is this friend that gave you this rare gift?” asked Alice.

			Gira looked a little shy at the question. “He . . . uh . . . he works near the Capital.”

			Ika watched his mother’s facial expression change after studying Gira for a few awkward seconds. Her eyes went slightly wider and she quickly moved to change the subject. “Where are your fireworks, anyway?”

			Gira got up from the table now. “They happen to be right here in this house, actually.” He walked over to the thin closet door next to the stairwell. He opened it and pulled out a long beige sack full of bright red rods sticking out from the flap. “My collection for this year is going to blow your minds, guys. This might be the best collection I’ve ever gathered.”

			Ika and Chandi clasped hands and began to dance in a circle out of excitement. 

			“You’re making me wish I was going too,” said Alice. “It sounds like something nobody would want to miss.”

			Gira shrugged. “Sorry, my dear, but the stone was made with a Rune only capable of transporting three people. You should’ve said something sooner. You never even watch the fireworks we did in the backyard. I didn’t think you’d want to go all the way to the Hill of Memories.” He sighed. “You’re making me feel bad now, Alice.”

			Alice waved a hand. “I only kid. Go on. I don’t mind.”

			“Next year I’ll make sure you can come along as well, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			Ika and Chandi ran to Gira’s side. Ika pulled on his uncle’s pant leg, unable to contain the painful levels of exhilaration. “Come on, come on! Let’s hurry it up!”

			Gira slowly dragged Ika over to the dinner table, laughing. “All right. I guess we’re heading off right now then.” He placed his palm over the Rune on the flat stone. “Chandi, get over here and grab my other pant leg. Just holding onto that should be good enough for the transport.”

			Chandi came over and mirrored Ika by pulling on the other leg. “Okay . . . I’m r-ready!”

			“Have fun, guys,” said Alice.

			“Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Ivory,” said Chandi, smiling. 

			“I’ve told you a thousand times to just call me Alice, Honey. But you’re very welcome. Be safe.” She pointed a sharp finger at her son. “And Ika, by God, do as your uncle says! If he says to stay away from the fireworks while they’re going off, then you stay away from them. If he says to stay by his side and not go wondering off in the dark, then you stay by him. If he says—”

			Ika rolled his eyes. “Mom, okay! I get it. I always listen to Uncle Gira.”

			Alice chuffed. “Oh, I know. I wish you’d listen to me half as much.” She shook her head as she dried her hands using a white dishcloth. “All right. Have fun and be safe.”

			Ika nodded. 

			Gira looked over at Alice. Ika tilted his head to see a strange look in his uncle’s eyes as he gazed over at the kitchen. He looked a little sad. Ika couldn’t guess why that was.

			Gira eventually leaned over the table and seemed to speak down at the rock. “Silusuna Memorana.”

			 

			D

			 

			The next thing Ika knew he was facedown on wet grass. He lifted his head to look around and became instantly dizzy. So dizzy he almost threw up. He tried to get to his feet a few times, but simply stumbled forward and fell to the ground again. He decided it would be in his best interests to just lay there until his senses fully returned to him. 

			This was the first time in his life that Ika had ever been shown the wonder of Runeworking. As amazing as he found it, he would not remember his experience with it. Children of his age were prone to many symptoms when travelling through Runes. It was entirely safe—otherwise Gira never would’ve done it—but memory loss happened to be one of the symptoms. But this was not an immediate symptom. Over the next few months Ika would find himself in rare moments when he did not know how he arrived to a certain location; such as his bedroom or backyard. And his memory of how he got to the Hill of Memories on his uncle’s birthday would be thoroughly eradicated. When thinking back on it, he would simply tell himself that they took a carriage to fill in the blanks. The same memory damage would happen to young Chandi as well. Ten years old was too young for Runework without side-effects. 

			Ika looked over and saw that Chandi was also lying on her belly. The comically surprised look in her large eyes gave away all Ika needed to know when questioning whether she was also overwhelmed by this whole process.

			Uncle Gira laughed and picked them both up by the backs of their shirts. He dusted them off. “I probably should’ve warned you two before that. But you’re here now. Don’t think too much and just come with me. We’ve got fireworks to set off.”

			Ika watched Gira walk away from the strange glowing symbol that was drawn into the grass where they fell. Already Ika’s memory was working against him. A few seconds passed where he did not know where he was or why he was there. Then, within another second, his memory came back into focus. He shook his head and quickly ran to catch up to his uncle.

			Chandi ran up behind him to keep pace. “Did you . . . are we . . .”

			Ika giggled. “I don’t know, either. But I trust Uncle Gira. Let’s get ready for the fireworks, okay?” He felt a little worried looking at Chandi’s nervous face, so he gave her a quick hug while they walked. “Are you all right?”

			Chandi blinked four times very slowly. “I . . . think?” She looked over at Gira as he began to pull the firework rods out of his beige sack. This seemed to snap her into some focus. “Come on! I think he’s starting!”

			The two of them ran up to Gira as he finished planting the rods into the dirt in a complex circular pattern. “I’m telling ya, kids, this is gunna blow your little minds out your butts! I hope you’re ready, cause the Morphing is going to start any minute now.”

			There was nobody else at the site but them. The Hill of Memories was a magical place, but it rarely saw tourists. The majority of them would come for the famous Naivu Flowers. But even then, a few groups of people, or sometimes even just one lone traveller, would populate the hill only a few times a year; usually at the start of spring. Ika was glad they had the hill to themselves. This was a special moment and he did not want anyone else to ruin it.

			Chandi came over and linked her hands with Ika’s again. They began to twirl in fast circles once more, smiling and singing as they did. The light of the sun above their heads was beginning to dim. The time was approaching. 

			Gira ran over to them, ushering them away with a hand. “Okay, I’ve set them on a timer. Let’s get back and prepare to watch the show!”

			They huddled together many yards away from the site of the fireworks. The sun began to dim even more until the light coming from it became blue in its hue. The moon began to peek out from beneath the daytime layer of the sun. The Morphing brought with it a rapid darkness all across the field. 

			There was a great spark at the center of the circle of fireworks.

			“There she goes!” yelled Gira, putting his right arm around Ika’s shoulders, and his left arm around Chandi’s. “It’s gunna be loud!”

			The suspense before the blast was enough to make Ika want to run over and kick the silly fireworks to make them shoot up faster. It was agony to watch several more sparks start in the circle without seeing the actual magic happen. 

			Eventually, when the moon had finally fully formed in the sky and the bright stars were all visible, the fireworks all went off at once. 

			The first wave of explosions was bright red. They formed various shapes in the sky. At first, they were squares and triangles and other such things, but within a few moments the red lights shifted into long swords and curved bows and other things of that sort. It was wonderful.

			The next wave came with blue brilliance. The blue explosions did not form any shapes. They simply expanded as a blanket of dazzling little lights. One after the other the blue explosions seemed to fill the spaces in the middle of the red shapes. 

			The next, and final, wave of fireworks filled the dark sky with flashes of burning gold. They appeared to take the form of fire. The best possible comparison of the sight would be if it were possible to capture fire itself and let it flap in the wind like a flag upon a pole. Those golden fireworks, and the way in which they displayed their brilliance, took the breath from Ika’s young lungs.

			“This is . . . amazing.”

			Even though he said the words out loud, the fireworks were far too thunderous for Uncle Gira or Chandi to hope to hear them. But that did not matter. Moments like these were not meant for speech. Speech could not hope to define them. 

			Ika took a brief handful of seconds to pry his eyes from the bright splendour in the sky to look up at his uncle’s face. Gira was smiling as he gazed upward at the ongoing explosions. Ika was overwhelmed with a sudden appreciation for his life. When that mysterious Hellcat beast took Genevieve from him, right in front of his eyes, Ika was sure he would never know happiness again. He was wrong. It did not come easily, but two specific people ensured that Ika would find happiness in life again. Those two people were Chandi MorrowHill, and Gira Ivory.

			Ika felt a tear trail down his face as he looked at the both of them while they were fixed on the fireworks. As long as they remained safe and a permanent part of his life, Ika knew he would be able to brave any struggle. Life would never be truly overcome by the darkness that sometimes threatened to take over him. 

			 

			D

			 

			Ika was smiling in his deep sleep. Phiggy continued to play the pink flute without rest.

			“Is he gunna play that damn thing for the next few days?” asked Master Cinnamon. 

			Alice sat by the bed on a small stool. She was barely awake herself. “Yes . . . he is. It’s rather impressive he can go for this long.”

			Cinnamon turned around and d toward the door. “Rather annoying, more like.”

			The preparations for the ritual carried on. Soon, Ika would know suffering he could never fathom; both physical, and emotional.

			But for now, he would enjoy his sleep. He would walk through the pleasures of his past. Then, when all was ready, the pain would come.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty: Myla Bondiley
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			Chandi had outsmarted Wriliara and expertly destroyed his Curse that took the form of a massive white cross with strange eyes growing on either arm. It was a powerful Curse that Chandi was sure her opponent would not be able to use again for quite some time. 

			Now they simply faced each other across the dusty crater created earlier by the clash of the Zyphur Spear and Pelopidas’ final breath attack. 

			“You know,” said Wriliara, cutting the silence, “I believe we should move our duel away from this location. Are you all right with this idea?”

			Chandi stared at him, confused. “What?”

			Wriliara let a loud breath pass through his nose. “Chandi, use your head. Those scouts saw us having a little meeting in the same location as the skeletal remains of Tankam’s greatest protector. They will be sending a full army here soon. And they saw two people at the site of the great lion’s demise. You should think about that for a second. Word on the appearance of the two culprits found at the site will spread across the world in no time. I will be blamed for the murder of the lion; especially when they discover the Zyphur Spear at the site of the creature’s death. I intend to leave the spear here. I want them to know that Pelopidas was killed, and that he didn’t just die. That knowledge will only hasten King Stultis’ demand to send the Dalada to the north, therefore leaving Kirga to travel to Opiana Mountain.”

			Wriliara crossed his arms and grinned now. “You must understand that you also will be blamed, Chandi. It will be assumed that we killed Pelopidas together. The fact that we were found politely chatting will only solidify that assumption. If you were not the one who assisted in the death of the lion, and I was clearly the guilty Oracle at the scene of the crime, then why in Meamara’s name would you be sitting at a table and calmly talking to me? Why would you not have killed me on sight? I promise you these questions will be asked among the populace in Tankam, and in every city across Wenworld.”

			“That’s absurd!” spat Chandi. She feigned surprised anger, but this very thought had already crossed her mind. She was not sure what conclusion she came to on the hypothetical. “And even if those scouts did assume that I was involved, I’m not going to become some famous criminal just from the sight of my face. You, on the other hand, will be quite famous. It’s known that Kirga stole the Zyphur Spear, and it’s known that he travels with a skinny Apostle with long grey hair and green snake eyes. You’re screwed. I’ll be fine.”

			“Are you sure about that?” asked Wriliara, raising a brow. “I do not know if you’ve seen your own face recently . . . but there are few people in Wenworld who look like you do. You are a burned monstrosity, girl. I hate to be so blunt about it, but your face is the thing of nightmares. You will draw attention in every city or town you visit for the rest of your sad life. The burns will be a giveaway that you were one of the Oracles responsible for the murder of Pelopidas, who is beloved across all regions. You, my dear, are just as screwed as I am.”

			Chandi bit down on her cheek and clenched her fists. She eventually laughed and shook her head. It did not matter. Nothing beyond this duel mattered. “I don’t care. I’m not even thinking about tomorrow, Wriliara. I am only thinking of right now.”

			Wriliara bowed his head in respect for that statement of determination. “Very well. I happen to share that same opinion. One of us is going to die today, anyway. Perhaps you can salvage some of your reputation by bringing my body to Tankam and convincing them that you killed me for what I did to the lion. I highly doubt they will buy that, though. And I also do not plan on losing this duel, either, so you likely will not get the chance.”

			“Are we done speaking now?”

			“You did not answer my earlier question. Would you be open to taking this duel to another location? I don’t imagine we have much time left, Chandi. I also don’t think it would be very fitting for our long-awaited clash to be interrupted by a few hundred armoured men trying to kill us.”

			Chandi happened to agree with his latter point. She did find Wriliara’s level of calmness aggravating, however. He was not frightened of her in the slightest. “Do you have some other location in mind?”

			“As a matter of fact, I do,” answered Wriliara. “I know of quite the perfect, poetic location to continue this duel. And you can believe me when I tell you there is no trap or other such thing waiting for you when we arrive. I had no idea you were going to attempt to stop me from killing Pelopidas. You can imagine my surprise when you swatted Percy and I out of the air.” He wore a sudden mocking smile. “I take it you killed him, by the way. How did you do it? He was quite strong. Either that, or you somehow convinced him to abandon our cause and save himself. That might be even more impressive.”

			“I tried that,” said Chandi, “but he could not be swayed. I did not want to kill him.”

			“And yet you did. I saw some very strange lights in the sky when I was closing in on Pelopidas. The area above Greymire was a staggering sight.”

			Chandi thought back to the spectacle of Tarvenatatus clashing with the ghastly tornado brought about by Percy Coldshire’s final Curse. “Where is this location? Let’s hurry up and get on with it.”

			“Will you agree to put this fight on hold while we move there? I promise not to attack you or trick you in any way before we arrive. Do you promise the same? We can use our Kanah to dash there at a reasonable speed. It is not far north from here. It will take us roughly twenty minutes. But since we will need to be dashing with Kanah infused to our legs, we will be quite tired when we arrive. Can we agree on a short break once we get there to build up our stamina again?”

			“Yes, yes,” said Chandi, becoming irritated with the peculiar formality of this duel. It was not going how she imagined it going in her mind. It wasn’t going poorly thus far. But it was certainly going strangely. “I agree to all of it. I agree not to attack your back while you lead the way, and I agree to a brief moment of recuperation when we get to wherever you are thinking. I consent to anything that gets this moving along.”

			Dark green Kanah began to swirl around each of Wriliara’s thin legs. “Good. Then let’s get moving. Please follow me.”

			Wriliara bent his legs for a brief instant, then dashed up the side of the wide crater, heading northeast toward another valley hugged by two smaller mountains. 

			Chandi was quick to follow him, empowering her own legs to close the distance already set between them. She turned her head to send one final glance at the bones of Pelopidas. As she dashed further and further into the persisting white fog, she became rather sad. The melancholic sight of the loyal lion lying against the crater was too much to bear. She was overwhelmed by her guilt. She had one job. It was to save the creature. She could not do it. That lonely skeleton may just rest there forever, as it was far too vast to move or hope to bury. It made Chandi want to weep. It seemed to her that she could do nothing right. Her ineptitude had cost a life. A very beloved one. 

			She had failed in stopping Wriliara before he could achieve the task given to him by Kirga, but she would not fail again by letting Wriliara live another day. This duel was going to be his last. She did not care if she needed to die with him in order to make sure of that.

			 

			D

			 

			On and on they ran. Chandi’s internal clock came to the estimation that she had been tailing him—without striking at his exposed back, like she promised—for close to twenty-five minutes. They were already travelling longer than Wriliara had guessed. With their Kanahs increasing their speed, they dashed through fields appearing almost like deer moving at top speed. There was a true grace to their movement as they moved toward some unknown location.

			Chandi was not so sure she could trust Wriliara’s promise that this was not some sort of elaborate trick. She did trust his claim that he did not know she would attack him before he made it to Pelopidas, however. Phiggy’s assistance insured she had the element of surprise. And even with that element, Wriliara ignored her and made for the lion. If only it were just Wriliara she needed to contend with when she arrived. Her long duel with Percy Coldshire delayed her. It was the reason she failed. 

			They eventually came into the low valley surrounded by the two mountains Chandi spotted earlier. There was no river in this valley, though it looked like there may have been at one time. There was nothing but dry, white stone lining the floor of the long, quiet canyon. 

			Wriliara took a sharp left and began to scale the slanted wall of the canyon. It was slanted to such a severe degree that one could run up the jagged stones to the top without fear of tumbling back down to the bottom. 

			Chandi followed without hesitation. She jumped from large stone to large stone until she joined Wriliara at the top of the ridge. When she got there, she noticed that Wriliara’s legs were no longer surrounded by his Kanah. They had clearly arrived at the location where they would continue their paused duel.

			Chandi discovered, as she looked around and scanned the serene little pasture Wriliara had led her to, that they were not actually at the very top of the cliff. They were more at a halfway point. The slanted stone wall gave way to a wide green meadow that looked like it was carved into the side of the valley. It was many meters long, almost looking like a small stadium one might find on the Capital City. This vibrant pasture was only slightly smaller than the center hall in Eskarahm Four, where the giant tablet of powerful artifacts was held. 

			At the very end of the pasture was another stone wall that slanted upward to join the side of the eastern mountain. The valley seamlessly joined itself with the foundation of the mountain, making it impossible to truly walk to the precipice. This odd structure allowed this quiet place a true sense of seclusion. It was nearly impossible for someone to stumble upon this place by accident during their travels. 

			The grass was short and sparkling with the dew gathered from a previous rain. There were flowers present as well. They were short and bright pink, with fat petals that hugged each other to create a spiral pattern. Chandi had never seen these flowers before. They were both bizarre and beautiful. She was impressed that they could still grow in the dry cold of December. Year-round flowers were a rare thing.

			Wriliara still gave his back to Chandi as he walked over to a tall ivory sculpture of some kind. It stood at the end of the pasture, just before the valley wall carried on rising toward the mountain. Both Wriliara and the sculpture were too far away for Chandi to see clearly. She dashed forward one more time to close some of the gap. 

			This sudden move did not seem to startle Wriliara at all. He kept staring at the pale stone monument, ignoring Chandi’s abrupt dash completely.

			“What . . . what is this thing?” asked Chandi. She was near enough now to see that the sculpture was carved to depict an Edamirin symbol of some kind, like a white circle with two solid horizontal bars in the center. 

			Wriliara ran his hand along the pedestal of the masterfully made sculpture. “This is a memorial for my sister.”

			“Who made it?”

			Wriliara stepped back to admire the monument. There was a horrible sadness to his voice. “I did. I sculpted this for Myla when I was seventeen. It took me nine months. I stole the ivory stone material to create it from Old Umbra.”

			Chandi decided to trust Wriliara enough to walk up to stand beside him. He had already promised to honour a period of rest where they would not attempt to kill each other. Chandi was breathing heavily from dashing as much as she needed to to reach this place. She could hear Wriliara’s harsh breathing as well as she got closer. 

			“How did you find this place?” She read the one word at the base of the sculpture: ‘Myla’.

			“I was trying to kill myself,” answered Wriliara. “I lived not too far from here with that old man I told you about. We lived in a small cabin just on the other side of this mountain. Simply put: one day I had decided I no longer wanted to live. I missed Myla and did not wish to carry on any longer. I wandered through the mountain one foggy night until I came to the perfect ledge to jump off and finally end it all. I could not see the bottom due to the fog, but just assumed I would die instantly when my body finally found the floor of this valley.”

			“Did you jump?” Chandi was standing directly beside her opponent now.

			Wriliara hummed. “I only fell through the air for a few seconds before scraping my body horribly on the steep slant of stone. I slid down, peeling the skin from my back, until I eventually landed right here in this pasture. By this time the fog had cleared. I looked around and was brought to tears by the beauty of this place. I was struck with the sudden idea of creating a personal monument for Myla. I could not bury her in this wonderful place, of course. I had no body to do so. I have no idea what that Morga bastard did to her body after your parents brought her to him as proof of the murder. He probably fed Myla to his dogs or just tossed her in the canal to float away. Either way, something beautiful would need to be made to honour her life.”

			Chandi had to agree about the beauty of the location. She looked behind her to see the view the high pasture afforded. She was frozen stiff at the sight of the rolling hills suffused in golden light. She could see all the way to the red walls of Tankam, even from where she stood. The Red City gleamed under the sun. The distant trees of a forest to the northwest swayed back and forth, appearing to be dancing together in the wind. There was even a thin rainbow present over that forest, another sign of previous rain. Chandi hoped she would have a monument built for her in a place as exquisite as this. She hoped she could live a life worth remembering in such a fashion. 

			“I stole the material needed to craft this sculpture the following day,” continued Wriliara, still not caring enough to even glance in Chandi’s direction. Chandi got the impression that he would not have even cared if she did kill him during their agreed rest period. “I insisted to my guardian of the time that I needed to build it on my own, and so he let me do so. It was a very lonely nine months. I already knew the basics of sculpting from stone. It was a hobby I picked up shortly after Myla’s murder. I would carve small statues for myself. Sometimes I would even sell them to buy food. I became quite good at it by the age of fourteen. 

			“Even though those nine months working on this piece were melancholic . . . the process somehow made me feel the closest to my sister that I had been since her death. Those months brought me both great sadness, and great nostalgic bliss. I have not been here to stand in this spot in many years, Chandi. I must tell you I am grateful that our duel has brought us here. Perhaps you and I are connected by destiny.”

			“I don’t believe in destiny anymore.” She turned to look at him. “Wriliara . . . you may be right on all points regarding your sister. For what it’s worth, I am sorry about what was done to her. But I need you to ask yourself something.”

			“Yes?”

			“If Myla was somehow not innocent, and my parents were acting in the right when they killed her . . . would you have forgiven my parents and just let them go? If my cause for revenge was actually greater than your own . . . would you have let it all go and moved on?”

			Wriliara seemed to consider this a moment. He finally pried his eyes from the sculpture to look at Chandi. He wore a sad smile. “No. I still would’ve killed them.”

			“Then you understand why this duel still needs to happen. I know you are trying to convince me not to fight you at all. I know you are trying to convince me that we could somehow get along.” She shook her head. “It’s absurd. Even if my parents were not innocent—even if you had every right to track them down, just as I have tracked you down—they were my parents, and I loved them with all my heart. And I know they loved me. We were happy together. Just like you wouldn’t forgive my parents if they were right to kill Myla . . . I will not forgive you. Besides, look at my face, Wriliara. I have sacrificed so much already in my ambition. I will not stop today. Not when I am staring you in the face.”

			Wriliara took a deep breath and nodded his head. “Are you rested, then?”

			“I am.”

			Wriliara kissed the fingers of his right hand, then gently placed them upon his sister’s name as a final, wordless farewell. “Then we shall begin again. No more pauses. From this point forward, this duel will not be interrupted until one of us is dead.”

			“Or both of us are,” corrected Chandi.

			“Indeed.”

			Chandi walked many paces backward to create the proper space between them to resume the duel. She separated her legs and relaxed into a fighting stance.

			Wriliara did the same.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-One: The Feeding Game II

			[image: ]

			Chandi hoped there would be no more interruptions in their duel. She wished to finish this once and for all. They had said their peace to each other. There was no more room for discussion. The only thing left to question was who was going to attack first. 

			Chandi decided to take the initiative. She clenched her left hand into a fist and held it high above her head. She surrounded that fist in pink Kanah before rotating her shoulder and spinning her arm faster and faster, as if winding it up.

			Wriliara, on the other side of the green pasture, tilted his head in confusion. For the time being he just stood and watched, almost as if he were curious what she might be attempting.

			Chandi’s arm spun faster and faster, her shoulder making a loud cracking sound as it rotated in its socket. She was preparing an obscure Transformation trick her grandmother had taught her. It was actually meant to be done with both arms, but since Wriliara dislocated her right shoulder at the start of their duel, she would not be able to add it to the equation. 

			She spun and spun her left arm, fist still clenched, until the entire arm became wreathed in pink fire. She knew then that it was ready. 

			Chandi timed the spin so that she finally opened her fist just as it was aiming at Wriliara. What burst free from her palm was a laughing ball of bouncing flame. She could tell by Wriliara’s priceless expression that the laughing part of the previous description mystified him the most.

			The ball of fire took a strange form. There was an actual face to it. The pink flames morphed into a small round head with a wide, blithesome mouth. The Transformation seemed to take on a life of its own, bouncing faster and faster as it headed toward Wriliara. The laugh was so high-pitched it caused Chandi to plug her ears. 

			Wriliara plugged his ears as well. But judging by the cold glare in his snake eyes, he was not very impressed with this Transformation. He seemed to only find it annoying. Without needing to use his hands, Wriliara lifted his right leg, coated it in Kanah, and kicked the laughing ball out of the air, dissipating it from existence. The Transformation died with a pitiable squeal of pain before it faded in the air, the heat from the licking pink flames heating the front of Chandi’s mask even from how far away she stood. 

			Okay. That didn’t work. He’s not in the mood for little Transformations anymore. He wants the big stuff. That’s okay. I can do that. I’ve wanted to get to the good stuff, anyway.

			But it was Wriliara’s turn now. And her assumption was correct: he was no longer in the mood for small combat. “Withpra Galsatreta.”

			Within seconds both Wriliara and Chandi were trapped within a glowing green circle that looked like it was painted into the grass. There was an Edamirin symbol where Wriliara stood, and another one where Chandi stood. Chandi was not familiar with either symbol. She could not guess what they might mean. 

			“What is this? Why can’t I move?” She struggled where she stood but her legs would not muster anything beyond an agitated wiggle. She was trapped.

			Wriliara said nothing. He only crossed his arms and smirked. What happened next brought a shriek of surprise from Chandi’s throat. She thought she was ready for anything after the white cross, but she was not ready for this at all.

			Springing forth from the ground came the image of a ghastly, slobbering mouth, biting at the air with long black teeth. It seemed to birth itself in the space between them in the shining circle. It coughed and spat in hunger and frustration. There was no face, only dark teeth that somehow shined in the light. The smell of its breath was rancid. 

			“I said what is this!” screamed Chandi.

			Wriliara gave in. He could have withheld any information, but he had already showed her a great deal of respect. “This is the Blackblood Beast. We are about to play a little game together.”

			Chandi nervously glanced at the massive, foaming mouth between them. It was biting at thin air and growling like a starved mutt. 

			“There are seven rounds to this game. I am the Game Master, so I’m not actually an active participant. This game can be played with more than one person, but seeing as how you are the only unfortunate soul trapped in the circle today . . . it’ll be just you.” He uncrossed his arms and placed them confidently behind his back, sticking out his chest to speak clearer. “This is a riddles game, Chandi. If you want to overcome this Curse, you need to answer all seven riddles.”

			Chandi steadied her breathing and tried her best to ignore the beast. “And . . . if I can’t solve all seven?”

			“Well, not being able to solve a couple of them doesn’t mean you’ll die, actually. You can technically still overcome the Curse without answering correctly. It’s just . . . you won’t be in one piece. You see, each round a random part of your body is offered up to the Blackblood Beast. If you answer wrong, he gets a snack.”

			Chandi felt a warm wave of terror travel down her spine. “He . . . eats the body part offered for that round?”

			“That is correct. Whatever it is—and it is entirely random—will be ripped from your body and fed to the beast. Since it is random, you could end up getting something like ‘Head’ right at the beginning, in which case you would need to obviously pass that round. But getting a vital part of your body offered is rather rare. Sometimes it can be something as simple as a toe. But even if you are lucky enough to fail all seven rounds, but not lose your life, there will be little left of you to fight me with.”

			Chandi’s eyes flicked downward as common words began to glow in the grass. 

			 

			Right foot

			 

			And below that:

			 

			I wait for all,

			I cannot be escaped.

			I smile while I wait,

			For none avoid the fall.

			 

			I come to you in black,

			I take you to my lonely hall.

			You beg for just a little more,

			And speak as if to stall.

			 

			But in the end, you’ll know your place,

			Peace can still be found.

			But even if you claw and cry,

			To darkness you’ll be bound.

			 

			What am I?

			 

			Chandi very quickly reread the riddle three times over. She was annoyed at how lengthy it was. She knew a thing or two about riddles and the nature of their tricks. She learned most of what she needed to know about how this game was played by the Head Librarian back in Turquoise Town, who would quiz Chandi for fun during the days of her childhood. The rest she picked up from Ajith, who taught her about the patterns that riddles usually follow. 

			I really don’t want to lose my right foot, so I better figure this out fast. I have a few guesses on what the answer might be. But how many guesses am I allowed?

			“Wriliara!”

			“Yes, Chandi?”

			“Is there a time limit for each round?”

			“There is.”

			“Can I make as many guesses as I wish within that period?”

			Wriliara gave her a look that said, ‘Come now, you’re smarter than that.’ “No, Chandi. You only get one guess. Once you speak it aloud, that is your answer. So be sure of it before you speak.”

			I was afraid of that. What answer is the best answer, then?

			She reread the riddle once more. She analyzed as many aspects of the sentence structure as she could, trying to discern where the trick was. Some riddles were quite obvious; others were also obvious, but they hid their blatant answer behind walls of misdirection. All good riddles are obvious. That is what Ajith taught her.

			Numbers began to glow in the grass just in front of the chomping black teeth.

			10

			9

			8

			7

			“You better hurry up,” said Wriliara. “Make a choice.”

			Chandi’s hands began to shake. She wanted to scream for more time, but knew such a thing would be both pointless and embarrassing. 

			6

			5

			4

			She figured she knew what the most likely answer was. She had no choice but to try it and hope for the best.

			3

			2

			“Death!”

			The numbers stopped.

			“The answer is death.”

			The numbers faded away.

			 

			CORRECT!

			 

			Chandi let out a long breath.

			Wriliara clapped. “Well done. Only six more.”

			Chandi waited for the next set of words to show up.

			 

			Left arm

			And below that:

			 

			I am the sound that draws the room,

			I am the act that spreads the malady.

			I am the thing that gains me distance,

			I am the way that sickness blooms.

			 

			What am I?

			 

			Chandi shook her head. This one was childish. The other was complex and rather dark. Evidently, this Curse was capable of great range. She got the answer almost immediately after she read the riddle. “The answer is ‘A Sneeze.’”

			 

			CORRECT!

			 

			Wriliara clapped again. “That one was rather weak. But still . . . well done. But don’t get sloppy now.”

			The next set of glowing green words showed up. The faceless beast rising from the ground grumbled in an almost sad way. It was growing too hungry to wait any longer for a meal. But the creature—whatever it was—still had five more chances for a snack.  

			 

			Right ear

			 

			And below that:

			 

			Not all people know me,

			But those who do sleep poorly.

			I am known by those who dream too big,

			And those who love too early.

			 

			Visions of the blessed bring me forth,

			And those who have lost less.

			I lurk in those who live by worth,

			And leave their love a mess. 

			 

			What am I?

			 

			Chandi was hung up by this one. She read it again and cursed herself for not seeing what was probably right in front of her. 

			“Oh, come now,” said Wriliara. “Surely you know this one.”

			“Shut up!”

			She read it again. The wording struck her as strange. It was trying to lead her astray with its peculiar sentence structure. Usually that would not work on her, but she found herself getting nervous now. Her nerves were forcing her to miss the obvious.

			“Chandi, this might be even easier than the sneeze one,” said Wriliara, poorly concealing a snigger. 

			Chandi ignored her opponent. I don’t get what I’m missing, she thought. ‘I am known by those who dream too big, and those who love too early’. Think, Chandi, think. She bit on her tongue and thought harder. ‘I lurk in those who live by worth, and leave their love a mess?’ Money? No, it’s not that. ‘I lurk in those who live by worth,’ ‘I lurk in those who live by worth.’ Maybe that’s not where the tell is. Perhaps it’s in ‘Visions of the blessed bring me forth’. Compare that with ‘Those who live by worth’. The answer should be obvious. Why is this tripping me up so much? I need to calm down!

			10

			9

			8

			7

			6

			“Good thing only an ear is at stake here, eh?” laughed Wriliara.

			He’s right. But still, I don’t feel like painfully having my right ear ripped off. 

			5

			4

			3

			2

			Wait a minute. Duh! God, I hate myself sometimes.

			“The answer is ‘Jealousy!’”

			 

			CORRECT!

			 

			Wriliara let out a long breath. “Thank goodness. I would’ve been quite disappointed in you if you let that one slip through your fingers.”

			“You know, you sound like you want me to beat all of these.” She was smirking, but he could not see that behind the blue tiger mask.

			Wriliara shrugged. “I must be honest. I do not wish for this Curse to kill you. Somehow I do not think it would . . . feel right. Not very poetic. But this is rather fun, is it not?”

			“No,” replied Chandi. “I would not call this fun at all.”

			The next riddle appeared. For the first few seconds after its arrival, however, Chandi did not read it. She was too busy considering something else. She may have just come up with a way to escape the Curse without having to solve all seven riddles. The way just happened to be her second most powerful Curse. She figured it was very likely to break her out of Wriliara’s circle, therefore returning to her the control of her own body. But it was a risk. She feared that trying to break out could cause a deadly side-effect. It was an option worth considering, though.

			 

			Left leg

			 

			And below that:

			 

			I am loyalty unquestioning,

			Yet contrary to God.

			I am the greatest of friends,

			And the three letter word that leaves the coldest heart thawed.

			 

			What am I?

			 

			Wriliara scratched his face. “Now . . . this one I like. I can’t even guess. It looks as if you might be losing a leg here, Chandi. This is a good one.”

			Chandi was also stumped. She had nothing. She read the riddle three more times, doing her best to dissect each word. The line that caught her attention the most was ‘Contrary to God.’ She had a feeling that was the line that hid the answer to the riddle. She studied the words in silence for a while. 

			Wriliara still stroked his sharp, pale jaw across from her. “Truly . . . I am fascinated by this one. I do not envy being in your position. I imagine the prospect of losing a leg makes it all the more challenging for you to focus your thoughts.”

			“Please shut up.”

			Wriliara motioned as if zipping his lips together. “Sorry.”

			He was not wrong regarding the leg. She would likely be able to solve all of Wriliara’s riddles in record time, were she not sweating profusely at the thought of having a limb torn off and fed to a giant mouth full of black teeth.

			What the hell is the answer? Chandi had the desperate urge to pace while she thought, but Wriliara’s Curse still had her fixed in place, unable to move her legs. ‘Loyalty unquestioning.’ ‘Coldest heart thawed.’ ‘Three letter word.’ ‘Contrary to God.’ That is where the answer is, I just know it. ‘Contrary to God.’ Perhaps it does not really mean contrary in the typical use of the word. It could mean opposite. Or perhaps inverse. Inverse! Three letter word . . . that is the inverse of God. Or rather . . .

			“Dog.”

			She spoke with such confidence that Wriliara’s eyes went wide. The countdown did not even need to arrive.

			“The answer is ‘Dog.’”

			 

			CORRECT!

			 

			Wriliara erupted into deep laughter. The mirthful sound was new and strange to Chandi’s ears. “That was very good. Were I in your position, I do not think I would’ve come to that answer. You have impressed me once again. Carry on.”

			Chandi, as proud as she was of herself, had decided that this game had gone on long enough. She was willing to test and see if her second most powerful Curse would break the hold on her and give her a good shot at killing Wriliara. She did not need her hands to use the Curse, so this absurd game could not stop her.

			The next riddle arrived. The thing that caught Chandi’s eye, however, was the body part put forward for potential sacrifice.

			The Blackblood Beast bounced up and down and whined in excitement.

			“Oh my,” said Wriliara. “That is rather unlucky. I hope you have the answer; otherwise, this duel is over.”

			 

			Head

			 

			And below that:

			 

			I am the song that remains the same,

			I am the wanderer with no name.

			I am the one who walks with ease,

			I am the one who holds the keys.

			 

			I am not the one who sleeps in fire,

			I am not the one who knows desire.

			I am not the song that brings the end,

			I am not the hand that gently mends.

			 

			I am all, and I am none,

			I walk beneath the purple sun.

			 

			What am I?

			 

			“Farewell, Chandi MorrowHill,” was all Wriliara had to say regarding that riddle.

			Chandi did not blame him for such a reaction. She considered herself a rather bright young woman. She was often proud of the capabilities of her brain when she dedicated herself to solving a problem. But even with her decent understanding of how riddles worked and how to go about solving them, she had no idea what the answer was. Not even something close to a guess came to Chandi’s mind. She stood there and read it back four times. She did not even know where to begin dissecting it to find the hidden answer. She was very impressed.

			Impressed as she was, she was also trembling in terror. Her head, and therefore life, were on the line. If she could not put forward an answer, her head would be ripped from her shoulders. This was all the more reason for her to try out her backup plan. She was literally left with no other choice now.

			The very stubborn and very stupid part of me wants to stand here and try to find the answer. If I use the Curse I have up my sleeve and escape from this bizarre game, then I am essentially giving up and letting this riddle beat me. I cannot believe I am being so childish and even caring about that right now. But I am. I want to solve it. If it disappears, I will not be able to recall the exact wording so I can write it down and just solve it later. If I let this riddle slip through my fingers, I will never see it again. And I know it has an answer, too. This Curse of Wriliara’s has not shown itself capable of cheating. It plays fair. If I use my Curse, I will be the one who is not playing fair. Am I okay with that?

			10

			9

			And just like that, her mind was made up. Yep. I’ll live with it.

			Chandi closed her eyes and uttered the name of her second-best Curse. “Kidolotara.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Two: Anything You Can Do, I Can Do Better

			[image: ]

			Chandi delighted in the look on Wriliara’s face when she spoke the name of her Curse. It was beyond astonishment. It was beyond confusion. It was even beyond fear. His mouth hung open and his arms shook at his side. He had no way to comprehend what he was looking at, and Chandi was loving every moment of his shock and awe. 

			The reason Wriliara was so thoroughly stunned was because he was looking at the exact image of himself, standing directly where Chandi was standing not a single second ago. Where Chandi was once trapped, now stood Wriliara, down to the most minute detail. 

			Chandi’s Curse was a very unique one. It allowed her to essentially become whoever her opponent was for a specific period of time. For a period of twenty minutes, Chandi would be capable of using every Curse or Transformation that she had seen her opponent use at any time. That was the catch with the Curse; she would not be able to use abilities that she had not directly seen him use before. That meant the extremely powerful Curse that Chandi knew he still kept up his sleeve would be off-limits to her. This was the reason she wanted to use this Curse until they approached the end of their duel, so she could make full use of Wriliara’s wide range of abilities. Instead, thanks to that difficult riddle, she was forced to pull it out now. It did save her life, but she was still disappointed in herself that she had to lean on it so early. 

				The Curse worked in a very complicated and thought-provoking way. 

			Since the Curse allowed her to not only take Wriliara’s form, but also allowed her to master the ability he was currently attempting to kill her with, Chandi easily broke free from The Feeding Game. 

			“Withpra Galsatreta.”

			She confidently banished the Curse from the green pasture. The foaming mouth in the center of the circle cried out like a child denied their favourite toy. Then, with one last squeal of frustration, the Blackblood Beast disintegrated. 

			“What madness is this?” asked Wriliara. 

			Chandi, with her body now free from constraint, began to proudly pace. She threw her arms—which now appeared as Wriliara’s skinny arms—out wide. “What’s wrong? Don’t like what you see?”

			Wriliara finally gained back enough of his composure to wear a thin leer. “You surprise me more and more, Chandi MorrowHill. I don’t believe I have ever enjoyed a duel this much. I will not even be upset if it ends up being my last. Truly.”

			“That’s good to hear,” answered Chandi, “because I assure you this will be your last duel.”

			Even her voice had taken on the same sultry, soothing tones as the real Wriliara’s. In a great twist of irony that was not lost on her, Chandi had become the person she hated most in the world. The metaphorical comparison, beyond the irony itself, was also not lost on her.

			Wriliara did not wait for any new conversation to begin. He spun his left hand in front of his chest and brought forth a Transformation of black Kanah that took the form of three spinning discs that floated in the air. He spun his hand faster and the turning of the discs also picked up speed. They kept getting faster until Chandi could actually hear the sound of them spinning from where she was standing.

			Wriliara then pushed them forward, sending them soaring at Chandi’s head.

			Chandi ducked the first, leaped over the second, and slid under the third. She needed to roll to the left when she could sense them quickly coming back around to fly at her again. She could tell just by sensing the potency of the black Kanah that attempting to kick the Transformation away would cause her to lose her leg. She decided it would be wise for her to not touch the discs at all.

			There was a very simple answer to this problem she was now in. It came to her as she jumped high into the air to let the discs pass by her again, flying over the edge of the pasture and down into the valley behind them.

			Chandi, having just seen Wriliara use the Transformation, effortlessly created three of her own dark discs. The look on the real Wriliara’s face was once again priceless. When the real Wriliara’s discs came back around in a wide curve to strike Chandi again, she sent her own to smash into them. Three for three. The explosion of dark Kanah filled the air above the valley. That was that dealt with.

			Chandi was halfway through turning around to gloat about her efficient destruction of her opponent’s Curse when Wriliara’s fist met the center of her throat. He had dashed at her just as she was getting too confident. She choked on air as she dodged the following punches. Her difficulty breathing made it impossible for her to fight back for the moment. The punch was perfectly timed and aimed. Chandi felt blood pool into her mouth. She tasted the coppery tang and resisted the urge to gag as Wriliara kicked her in the side of the stomach. She wondered for a darkly humorous moment, as she reeled in her pain, how strange it must’ve felt for Wriliara to be beating himself black and blue. 

			She decided it was the right time to turn another one of Wriliara’s abilities against him. It happened to be the one he had already used on her at the start of their duel. She was interested in seeing how he fared against it. She wondered with a sadistic glee how he planned to escape from the situation he put her in. 

			She waited for him to throw another punch, almost leaning forward and extending her jaw to lure him into throwing a cross. When he did, she leaned back and kicked him in the throat. This gave her the opportunity to leap backward and bring forth her Curse. 

			She smirked at him as he shook his head and recovered. Her voice carried with it equal weight to that of the real Wriliara when he first used the Curse. It sounded like her voice was replaying over itself several times. “Seprin’sela.”

			Descending down from the sky, carving a thin trail of fire down the side of the mountain with its speed, was the tall white cross. It crashed into the green pasture behind where Chandi stood. She was now in its sphere of protection. It was time for Wriliara to get a taste of his own medicine. 

			Wriliara looked back and forth from the blue eye on one of the cross’ arms, to the red eye on the other. He let out a little laugh that was almost endearing. “Truly amazing. This is an incredible show you are putting on, Chandi. This Curse of yours allows you to perfectly mimic the abilities of the Oracle you are dueling. I don’t know if you realize just how powerful this Curse can be in the right hands.” He looked directly at her now, which would seem to him as if looking into his own eyes. “You are going to do stupendous things someday. May I ask how old you are? I have actually forgotten.”

			“No more talk,” said Chandi, her voice still copying Wriliara’s flawlessly. 

			Wriliara looked to the ground and furrowed his brow. “I can’t recall how old you appeared when I killed your parents. You looked perhaps four or five. That would make you somewhere around seventeen now, yes?”

			She was eighteen, but she did not want to waste the time correcting him. 

			“Spectacular,” he went on, as if having a conversation with himself. In some ways Chandi supposed he was doing just that. “All of this achieved at your age. You and Ika are both marvel students. That rabbit has trained you well. I’ll have to remind myself to find a Wenny Rabbit to train with if I survive this duel. But it is becoming increasingly obvious to me that I might not after all.”

			Chandi, knowing that she was protected by the red eye of the white cross, decided to take this time to meditate and focus her Kanah. She sat down in the grass and brought her palms together, closing her eyes and letting her internal energy flow easier throughout her body by following a few of Master Cinnamon’s breathing techniques. 

			There was something stirring inside her that she found very puzzling. There was a new, lingering sensation in her chest that she could not comprehend. It arrived as soon as the white cross did. As she thought it over with her eyes closed, Chandi came to a conclusion on what it might be. 

			There were some Curses that could be manipulated by the caster’s mind alone. The abilities of the Curses could be flexed like a muscle. Often the area that needed flexing was a pocket of Kanah somewhere within the caster’s body. Chandi had a feeling this new sensation was tied to the blue eye of the giant cross. The red eye dilated when defending the caster from attacks. The blue eye, however, was dedicated to offensive capabilities. Chandi was not sure what it was capable of, but decided it was a good time to try it out on Wriliara.

			Show me what you can do. Kill him.

			She stayed in her meditative state, but the blue eye dilated as it stared at Wriliara. A myriad of slim beams of blue light fired out from the focused eye. They cut through the air and shot down toward Wriliara, who dashed in several directions to avoid being turned into a pile of charred ash. The beams disintegrated large patches of green grass, tainting the lovely scenery of the hidden field. Chandi could hear the explosions of the beams hitting the ground, and she could smell the burning grass. She smirked as she continued to flex the metaphorical muscle that let attack after attack spring forth from the eye. They chased Wriliara like a cat chasing a mouse. 

			Chandi let herself relax. There was not much for her to worry about at this stage. All she had to do presently was refocus and rehabilitate her Kanah while the cross did the offensive work. It was a system she was quite fond of. Wriliara had no space to attack her, but she could carry on attacking him while taking the time to prepare for her next Curse. She was lucky that Allada worked so well in getting her out of this same tricky situation earlier. Wriliara did not have such a Curse under his belt, however. He was out of luck, as far as she could tell. 

			For some reason, as she was deep in meditation while locked in combat with the man she had been wanting to kill for most of her life, Chandi MorrowHill found herself thinking of Ika.

			Ika had actually kissed her before she left to track down Wriliara. That moment was playing over and over again in her head. She was distracted by it earlier, but shook it off to focus on the task at hand. But here it was again, plaguing her subconscious. The shock of adrenaline and contentment she felt when his lips touched what little remained of hers stunned her. She also recalled a deep feeling of shame. She was a monster. She pictured herself looking better when kissing Ika. She was done pretending she hadn’t thought of doing it herself before. It was not something she thought of often, as she did not wish to ruin the friendship they had built over so many years. But of course it was something that had crossed her mind. If she didn’t end up marrying Ika someday, then who would she marry? She knew in her heart it would be him, or nobody. The only thing she needed to ask herself now was whether she was okay with ‘nobody.’ 

			Her eyes snapped open when a strange sound drew her attention. She squinted as the blue lights from the beams of the cross’ eye continued to explode around the pasture. But they were not harming Wriliara. They were incapable of harming him in his current form. Chandi cursed herself for getting lost in her thoughts during a duel. She had not even noticed that Wriliara had entered his notorious white snake form. He was a Kensral after all, and always had this absurdly powerful state up his sleeve.

			He slithered toward her, not even bothering to dodge the incoming beams that crashed into him, searing the area around his impenetrable scales. His large green eyes were glowing with voracious hunger. 

			He can’t make it through the protective barrier. There’s no way. Then why is he coming straight for me?

			The sound coming from the giant snake’s mouth disturbed Chandi. It was like a mixture of a lion’s roar and a kitten’s pained whine. Wriliara was wheezing with anticipation. He was drawing nearer and nearer to where Chandi sat in the grass. It did not seem like he was going to stop before reaching the point protected by the red eye.

			He must know something I don’t know. Chandi got to her feet and entered a fighting stance. She was in awe of just how long the snake was. This was the first time she had ever seen Wriliara take his bestial form. She expected it to be large, but it greatly surpassed her imagination. It was the length of several carriages from nose to tail. 

			An idea struck her. Why was she afraid? She was Wriliara, at least for the time being. If he decided he was going to change into his snake form to continue this duel . . . then she would just have to change into the same beast to even the field.

			She brought her palms together again, searching for that pocket of new Kanah within her that would show her the way to unlocking such a state. It would be an unconscious realization. All she needed to do was discover the area within her warped soul where she could step into the bestial mode.

			She couldn’t find it. She closed her eyes to focus better on the flow of her new Kanah. She found four different pockets of energy that caricatured Wriliara’s. None of them were related to the snake. They were all just Curses or Transformations. She was confused. Why could she not access this ability? Was it because she was not truly a Kensral? Was this the limit of her Curse? It was clear that something as rare and powerful as Kensral nature could not be mimicked no matter what. This disappointed Chandi. 

			She became increasingly nervous as Wriliara slithered close enough to use his tail to launch himself into the air. He came straight for her head. Chandi turned her head to look up at the red eye on the arm of the cross. She wanted to check if it was dilated and prepared to defend. 

			It was. The last time Chandi saw that was when she tried to use a Transformation to attack Wriliara. All the red eye needed to do was blink once for the attack to disappear in thin air. She wondered what would happen to the massive snake if the eye blinked right now. 

			She looked back and forth between Wriliara and the dilated, pulsing eye before Wriliara’s body made contact with the invisible barrier the cross provided. Wriliara, unfortunately, did not disappear at all. The red eye blinked at him, but nothing happened. Chandi did catch a black tear fall from the crimson eye before Wriliara fell upon her. It was evident that the eye had a limit to the power it was capable of banishing. Wriliara’s snake form consisted of Kanah too dense and too unfamiliar for there to be any physical defense against his body entering the safety zone. 

			To Chandi’s surprise, Wriliara did not attack her. He slithered around her like a stream around an ankle, attacking the colossal white cross instead. With another strange roar sound, Wriliara opened his wide mouth and bit through the base of the white wood, causing the cross to fall to the ground and disintegrate. Both red and blue eyes wept black tears as they died. 

			Wriliara wasted no time. He coiled his thick tail and lashed it at Chandi. Chandi held her elbows up and coated them in protective Kanah to withstand the blow. This instinct prevented her from dying, but not from keeping her feet. She was sent soaring through the air, clean across the vast pasture, until her back crashed into the side of the mountain. Stone exploded around her, sending debris falling upon the memorial sculpture of Myla Bondiley. 

			Chandi’s body peeled off of the crater she created in the wall, falling down to bounce off of the pale memorial. It somehow remained unscathed by both the debris and her body. It did not take long for Chandi to notice, however, that the blow from the snake had damaged her enough to dispel her Curse. She was no longer the mirror image of Wriliara. Now she was just Chandi MorrowHill again. 

			She adjusted her blue tiger mask and got to her feet. Her previously dislocated shoulder took a bad blow when her body hit the memorial. The pain burned and pulsed even as she kept her arm perfectly still. It stung just to breathe. 

			Only one major Curse left for me to use. I suppose it’s time I finish this. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Three: Filiorvis vs Neferdates

			[image: ]

			Wriliara moved toward her again, not pausing for a moment to boast about knocking her out of her mirrored form. She wondered if he could even speak when in his snake state.

			Chandi took in a deep breath and prepared to expend a great amount of stamina. The snake was coming, and she would need to dash as many times as possible to avoid being caught in its jaws. Her first dash was to the left as Wriliara tried to snap down on her while tilting his huge head to the side. The speed of his head was remarkable. Chandi needed to dash three more times within two seconds to avoid being clamped on. He frantically chased her around the pasture. When she dashed too far away from his mouth, Wriliara would attempt to break Chandi’s spine with a lash of his tail. She would simply leap over the tail, then go back to dodging the long, venomous fangs. Wriliara hissed and sprayed bright green liquid from his top fangs as he missed her again and again. The venom he was spraying around freely corroded the ground and sent clouds of smoke rising from the patches of grass desecrated by his leaking. 

			Chandi tried a few times to actually strike the hard scales of the beast. She coated her feet in Kanah and tried to kick the top of Wriliara’s head. It did nothing at all. She only managed to wound her own legs when delivering kick after kick. She knew herself capable of kicking a boulder into two pieces, but Wriliara’s scales were far beyond her strength. It would only be a matter of time before he caught her and killed her at this rate. She knew she needed to pull out her final trump card.

			She tried a few powerful Transformations as well. None of them even slowed Wriliara down. He was a bloodthirsty automaton at this point. Every snap of his jaw was closer and closer to the target. 

			But I’m not sure I can use it yet, she thought, still dashing away from Wriliara’s poised fangs, each one the length of her entire body. I was told by Phiggy that I would need to use Filiorvis to counter Wriliara’s best Curse. Only then would I be able to defeat him. He said it was called Neferdates. I’ll need to listen for that, then. But I don’t know how long I can keep this up. He’s too damn fast.

			She thought of her family waiting for her back in Turquoise Town. She thought of how she had failed them already. She thought about the sacrifice Ajith needed to make for Chandi to become strong enough for this duel. Ajith died so Chandi could make it here. And yet, Chandi was starting to see the end of the line for her. 

			Her horrible feeling found its reality when she slipped on a patch of slick grass. She only lost her balance for a single moment, but it was enough for Wriliara to close the gap before she could dash around him again. Wriliara titled his head to the side and tried to bite at Chandi again. 

			This time his fangs found her. Chandi spun her body at the last second to avoid most of his mouth clamping down on her and swiftly swallowing her whole. Instead, the top right fang pierced through her lower stomach, a few inches left of her right hipbone. 

			She screamed out in agony as she looked down to see the long white fang stick out from her body. It was covered in her blood now. But the vibrant green liquid of Wriliara’s venom also glistened from top to bottom on the long tooth. The same venom was undoubtedly flowing through her veins now.

			This . . . I think this is it.

			Wriliara was not satisfied enough with this. He would not slow his momentum until he was sure Chandi was dead. He slithered forward so his whole jaw closed on Chandi’s body. Wriliara’s white snake form was not like the average wild snake. He had many sets of smaller fangs that lined the bottom of his mouth. He did not just have the two main upper fangs. Now that he had Chandi where he wanted her, she was being pierced by dozens of them. Blood pooled in Wriliara’s mouth. Chandi tried to fight her way out, but felt her strength waning fast. She glanced down again to see several long and short teeth sticking out from her. They did not appear to be piercing her in vital areas, but it no longer mattered. The sets of fangs had not only severely injured her, but were filling her body with their venom. 

			She moved both arms behind her and pushed as hard as she could when Wriliara’s mouth opened enough for her to move. She pushed her body upward, attempting to slide it off of the fangs. Wriliara whipped his head around and shook her in the air like a terrier would a squealing rat.

			Chandi came fully free from the fangs as she was tossed around, flying out of Wriliara’s mouth and bouncing off of the cold grass. She slid to a stop in a pool of her own blood. She noticed when she tried to glance back at Wriliara that she was quickly going blind. Her vision was growing whiter and whiter. Within another minute she suspected her vision would fully leave her. 

			She began to tremble as she tried to push herself up with her hands in the dirt. The world spun and her stomach churned. The pain was crippling and the sickness from the venom was setting in. She vomited light yellow foam that seemed to leap out of her throat. Because she still wore her mask, much of it reflected back onto her own face. The rest of it spilled down the front of her chest and settled in the grass.

			She summoned up the last of her possible strength to try to push herself to her feet. She failed, falling onto her face. She wept in pain and quivered in rapidly consuming illness. She saw Wriliara walking toward her in the fading whiteness of her sight. He was back in human form again. The duel was won and he knew it.

			She managed to catch a sad glint in his blazing green eyes. Those snake eyes were just about the last thing that she could see. The rest was greying out of existence. “I suppose . . . this is it.” His voice was sad as well. “This was a tremendously enjoyable duel, Chandi. You fell short in the end . . . but . . . I still think you did your parents proud. You have kept your honour. I promise, in fact, to build another memorial statue here in this secret place. This pasture will stand as a quiet tribute to Myla Bondiley . . . and Chandi MorrowHill. I will also keep my promise and tell Ika Ivory all it is that you wish him to know. Farewell. I am sorry I put you on this path. Perhaps you could’ve found happiness. I gave you the option to choose it that day. I wish you had.”

			Chandi vomited again. Her throat burned as she took in every breath. Tears spilled from her sapphire eyes. This could not be the end. She did not want it to be the end. She was not ready to die. She was . . . she was afraid. She was so afraid. 

			She was told that her greatest Curse should be used in answer to Wriliara’s. She was told it was the only way she could overcome her opponent’s deadliest ability. She never even got to that point. She fell short of even pushing Wriliara enough to see him resort to it.

			But she was not going to die without making use of the ability that burned and mutilated her body. She was not going to die before making use of the ability that her grandmother died to bequeath to her. No. That was not a proper end to her story. If she was to die, so be it. But she would know what she trained for. She would see its power with her own eyes. She would feel its power coursing through her own veins. 

			She raised her head. It trembled upon the thin stem of her neck. She mumbled through her mask. “Fi . . . Fili . . . Fi . . .”

			Wriliara bent down into a low squat, leaning his arms on his knees. “I’m sorry? Say again?”

			Chandi’s whole body burned in agony. “Fi . . . Fi . . .”

			Wriliara tilted his head. “You must speak up.” He put a hand to his ear. “If you have final words, I wish to hear them. But you must speak clearer.”

			Chandi lifted her head a few more inches, so she was almost pressing her mask against the side of Wriliara’s face. “. . .  Filiorvis.”

			Chandi’s body turned into a beacon of white light, blinding Wriliara. The extreme potency of her Kanah convinced the Apostle to immediately shift back into his snake form to save himself from any damage. It was a wise move of her enemy, because within another moment of building white light, the entire side of the mountain they stood upon exploded. Chandi’s body was hoisted into the sky, as if being pulled upward by an invisible string that found its source in the clouds above. 

			Chandi’s Kanah was the reason for the white light, and her Kanah was expanding. It consumed half of the mountain, as well as the vast valley below. The destruction was beyond anything she could’ve imagined. The memorial for Myla Bondiley, as well as the entire secret passage itself, burned away into grey dust that was swept into the sky by a harsh wind. 

			Chandi was only vaguely aware of her surroundings. Everything seemed to be happening so fast. She felt like a god. She felt like she could crack the Crystal like an egg if she so wished. She looked down to see the world growing farther and farther away. She was flying upward without control of her actions. 

			She spotted the giant white snake that was Wriliara. He was falling down into the valley, bouncing off of what was left of the mountain as he fell. He was covered in thick crimson blood. Chandi’s keen eyesight could also see that many of his great scales had been peeled off by the explosion. She had finally managed to damage him in his bestial state. He looked near to death as he plummeted downward into the foggy depths near the roots of the mountain. 

			Chandi no longer felt the illness of the venom. She no longer felt the pain in her body from when Wriliara lashed her with his tail. She no longer felt the sting of her dislocated shoulder. Now there was only a pleasant warmth coursing through her. She felt better than she ever had in her life. She blazed in the sky like a star. 

			She looked at what was left of the mountain. She took a moment to put together that the explosion she had caused looked to be equal to that of her last clash with Percy Coldshire. The reality of that comparison took several seconds to sink in. The level of destruction from simply speaking the name of her Curse was equal to the combined power of Tarvenatatus clashing with Percy’s tornado. The depth of her new power was beyond anything she had expected. 

			Chandi heard several cracks and pops as her arms and legs seemed to expand in the air. Her bones were shifting and elongating, and yet no pain came with this process. Only that wonderful warmth remained.

			What is happening to my body? What am I?

			Her body was growing larger and larger. She also noticed that she was growing long white feathers. She was morphing into a bestial state of her own to match Wriliara’s. 

			No. Even that was not true. Her bestial state was far, far superior.

			She was becoming a white phoenix. 

			She closed her eyes and let the full transformation take hold. She felt herself continue to grow larger and more powerful with every passing second. She was not told Filiorvis would do this to her. She was not told she would be like a Kensral. Is that what she was now? Was she the same creature as Wriliara? No. That was a foolish thought. She had learned already that one could not hope to mimic the nature of a Kensral. Then what was she? Would she only be able to take this form for a brief period of time? 

			Chandi suddenly realized that she had not asked her grandmother how often Filiorvis could be used after she learned it. She was so focused on obtaining the Curse that she left out any questions in regard to the strategy of its use. How long would she need to wait before using it again? This godly power would be useful against someone like Kirga, Chandi was sure of it. If she needed to wait several months to use it again, that was fine. She could recover back at Turquoise Town, then set out to find Kirga herself when she was ready to use Filiorvis again. Perhaps her new power was going to her head, because she felt she could successfully duel any Oracle in Wenworld now. She felt even Don-Galaga could be subdued by the brilliance of her Kanah.

			She opened her eyes again and took in the majestic view surrounding her. She floated in the air, feeling somewhat outside of herself. Chandi did not feel like she was in full control of her body. She could not feel any sensation other than the warmth. She could not wiggle her new talons and feel that sensation. She could not perceive the feathers on her arms and how they might feel when a soft wind was blowing through them. She felt oddly intoxicated by her Curse. She felt only half in control of her own thoughts and physical attributes. She almost felt a slave to her Curse. It was controlling her more than she was controlling it. 

			She found this quite frightening.

			She folded her vast wings and flipped her body, diving down through the sky, leaving a streak of white energy behind her in the air, billowing like a ribbon. She did not make the conscious decision to dive. Her body simply moved on its own.

			She had full control of her eyes, however, and decided to scan the ground for Wriliara. She saw him slithering amidst the fog of the valley floor. She was heading straight for him. The white phoenix cut through the clouds and fell upon Wriliara, gripping his body with her great talons. 

			Wriliara screeched like a stuck pig as Chandi lifted him into the air, spinning him with great speed. The talons dug deeper and deeper into what was left of the white scales, tearing him up inside. Fountains of bright blood shot out in all directions as they spun together. 

			Wriliara was of such great length that he bent his body to bring his head up to strike at Chandi. Despite the harsh hiss and intensity to his desperate snarl, Chandi could see immense fear and confusion in those snake eyes. He knew Chandi had learned a powerful Curse that scarred her body. He must’ve suspected some final trick up her sleeve. But he could not have predicted a Curse of this magnitude. Not in his wildest nightmares. 

			The head of the majestic phoenix, of which Chandi was still in no control, opened its beak and actually spoke an Edamirin word at Wriliara. The voice was like a symphony.

			“Zerililia.”

			A burst of golden light came from the mouth of the phoenix. It hit Wriliara directly, peeling all of the scales from his massive head. There was nothing left of the upper half of the snake but pulsing pink muscle and two bulging green eyes, dilated in terror and anguish. 

			What followed was an utter battering of Wriliara. Chandi found herself regaining some control of her actions now. She flew down to drag Wriliara’s broken body along the jagged rocks of the destroyed mountain. She smashed Wriliara against the mountain again and again, like a fisherman killing a fish by bashing its head on a rock. She pulled back Wriliara’s limp body using her precise talons, then smacked him on the rocks, creating a loud, wet sound. She did this again and again and again, until the side of the mountain was smeared in blood.  She took a sick delight in the process. She reveled in the sound his body made as it was whipped against the pale rock. More and more blood squirted out from under the scales that threatened to fully peel off of the corded muscle beneath.

			Again, and again, and again, and again. Chandi was blind with anger. She was so close to dying before. That realization seemed to spur her on even more. She recalled how dreadful the venom felt when taking over her body. The thought made her smack Wriliara around with more vigour.

			After many more minutes of this humiliating and borderline sadistic abuse, Wriliara struck back. He mustered the strength to raise his bloody and disfigured head once more. This time there was no fear in his shining eyes. There was only a staggering determination for revenge. It was his turn again. He would now reveal his greatest ability; the truest extent of his power as an Oracle. He would test the greatest of his Curses against the greatest of Chandi MorrowHill’s, and this duel would find its victor.

			Chandi held her breath as she watched the snake form the word. It came as a hateful hiss.

			“Neferdates.” 

			Chandi watched with wide eyes as Wriliara turned back into his human form. He was no longer locked in her talons. His body easily slipped free when he shrunk from the transformation. His body was tattered and bloody, but the serenity of his face had Chandi apprehensive. Remarkably, he did not fall through the sky as soon as he came free from Chandi’s grip. Instead, he merely stood there, staring at her. They were hundreds of feet in the air, but he stood upon nothing. 

			No, it was not nothing. Chandi flew backward, startled, when she spotted a thin pale disc that Wriliara stood upon. It was a nearly transparent saucer that held him in the sky and stopped him from plummeting to his death.

			He stood there, his grey hair flowing in the wind, holding his closed fists together. He smirked at Chandi as a confounding darkness began to expand around him. There was a kind of orb or sphere of Kanah that grew many meters in radius with every passing second. The darkness was all-consuming. No light or reflection of the surrounding world could be seen through it. It was as if the darkness was swallowing the world, eating away at parts of tangible existence. And yet Wriliara could be seen just fine. In fact, he was the only visible thing within the encroaching abyss. 

			Chandi lost control of her body again. In her sudden fear, she even lost control of her own mind. Her vision faded as her natural flight instinct took over. Her brain entered a strange intoxicated state where she saw an array of bright colours, and the corners of her sight were plagued by illusions of Ika, her grandmother, and Prince Keji. She shook her head and beat her great wings, flying backward as fast as she could. She was only along for this ride. This massive phoenix that she had taken the form of would decide its own fate. It seemed her senses were all being corrupted by her lack of control over her Curse. 

			The dark sphere around Wriliara grew faster and faster. It became clear that, no matter how fast she flew, she would not escape the darkness. It washed over her, consuming the phoenix and bringing it into Wriliara’s strange realm. 

			Now that she was fully inside, Chandi could see nothing else but him. She was taunted by his smiling white teeth and his narrowed green eyes that appeared as if they were floating in the black. 

			Chandi could not yet guess the functionality of this Curse. She suspected Wriliara had something deadly up his sleeve. But she felt no different now that she was inside of the orb of Kanah. 

			Wriliara’s smile grew wider as something began to form to his left. Materializing from a swirling cloud of white smoke came a tall, solid pillar of pale marble. It stood a meter to Wriliara’s left, no doubt standing upon the same summoned saucer that he was standing upon. Suddenly, another cloud of white smoke appeared a meter to Wriliara’s right. Mirroring the appearance of the first, a second pillar came into solid form. 

			What is happening here? I don’t . . . I don’t understand. What is the purpose of these dramatics?

			Wriliara’s smile grew as wide as possible when a final, massive cloud twirled several meters above his head to slowly take on the form of a curving arch. It settled itself upon the top of both pillars, finishing the grand piece. There was now an ornate roof over Wriliara’s head, and two finely-crafted pillars to his sides. 

			Chandi regained some hold over herself again, now that she had calmed down. If she was going to beat whatever this Curse was, she would need to approach it with a critical eye. She would need to focus, without fear clouding her mind. 

			It was very difficult for her to focus on anything other than the fact that she was floating hundreds of feet in the air as the embodiment of a phoenix of light. All of the new sensations and thoughts that came along with that alone were enough to stir her mind into an unsalvageable state. But she would need to fight through that if she did not wish to die. This was the last act of their duel. She could feel that. This was the final act she had been waiting for since the day of the picnic. 

			She scanned the arch to see if there was any feature there that might reveal its nature. She found an inscription. It was Edamirin, and it was too detailed for her to even guess at a translation. 

			‘Verimenma ben Misridel ala tren a ben Micri. Renfrena, ala a ben yisirt. Miro a perdeta derferi serter mesridates, hurteds liposema Verimenma kitred ben bersa vena gordatis Havelda.’

			Wriliara held out his right hand. He turned his open palm toward Chandi. She could see that there was a small green circle in the center. Wriliara then held out his left hand, turning his palm in similar fashion. On that hand, there was a small blue circle. 

			Chandi remained hovering where she was, waiting for him to make his move.

			Wriliara tilted his right hand so his fingers were pointing outward to the right. The green circle on his palm suddenly morphed its shape into a triangle. Chandi was mesmerized by this odd display. 

			Just when she was thinking of dashing toward him to strike before he could make any offensive move, a vast amount of pale Kanah began to be sucked out from her mouth. She was fixed in place while her energy was being siphoned from her. She watched as her Kanah swirled through the darkness between them until it was absorbed into the green triangle of Wriliara’s right palm. Wriliara then tilted his hand upward again so the symbol there turned back into a circle. Once the circle returned, Wriliara’s Aura became so strong that Chandi’s breathing slowed down. Every breath was a labour.

			He’s stealing my Kanah! He just took some of it, just like Gira did to all of Vedara’s Kanah. I have to stop him right now!

			She had enough control to fly at Wriliara. The only involuntary occurrence from this was the animalistic screech that came from her mouth. She did not intend that. 

			Before she could reach him, Wriliara tilted his left hand so that his fingers were pointing outward. The blue circle there morphed into a square this time. More bright Kanah was ripped out of Chandi’s mouth, stopping her midflight. Her entire body trembled as a long river of her energy made its way to Wriliara’s palm. The blue square pulsed with light as the Kanah was fully sucked in. Once it was gone, Wriliara tilted the hand back up so the fingers were pointing upward. 

			This time, the Kanah did not make its way into Wriliara. Instead, it appeared to be siphoned into the archway above his head. The Edamirin passage inscribed there glowed with red lettering. 

			So the right hand takes my Kanah and makes Wriliara stronger, thought Chandi. And the left hand takes my Kanah and sends it into the marble arch. But why? What does he gain from sending my Kanah into that thing? I don’t understand any of this. I can’t imagine how Filiorvis is the answer to this ability. Phiggy assured me that I could beat Wriliara only when making use of this white phoenix. I guess I’ll find out. I need to just be patient and focus for now. How can I stop him from taking my Kanah at all? My body freezes when he shifts his hands like that. Going toward him did not work. Is there any other maneuver I can pull off here?

			She took off to the right with a burst of sudden speed. This was, yet again, not her own doing. Her body simply took to flight on its own. There was a shimmer of golden light that came off her body now that she was moving at blinding speed. She began to move in wide circles around Wriliara. She would travel a hundred feet in radius in little more than a second. She spun around and around, creating a storm of wind with her beating wings. The wind threatened to push Wriliara from where he stood under the arch. Chandi saw him trying to point his palms toward her, but she was just moving too fast. The wind picked up until Chandi involuntarily lashed one of her wings out to create a whip of golden Kanah that cut through the darkness, lighting up the entire encompassing orb. The lashes of Kanah came in rapid succession. 

			Wriliara needed to defend his pillars and marble arch from destruction. He frantically shot out green Transformations of Kanah to bat away Chandi’s wing lashes. This contest went on for a few minutes. Chandi continued to fly in circles, throwing strand after burning strand of Kanah at Wriliara’s hovering saucer, while Wriliara continued to swat them out of the way before they crashed into his arch.

			His obsession with protecting it confirmed that it was the thing Chandi needed to focus on attacking. She could move at miraculous speeds when flying in a building circle, but the moment she broke the circle and tried to fly toward the arch, Wriliara would fix his palm on her and take more Kanah.

			It was worth a shot, though. She had no other options. 

			Chandi had to mentally wrestle back control of her body to attempt the maneuver. It felt like the white phoenix was desperately trying to fight against her. Like it was trying to tell Chandi that it had the situation under control.

			Chandi did not believe that. Flying in circles was doing nothing but wasting time. She needed to break that archway right now. Throwing the lashes was not achieving anything. 

			She slowed down her flight, flapping her wide wings so she could reduce speed just enough to lean into the center of the circle, where she would apply one last burst of speed to hit the arch directly.

			This idea failed miserably. The moment she stopped moving, Wriliara fixed his sight on her. He was not capable of freezing her in place, however. That only happened when Chandi flew close enough to him and the arch. She at least learned that there was a radius of effect to his annoying ability, but she had to sacrifice more of her Kanah to acquire that knowledge. 

			Wriliara used his right hand to pull white energy from her mouth once more. He quickly flicked his hand back to where it needed to be to transfer the Kanah into himself. The process made Chandi sick in two ways. The first was the literal nausea that struck her when her own life force was forcibly ripped from her mouth. The second was the deep sickness she felt when seeing the grin on Wriliara’s face as he stole her Kanah.

			Bastard.

			She decided to try something new as her body became free once more. Instead of flying away and giving into the instinct of distance, she continued moving forward. She continued heading toward the arch.

			Another failure. Chandi was banking on there being a few seconds of delay from when he took the Kanah using one palm, to when he trapped her again using the other. But there was no delay. He froze her in place again using the left hand this time, ripping more of her Kanah out and sending it into the arch. Those Edamirin words shined even brighter in the abyssal black.

			She was too close to him to get away now. To her horror, she realized she did not have the time to beat her wings and pick up enough speed for Wriliara’s palms to be unable to lock onto her position. He got her again with the right hand before she could do anything. More Kanah was added to his own. Then the left hand came again. More Kanah to the arch. Chandi worried she would lose consciousness soon. 

			This carried on for another agonizing minute before the lettering upon the arch began to glow white instead of red.

			“Ah!” said Wriliara, looking above his head. “It would seem it . . . is time.”

			He spoke in a slight lisp, due to the skin on one half of his face peeling off nearly entirely. A good deal of his grey hair was missing now, too. There was still enough for it to wave about in the wind, but there were bald patches where the scalp was scraped off when Chandi was smashing him against the mountain. Evidently, the damage done to him in his snake form carried over to remain in his human form. 

			Wriliara placed his hands together, pushing both the green and blue circles into each other when his palms met. He closed his eyes and smiled. Chandi was blown backward dozens of meters by an eruption of dark green Kanah as Wriliara returned to his bestial Kensral state. He coiled in his snake form under the marble archway. Most of his scales were still fragmented and bleeding. 

			Chandi covered the front of her body with her tall wings, blocking the Kanah that burned her when it made contact. A gale of sorts was building around Wriliara, built from his own energy. The Kanah that was previously trapped in the arch began to leak out and be absorbed by the giant white snake. And not only that, the seemingly endless blackness around them began to be sucked up as well. Wriliara’s body was consuming all the energy around it. Chandi could actually see slivers of colour as the blackness continued to be pulled into her opponent. It was the outside world. The massive dome of dark that Wriliara originally created was now being washed away. It was such a dizzying sight to behold, the rest of the world appearing as slashes of light through a billowing abyss. The sight played hundreds of little tricks on the eye every second. 

			It took Chandi a while to notice that Wriliara was growing in size the more of the blackness he consumed. And not only was he growing, but his scales were turning from white to black. And they were regrowing themselves as well. 

			Chandi’s phoenix form was previously many times larger than Wriliara when he presented himself as a snake. But now, as his now black body actually crashed through the pale arch, causing the stones to disintegrate in the air, Wriliara was actually slightly larger than Chandi. 

			It took another minute for the darkness to fully disappear. They were back in the real world now, still hundreds of feet in the air. But Chandi spotted the thin saucer of Kanah that Wriliara coiled his body upon was shrinking. It continued to dwindle in size until Wriliara fell through the air toward the bottom of the misty valley. 

			There was no surprise or fear in his green eyes as he fell, which made Chandi think he was falling on purpose. He was leading her down into the thick fog below. She watched as the long black body of the snake spun in the air until it was lost in the mist.

			Chandi, losing control of the majestic bird once more, dove through the air toward him, wasting no time. Chandi was hoping for an extra minute to breathe and plan a proper strategy.

			What was this new form that Wriliara took? He was already powerful before, but now his scales were black and he was several times larger. And the look in those eyes. That was pure confidence. Chandi did not like that look at all. But this was the moment Phiggy had warned her to look out for. This was the final card up Wriliara’s sleeve. That Curse of his clearly perfected his Kensral form. It was to be her white phoenix against his black snake. She decided to trust in Phiggy’s confidence. Filiorvis would see her to victory in this contest.

			Her eyes scanned her surroundings as she entered the vast cloud of dense fog that hugged the ground beneath the two great walls of stone. She searched for any hint of those glowing damn eyes. The same pair of green eyes that have been haunting her nightmares for years. She instinctually winced every time she saw them hovering alone, in full view when the rest of Wriliara’s face was not. She flinched when she saw them in the darkness of that orb, glaring at her, almost peering directly into her soul. 

			She finally found them, and once again took in a harsh breath when her eyes locked with his. They seemed to sway back and forth, shining like lighthouses in the fog. His wide, dark head slowly came into view as he leaned forward. He was moving back and forth in a hypnotizing dance of sorts.

			Chandi flapped her great wings once and was in front of him in less than a second. She opened her mouth and let a blast of white Kanah wash over his face. Earlier, such a maneuver would’ve torn the white scales from his face and bloodied him beyond recognition. Now that he was many times larger, and his scales were many times more durable, this did nothing at all. Wriliara only smiled at her before striking with blinding speed.

			His long fangs dug deep into her upper chest. Chandi felt the pain of their entry, but did not feel the spread of their venom. She suspected the awe-inspiring divinity of this creature prevented her from being tainted by such poison. She was beyond the reach of his venom, but that did not mean his massive teeth could not still do great damage to her. 

			What followed was a lengthy physical clash the likes of which that region of the world had not seen in hundreds of years. Chandi ripped her body free of the fangs and slashed at the black snake with her talons. She also struck him over and over with her long beak. Wriliara tried to bite her dozens of times, but Chandi was fast enough to dash backward and not be caught by the fangs.

			For several minutes the two of them carried on destroying more of the once scenic valley, as well as more of the already devastated mountain. Chandi would blast Wriliara with enough Kanah to create a crater hundreds of feet in diameter. Wriliara, unbothered by such an output of raw destruction, would swipe at her with his tail, which was now as large and as wide as a building. Every time Chandi dodged, the tail would strike against the side of the valley wall, completely abolishing it. An avalanche of grey stone would fall upon them both every time this happened. Over and over again the two of them would lay waste to the landscape. They were locked in a duel they both knew would be the greatest of their lives. Even if one of them survived the duel and went on to live another hundred years, they would never be part of a contest like this again. 

			They would never know this thrill again. 

			Chandi eventually—without planning to do so, or even knowing that she could do so— coated her body in daunting white fire. The flames that rose from her wings were tall enough to flicker in the clouds. Her eyes blazed gold as the heat coming from her body made Wriliara hiss with fury. 

			Chandi was drunk with the power coursing through her. But even so, she felt that it was still not at its full potential. She could feel a level of painful vacancy to her Kanah. It was due to how much had been stolen from her in order for Wriliara to achieve this new ghastly form. Chandi wondered if the effects would be permanent. Would she be weakened for the rest of her life? Would she have less powerful Kanah forever now? She gained a massive boost in natural ability when she learned Filiorvis, and now she wondered whether she was back to where she started.

			No. The extent of her weakening was certainly not that severe. If that were the case, she would not be able to remain in the form of the flaming white phoenix. She would not be able to maintain Filiorvis at all. She was still many times more powerful than she was at seventeen. But it still bothered her that Wriliara had stolen even a fraction of her new power. If she survived this duel, she wanted to use the full extent of that power to help Ika stop Kirga. 

			There was one thing she sensed deep within her that warranted a moment of pause. There was a final card to be played still. There was an ability of the phoenix that could be used. Chandi could grasp at it with her mind. It was a bizarre feeling that one would find great difficulty explaining. If Chandi was pressed, she would say it was like there was a dark library within her soul, and she felt like she was searching by candlelight for the source book of this last ability. She wandered in the dark, searching for a name. That name would allow her to unlock whatever this final trick was. She was positive, simply be sensing its potential within her, that it would be sufficient enough to kill Wriliara, even in his current dark form. 

			She dove through the air again, leaving streaks of white fire as her talons came down on Wriliara’s black body. He immediately burst into flames as she made contact. Chandi beat her wings and bathed him in more fire. She could smell the muscles burning as they cooked beneath the heat of the large black scales. 

			Wriliara answered this attack by coiling his body around Chandi and squeezing her like a boa constrictor. Chandi let out a primal scream that split the clouds above. She felt bones break as Wriliara tightened himself more and more, not caring that he was being burned horribly in the process. If he was going to burn to death, then she was going to be crushed along with him.

			They had reached a deadly stalemate. Chandi tried squirming and slashing in an attempt to free herself. It was not working. They were both slowly dying on the valley floor, together. The duel was over for both of them if this kept up for another few minutes. Blood began to build up and run like rivers between Wriliara’s scales. The smell of his burning flesh was nauseating at this point. 

			Chandi felt three of her ribs give in. They popped inward and she heard a loud crack. She screamed again. Ten seconds later two more ribs imploded from the pressure. She shrieked in a mixture of agony and anger. Beyond her pain and growing claustrophobia, Chandi was still searching for the name of the ability that her current Curse was hiding from her. She searched for it within herself, knowing it was her best shot at surviving Wriliara’s suicidal constricting process. 

			Two Edamirin words shone gold in the forefront of her darkening mind just as another two ribs collapsed. 

			“Filiorvis Asterdali!”

			Within the blink of an eye, Chandi MorrowHill sprung free of Wriliara’s tightening grip. She only freed herself because she had cut Wriliara’s long body in half. Her majestic body was no longer wreathed in white flame. It was white flame now. She was a furious flare that merely took the form of the vast phoenix. She twirled once in this new form, her thin wings easily cutting through the black scales of Wriliara’s snake form.

			Chandi continued to spin as she rose into the air. She looked down and saw a large pool of bright red blood. The upper half of Wriliara’s body squirmed in the mud and blood. He looked like a worm that had been forced to the surface after a heavy storm. 

			He was not cut in half in the direct middle. More of his tail side was cut than his head side. That was probably the only reason he was still alive. 

			The look on his face had drastically changed, however. This new black form of his was his greatest extent. It was his last trick. And yet Chandi had overcome it. There were no more cards for Wriliara Bondiley to pull from his sleeve. The look in his green eyes was nothing more layered or complex than blank fear.

			It was over.

			Chandi had full control of her body, and she knew precisely what she needed to do to end the duel once and for all. She flapped her blazing wings once, which sent her soaring hundreds of feet into the air in the blink of an eye. She flapped once more, sending her another few hundred feet above where the peak of the mountain used to be before it was carved off by her earlier in the duel. 

			She hovered for a moment above a blanket of thick grey clouds. She closed her eyes and thought of her grandmother. She could see Ajith’s smiling face in her mind. 

			Thank you for everything. I didn’t waste the gift you gave me. I . . . have won.

			She opened her eyes while closing her wings, allowing her strange flaming form to dive through the air like a blinding dart. She burned through the clouds, travelling faster than ever. If one were lucky enough to watch the duel take place from a safe distance, they would not have been able to even see her as she dove for the kill. She would’ve appeared as a flash of white before she crashed down onto the floor of the valley, right onto where Wriliara was writhing in his own blood. 

			The explosion that followed her contact with the ground made Chandi instantly lose consciousness.

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi MorrowHill slowly blinked herself awake. Once her brain caught up to her situation, she was certain she was about to be overcome with intense pain. She was not. In fact, she felt wonderful.

			She got to her feet, realizing with significant delay that she was back in her normal form. She was no longer capable of soaring through the sky as a phoenix. This brought her a strange sadness. Her sadness was overcome, however, by her next delayed realization. 

			Wriliara’s venom was gone.

			She felt no illness in her whatsoever. Before using Filiorvis for the first time, Chandi was sure she was less than a minute from death. Wriliara’s teeth had found her torso, and his venom was quickly killing her. It would seem that Filiorvis had cured her of all her ailments.

			Chandi, in a heart-pounding moment of naïve hope, held her hands in front of her face and checked to see if this miraculous healing had also reversed the effect of the burns the Curse gave her while she was attempting to master it.

			With a great, wavering sigh, she found that her body was still disfigured. Her skin was still seared and cracked. She ran her fingertips over her bare face to find the same pockets of dead skin that she dreaded finding after the event of her burning. She was still the same hideous monster. Her eyes became wet with her disappointment.

			She walked over to pick up Makenna’s tiger mask. It must’ve come off when Chandi fell to the ground, unconscious. She was glad to see that she was still wearing clothes, though. Her transformation did not destroy her apparel and render her naked.

			Once the mask was securely back on her face, Chandi glanced around to see the extent of the damage she had done to the valley, and to the nearby mountain.

			“My God.”

			Her mouth hung open. A rising and falling ocean of white fire blanketed what was left of the natural landscape. The black smoke from the consuming fire rose higher than the broken foundations of the mountain, which was now almost entirely gone. Most of the valley walls were gone now as well, eradicated by the explosion her final attack caused. In fact, where Chandi stood was no longer a valley at all. It was a flat plain, still bathing in fire. 

			She destroyed everything. Chandi had little doubt that she could’ve wiped out an entire city with that blast. Tankam. Old Umbra. Porshalla. Only Kanakon would be large enough to be safe from annihilation. Chandi’s power could completely remove most cities from the map, as if they were never there at all. She could take hundreds of thousands of lives with a Curse like Filiorvis. She could become one of history’s worst mass murderers with a single use of it.

			She heard a weak and hoarse voice from behind her. “Well . . . w-w-well . . . done.”

			Chandi turned around to see Wriliara Bondiley, now back in his human form, lying in his own blood. His legs were horribly mangled. They were both cut off after the kneecaps. He was fully missing the lower half of his legs, and the stumps that remained spurted blood. The rest of his body was not much better. To Chandi’s shock, he was not burned. He looked broken in more ways than any possible description could portray. 

			Chandi walked over to him, slowly and carefully. Even in his current state, somehow, she did not trust that he was not still lethal. His skill as an Oracle made it so that she could never possibly be off guard. He was just too dangerous for that.

			She reached his side and looked down upon his bloodied face. His breathing was very faint. “I am sorry . . . about the memorial. Myla’s sculpture. It . . . it did not survive our duel.”

			Wriliara closed his eyes for a moment, as if the pain of that fact was far beyond that of his destroyed body. “Yes . . . I . . . I am a-a-aware. That is not your . . . fault. I . . . n-n-never should’ve . . . l-led us to this p-place. Even I . . .” He let out a weak laugh that came out more akin to a cough. “. . .  Even I did not . . . predict this much destruction. This . . . was a duel well fought. I’m glad it was . . . my l-last.” 

			He looked at her with a staggering expression of real admiration. Seeing it from those same snake eyes that haunted Chandi her whole life filled her with an undefinable feeling. “I’m glad . . . truth be t-told . . . that you won.” He closed his eyes and smiled. “. . .  quite glad.” 

			Chandi did not know what to say to this. A year ago, she would’ve fantasized about stomping on Wriliara’s skull if gifted the perfect opportunity like this. But now . . . she could hardly even muster the will to enjoy his suffering. 

			“I will bury you beyond the damage done by the white fire,” she said. “My flames have devastated this place. The plains of grass have been burned to dry mud, and there are no more trees. I will take you elsewhere and give you a proper burial like we promised before our duel began.”

			Wriliara opened his eyes again. They were dilated in what looked like sudden panic. “No!” He coughed blood onto his chest. “P-please . . . just . . . b-bury me h-here. This is where we f-fought . . . our duel. This . . . is w-where I will rest.”

			Chandi nodded. “Then here is where you will rest.” She glanced down at the bleeding stumps where his shins used to be. “Would you like me to . . . make this faster? It seems you are suffering.”

			Wriliara tried to force out a laugh. It came with another cough that spewed more droplets of blood. “F-feeling . . . bad? For me? I thought y-you . . . hated me.”

			“I do. But I’m not heartless. I don’t enjoy watching anybody suffer, no matter who they are.”

			She was surprised by her own words. She would not have uttered them only a few months ago. Not to him. But after learning the truth about her parents, and the truth of what they did to Wriliara’s sister, she found that his suffering was truly not something she found any joy in. She saw the dead bodies of her parents as clear in the back of her mind as they ever had been, and yet still Wriliara’s shattered body made her feel sick, and even guilty.

			“Don’t w-worry,” said Wriliara, smirking up at her. “I’m close . . . now. I don’t have long . . . l-left.”

			Chandi suddenly felt the urge to remove her mask and look Wriliara in the eye. And so she did. “Do you have . . . any last words, Wriliara Bondiley? Do you have any special messages you would like delivered?”

			“Tell Kirga . . . tell K-Kirga . . . to ask himself whether . . .”

			Chandi knelt down to bring her face closer to Wriliara’s. His voice was growing too quiet for her to hear clearly while she was standing straight. 

			He continued trying to choke out his words. “. . .  whether his h-husband will be . . . ashamed of the man . . . he h-has become. Tell . . . Kirga . . . I said . . . not to do a-anything that will r-ruin him . . . in the eyes . . . of Casey . . . when their s-souls . . . do reunite. It’s not . . . worth it.”

			Chandi was deeply moved by these words. She fully agreed with his concern. After all the pain Kirga had caused others in the name of reuniting with Casey, would Casey even recognize the man he loved when they met? Would he be frightened of him? 

			Chandi was stunned to hear that Wriliara even knew about Casey Kenris at all. The fact that Kirga clearly shared the story with him showed just how close Kirga had become with his loyal Apostle. And the fact that Wriliara was choosing this as his final message illustrated that point even further.

			Wriliara’s chest rose and fell very rapidly now. His shoulders were also shaking. He even smelled like death. He looked to the sky above, where the blue was peeking through the parting clouds. “Goodbye . . . Chandi.”

			Chandi swallowed hard and took in a deep breath. She was overwhelmed with a very strange emotion she could not place. She had waited so long to see the light leave this man’s eyes, and yet there was no pleasure for her in it. This level of internal confliction was too much to stomach.

			She smiled at him. She still hated him, but chose to smile. “Goodbye, Wriliara. Go now and find your sister.” 

			A tear fell down her face. It was the most surprising tear she had ever felt herself shed.

			Wriliara’s eyes went wide as his breathing picked up even more. His chest went up and down faster than ever. After another twenty seconds of this, Wriliara coughed once, let out a strained sigh, and stopped breathing. Where once there looked to almost be a sense of panic in those green snake eyes, now there was simply nothing. His eyes were empty of all soul and substance, and his chest stopped moving altogether.

			He was dead. 
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			She buried him like she promised she would. Right there in a patch of soft dirt. Wriliara would rest in what remained of the once beautiful valley. Once the white flames eventually faded, Chandi suspected this new open plain might one day be beautiful as well. Grass would grow right up to the base of the severed mountain.

			Chandi couldn’t help but smile as she looked at where the upper half of the mountain used to be. She recalled when she, Ika, and Master Cinnamon first came to Opiana Mountain, the mountain that was famously cut smoothly in half, for reasons nobody today knew. Chandi wondered then how such a thing could even be possible. Now she was staring at her own handiwork, which had leveled a mountain and changed the geography forever. Granted, this mountain was not nearly as big as Opiana, but it was still a staggering feat. Filiorvis was a monster of a Curse. 

			After meditating for a few hours to regain some energy, Chandi found a very large stone to use as a headstone for Wriliara’s burial site. It was pale and smooth. She coated her finger in pink Kanah and began to inscribe words onto it. 

			When she was finished, she stuck it into the dirt a few inches ahead of where Wriliara was laid to rest. 

			 

			Here Lies

			Wriliara Bondiley

			A loyal brother and friend

			May he find peace beyond the Crystal

			 

			Chandi paused when she realized she did not know how old Wriliara was. She could not write down the year of his birth. Instead, she added the only thing she could.

			 

			He died on December 27th, 1055

			 

			She stood back and admired her work. The Morphing was beginning, and the sun above her head was changing to a deep blue hue. Within another few minutes, it would change to the moon. It was time for her to rest. Though, she did not feel that she earned it. She still failed in her mission. She killed both Percy Coldshire and Wriliara Bondiley on the same day. This was an incredible thing. But she still could not save Pelopidas the golden lion from Wriliara’s wrath. This meant that Gira . . . was on his own. 

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi left the area with a heavy heart. She knew that, after a display like the one she and Wriliara had put on in that valley, people from a nearby city or town would be coming to check out the danger. She did not want to be around to run into guards who would only ask too many questions, or even attempt to arrest her.

			As she walked until the ground beneath her feet became actual grass instead of grey mud, Chandi started to feel very lightheaded. The moon was fully out now, and even its dim blue light somehow gave her a headache. She knew she was not feeling the effects of Wriliara’s venom, as Filiorvis had gracefully freed her body of it. It even healed the holes his long fangs had caused in her abdomen. But Chandi figured what she was experiencing now was the aftereffect of using the Curse the way she did. She pushed herself hard and brought out the most of the white phoenix’s power. 

			She dragged her feet behind her as she became increasingly tired. She needed a place to rest for the next few days. She would need to dedicate a great amount of time going forward to meditation and uninterrupted slumber. She wanted to get back home to Turquoise Town as soon as possible, though. She worried about Ika. She worried about how Gira was left alone to take on his old brother. She did not want to be stranded in the northern regions of Wenworld while her family was struggling in the south. She wanted to be there to help in any way she could. She already lost Ajith. She refused to lose anyone else. She may not have been able to save Pelopidas, but she would save Gira. 

			That was it. She just came up with her new plan. She knew Gira would need to stop Kirga by December 30th. Chandi still had time to make it back south. She would allow herself until the 29th to meditate and sleep, then she would make her way to Opiana. But how could she make it there in time? She was all the way across the world. 

			The only plausible answer was complex Runework. The only Runeworker of that skill Chandi could think of was Phiggy, and he was still back home helping Ika. She was very close to Tankam, though. Surely a place as renowned as the Red City would have a Runeworker who could help her. But she had no Teeth to pay them with. How could she acquire transportation without compensation? 

			She would have to think of something. She let Gira down once already. She was not going to let him down again. There had to be some way to hire a Runeworker talented enough to at least bring her to somewhere near Beeky Valley—due to the fact that Runes, no matter how complex, could not be laid around Opiana Mountain for some reason. From there she could push herself to make it to Opiana for the deadline. 

			So Chandi went on her way toward the Red City of Tankam. She knew she would be able to make it within a few hours. The valley Wriliara led them too was not far from the crater where Pelopidas was killed. She would have to make sure to avoid any patrols that were bound to be in the area. Pelopidas’ death is no doubt the most substantial thing to happen in the north in her lifetime. Every single village would be in an uproar when the news spread. And it would spread fast.

			She came across several armed regiments on horseback while she traveled. They were quite easy to evade, and they were not powerful enough Oracles individually to sense her Kanah when she made the effort to suppress it. Chandi listened to their strained voices as they gossiped over the future of the north now that the lion was dead. Would there be war again? Would Old Umbra use this opportunity to strike and alter the power structure in the north altogether? It wouldn’t be the first time they had attempted something like that. The Battle of Redstone was a famous example from not too long ago.

			Chandi felt sicker and sicker as she neared Tankam. She had exerted herself more than ever before. Her bones felt as if they were melting under her skin. Her spine tingled and stung with every strenuous step. She went on dodging patrols—and even entire armies on a few occasions—until she eventually came back into view of the massive red outer wall of the great city.

			It was the dead of night now, so it was not difficult for her to hide among the shrubbery leading up to the main gate. There was not too much traffic going out of the city. She was actually surprised the giant entry gate had not been shut on such an occasion. But the only people leaving or entering the city now were soldiers of Tankam, all of them wearing thick crimson armour with spiked pauldrons and full black helmets. Many of them carried tall red halberds with black blades as well. There were some soldiers that carried no weaponry at all, however. Chandi assumed they were the powerful Oracles of each regiment. Many of those soldiers may have been strong Yeryaila, but only a talented Oracle could go into a potential battle carrying nothing but their hands. 

			Chandi was so exhausted she could barely keep her eyes open. I have to get inside fast and find a place to sleep. I’ll have to pickpocket some Teeth while I’m in there. Master Cinnamon would be upset with me for resorting to thievery, but I need a proper bed and some food. I lost my sack full of supplies after I fought Percy. I forgot to go back and get it, like an idiot. Now I have nothing.

			She thought about Master Cinnamon again and smiled. Actually, Master might not give a damn about me needing to steal. Who am I kidding? I think Alice would be the one upset with me over something like that. She grew sad thinking about her master and Ika’s mother. She already missed them so much. I need to get back to all of them. I need to get out of this miserable place. 

			Chandi still wore Makenna Milton’s mask. She wondered if the people of Tankam would recognize it immediately. From what Master Cinnamon told her, Makenna used the tiger mask as a sort of secret identity. She did what she could to protect her home while staying in the shadows; even though she only used Jinxes. Chandi hoped that meant Master Cinnamon was one of the few who knew this masked vigilante was actually her. If that was the case, the mask may not have become an iconic artifact in the north. It would’ve been if it had been in any way tied to Lady Milton. She was too respected.

			She didn’t want to wear it all, but those men on the ridge saw her face when she was talking to Wriliara. Wriliara was right about them likely assuming she had something to do with Pelopidas’ murder. 

			She was not too worried in the long run, though. It was known that a girl named Chandi MorrowHill was instrumental in freeing the flying city of Porshalla from its civil war. Princess Marnie of Porshalla could clear up any confusion regarding her innocence; as could Don-Galaga himself.

			But for now, the people of Tankam could not possibly know that this brown girl with the horribly burned face was Chandi MorrowHill. For now, she would have to keep the mask on while she traveled. 

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi was happy to discover that entering the city was not, in fact, quite so difficult at all. She was lucky enough, when sneaking along the wall next to the gate, to come across a skinny guardsman who snuck into the nearby hedges to relieve himself. With one quick swipe of her hand, the man was unconscious. 

			She felt almost guilty as she stripped him down and stole his armour. She left him lying in a bush in his underwear. She hoped to be deep into the city before he woke up and began telling his betters that he had been assaulted and stripped. They would mount a search of all soldiers in the city to search for any intruder. By that time, however, Chandi will have changed outfits and found a place to rest for a bit. 

			It did not take her long to find that place once she snuck inside using the armour as a guise. She came across an inn by the name of ‘Preston’s.’ Luckily for her, there was also a good amount of Teeth on that guard that she stripped. She could now afford to stay at this inn for a couple days to recover from her duel.

			Chandi stepped quietly into the alley behind Preston’s to ditch the armour and return to her normal attire. She did keep one part of the guard’s outfit, though. There was a thin black shawl that was kept under the armour to warm the soldiers during the winter. It was not currently snowing in Tankam, but the air was bitterly cold. The shawl allowed Chandi to wear the black hood and hide her face easier; just in case news of a burned girl near the skeleton of Pelopidas had already made the rounds in the Red City. 

			She threw the crimson armour into a large barrel and made her way inside the inn, making sure to stay under the black hood while she spoke to a fat, ginger fellow at the front desk by the name of Ronald. Ronald took Chandi’s money without much inspection. Chandi told the man she needed a room until the 29th. Ronald took no issue with this. He gave her a key and told her her room was number 18 on the second floor.

			Chandi, without so much as meeting the fat man’s eye, made her way to her room and locked herself inside. It was not the nicest room in the world, but Chandi supposed it was worth the meager compensation she provided. 

			There was one thin bed with dark blue sheets and a single yellow pillow. There was nothing else in the room but a tall, very old dresser in the left corner, and a circular blue carpet in the center of the wooden floor. There was not even a window. She noted there was also no bathroom, but she spotted one at the end of the hall by the stairs. Evidently, anyone who stayed on the second floor would need to share one bathroom with everybody else. Chandi found that rather ridiculous, but was not in the mood to complain. 

			She walked over to her bed and sat on the end of it. She finally had a moment to herself to think. She was tired and in pain. She was just now getting a second to breathe after dueling two absurdly strong Oracles in a single day. And she killed them both.

			She killed them.

			The weight of that fact was only now settling upon Chandi’s shoulders. She gripped her hands together as they started to tremble. She could hear the sound that Percy’s neck made when she broke it echoing in her ears. She could see the blood spurting from where Wriliara’s legs had been after she sliced the tail off of his snake form. She felt she was moments from hurling.

			She took a few minutes to focus on her breathing. She dug her fingers into the sheets and wrestled with her new reality. Wriliara was dead. Her whole life had been built around this goal, and now that she actually achieved it, Chandi felt nothing but . . . emptiness. What was her purpose now? What was she meant to live for beyond this? Killing Wriliara in a duel had always felt like some final act in her life. Chandi half expected herself to be in her seventies when she finally got it done. It just seemed like something she would always be striving for. But now Wriliara’s name was in the past.

			And the worst part of it all: she didn’t feel good about it. She wasn’t exactly overcome by guilt, either. Wriliara did deserve to die for what he did. But knowing that her beloved parents also deserved to die at his hands soured her victory. They were just as guilty as he was. And the truth of their evil broke Chandi’s heart. Yosen and Suvin were her heroes. They loved her and she loved them. She missed them still. And yet, they were monsters. They killed a little girl together, and presumably felt nothing in regard to the act. What was Chandi meant to make of that? Could she no longer mourn her own parents in good faith? Would she need to fight through a wave of guilt every time she acknowledged that she missed her parents? How could she continue to speak highly of them to Ika, or to cherish her memories of them? Every good memory from her childhood was now a tainted thing.

			She gripped the sheets tighter as she thought over what this meant about the sacrifices she had made to get to this point. Her grandmother was dead now. Ajith was rotting in the ground, and for what? To help her granddaughter avenge two child killers?

			And her body? Burned beyond recognition or hope for recovery. All for two people who would beat a young girl into the mud and stick a knife into the back of her head. What was the point of Chandi MorrowHill’s entire existence? Her life was such a sad joke. 

			Chandi had freely chosen a path that robbed her of any potential happiness; just what Wriliara warned her about on that bloody day. Wriliara must’ve been having these same exact conflicting thoughts over the years. He must’ve felt his life’s goal tainted by the fact that he traumatized a little girl for life. He killed Yosen and Suvin MorrowHill, but the memory of his victory would’ve been coated in the devastated wails of a young Chandi, sitting and crying in her parents’ blood.

			She shared something in common with Wriliara. They had both wasted their lives. They had both sacrificed so much for so little. 

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi spent a very quiet and very solemn two days in that inn. She meditated often, slept often, and wept often. Sometimes she wept thinking about home. Sometimes she wept thinking about killing Percy. Sometimes she wept about killing Wriliara. And other times she simply wept without even knowing why. 

			Her first night at Preston’s was pure physical agony. Filiorvis had strained her muscles and caused her bones to burn beneath her skin. She only slept three hours on that first night. She worried that she would not even be capable of helping Gira in any way, even if she could make it to him in time. She had pushed herself too hard, and now she was a useless Oracle. Keji could probably beat her up in her current state.

			Keji was another topic that brought her pain of a different kind. She was glad that she kept her internal promise and killed the Kensral bat who stole the Prince in the first place. Percy Coldshire sealed his own fate the moment he stole Keji from that window right in front of Chandi’s face. But the fact that Keji was still in the hands of Kirga the Hellcat made Chandi very nervous. Would Kirga kill him? He has proven with Genevieve that he has no problem killing children if it furthers his furtive goal. 

			Chandi woke on the 29th of December still thinking of poor Keji. The lingering pain of Filiorvis remained, but she did her best to ignore it as she sat up in her bed. Makenna’s tiger mask was sitting alone on the dresser. Chandi got up from her bed and walked over to it, opening a drawer to pull out some winter clothes. She used some of the Teeth she stole from that guard to buy herself some new clothes on her first morning spent in the city. Hundreds of guards were patrolling the streets, looking for whoever could’ve knocked out and stripped the guard. They would never find her. But their presence still unnerved Chandi; especially if she was going to head out onto the streets to look for a Runeworker. 

			Once she was dressed and had her black hood back on, she made her way to the front lobby and thanked Ronald for his hospitality. Once again, Ronald was thankfully blunt with his ‘Your welcomes’ and ‘Happy trails.’ Chandi was gone and out into the bustling streets of Tankam in only a few minutes after returning her key.

			She limped her way onto the main road heading south into the more populated districts of the city. The meditation had served to heal her bones of a portion of their sting, but her legs were being quite stubborn in their recovery. 

			There were mostly humans walking to-and-fro in the morning stillness, but a few Pommer Cats could be seen as well. One tall Pommer Cat with dark red fur bumped into Chandi. His face was heavily scarred, and he was missing his right ear. He wore a long white jacket and a short black scarf around his furry neck. His eyes were solid blue.

			“Excuse you.” His voice was deep and rasping.

			Chandi peeked up at him from below her hood. “Sir, may I ask you something quickly? I could really use some help.”

			The cat looked at her without blinking for a while, then cleared his throat. “Sure. But make it quick, gal. I’ve got places to be.”

			Chandi nodded, her warm breath coming through her teeth as a small cloud of white. It was extraordinarily cold. Now that it was daytime, though, Chandi appreciated seeing all of the Crystmas decorations around the city. “Can you tell me where I can find a decent Runeworker in this city? I’m trying to get to the southern regions as fast as I possibly can. Is there anyone in Tankam who can pull off a trip that far?”

			The cat rubbed at his whiskers. “Well, gal, I’d say you made the wise choice in asking a cat.” His face was full of pride.

			Chandi tilted her head and waited for some kind of elaboration.

			“You see, the best Runeworker in this city is a Pommer Cat. Her name is Trena. Everybody has heard of Trena.”

			Chandi, after waiting another few seconds for further elaboration, rolled her eyes. “And can I please know where I can find this . . . Trena?”

			The red cat crossed his arms and nodded. “Ah. You’ll find the big girl in a tall golden building in the west end of the city. You can’t miss it. It’ll be shaped like a giant nail. It’s got, like, spiraling ledges on the outside or whatever. And it’s pointy.” He made a humorous attempt at recreating its structure with his paws. “Oh, you’ll know it when you see it! Tall . . . looks like a nail or whatever . . . and it’s gold. That’s where you’ll find Trena.”

			Chandi bowed slightly to the tall cat before walking west. “Thank you very much, sir. I appreciate your help.”

			“You’re welcome!” called the cat. “But you should know Trena’s services do not come cheap!”

			Chandi waved over her shoulder. “I’ll come up with something!”

			She still had roughly seventy Teeth in her front pant pocket. It was all she had left from the guard. She doubted heavily that seventy Teeth would be enough to pay a Runeworker to take her across the damn world. But how was she going to get more? 

			I wonder if I should just pickpocket some people on my way there. I could be walking for a bit before reaching the west end. And with people so close together in these narrow streets, it’ll be easy.

			She looked around at the faces of the people she passed as she moved like a ghost down the crowded lane. There were mothers pulling the arms of their children behind them as they walked. There were old men asking for money so they could afford something to eat. There were young men and women nervously carrying briefcases with them as they likely headed to work. They all looked like normal, empathetic individuals. If Chandi was going to steal, she did not want it to be from people like this; people who were just doing their best to survive in a weird world. 

			Damn it. Then what am I supposed to do?

			She carried on walking, inspecting the faces as she went along. She didn’t come across a single person who looked like they deserved to have their money snatched from their pocket. It was quite annoying. 

			Crystmas was already over, but Tankam seemed reluctant to let it go. The decorations only intensified the deeper she got into the city. Thick green garlands were strewn from rooftop to rooftop. Dancing balls of Jinxed lights changed from red to green as they flew around in the sky. It was lovely, if she were being honest. She had her mind on many other things, but made a mental note to tell Ika, when things were better and they were past all this nonsense, that Tankam was a wonderful city in December. Perhaps they could travel here together when life was not so crazy.

			Chandi would love that.

			 

			D

			 

			She walked on for another forty minutes before she finally spotted a very thin tower close to the inside of the western wall. The cat was right; the tower was definitely easy to spot. And she knew it when she saw it, all right. 

			A nail was a decent enough description, she decided. But it was not sharp at the top like an upside-down nail would be. It was rather square. But the swirling thinness of his construction brought a nail immediately to mind. Chandi set off in the direction of this golden tower that clashed rather unflatteringly with the red of the surrounding buildings. Almost everything in Tankam was red. They didn’t call it the Red City for nothing. But apparently this one Runeworking Pommer Cat warranted her own colour scheme.

			Chandi thought she heard the cat in the street say that Trena was a girl. She was about to find out, anyway.

			She made her way down the dark stone path that led to a tall set of white doors at the front of the tower. The tower itself was not actually very tall. It was tall enough for Chandi to spot it over the nearby housing complexes, but it still could not be more than seven stories. 

			Chandi took a moment to breathe by herself at the foot of the wide steps that led to the doors. There were no guards outside, nor were there any other people in the little nook the golden tower occupied. She took this moment to ask herself how in the name of Meamara she was supposed to pay Trena to transport her to someplace near Opiana Mountain. She could not work up the nerve to pickpocket anybody on her long walk over. They all just looked too innocent. The only reason she was able to strip the guard outside of the walls was because she could not see his face when she knocked him out. The light of the sun was out now, and she could see every face in detail that she passed on the street. She wished she were more like Ika. He would’ve pickpocketed every granny and baby on their way without hesitation.

			She smiled as she thought of Ika.

			Okay . . . here we go. Why am I a little nervous? I’ve gone through hell this week. I’ve killed two people in duels, and nearly lost my life dozens of times during both. And now I’m nervous to knock on this door? I don’t understand my own brain most of the time. Social anxiety persists even beyond combat experience, apparently. 

			I don’t know how I’m going to pay this cat or get her to help me out, but I can’t let Gira down again. I’ll do whatever I have to do. Maybe there is some kind of personal favour I can do for Trena to act as payment. I just don’t know. 

			She walked up to stand in front of the doors. With her right fist she knocked four times, the sound echoing inside the tower. She could hear it through the doors. 

			“WHOOOOO GOOOOOES THERE!”

			A thundering voice made Chandi flinch and look around frantically. It sounded like it was coming from all directions at once. It was so loud Chandi’s brain was pulsing in pain. It was a female voice, but much deeper in pitch than could be considered average. 

			“Um . . . Chandi. My name is Chandi MorrowHill.”

			“STATE YOOOOOOUR PUUUUUUUUURPOSE, CHANDI MORROWHILL!”

			Chandi continued to look around, frowning at the strange and entirely unnecessary dramatics. “I . . . uh . . . need a Runeworker to help me. I’m trying to get to the southern regions; preferably somewhere near Opiana Mountain. I need to get to the mountain by tomorrow. Can you help me? Are you Trena? I’ve been told you’re the one I should see.”

			“HMMMMMMMM. VERY INTERESTING. VERY INTERESTING, INDEED.”

			Chandi was not in the mood for whatever this was. She was in both physical and emotional pain, and was tempted to turn around and leave. “Well? Are you Trena or not? Am I wasting my time?”

			“I AMMMMM THE WONDERFUL TRENA, CHANDI MORROWHILL. YOU HAVE COME TO THE RIGHT PLACE! I AM VERY SMART AND I AM VERY COOL. I AM THE ONLY ONE WHO CAN PERFORM THE TASK YOU ASK! ALL THE WAY TO OPIANA MOUNTAIN! YEEEEEEEES!”

			Chandi rubbed at her face and raised an eyebrow. The volume of the voice was becoming near to agony. “Right to Opiana Mountain? I thought Runes could not be placed there?”

			The voice made a noise that sounded something like a cough. “UH-I . . . Y-YES! I MEAN VERY NEAR TO OPIANA MOUNTAIN, OF COURSE. I AM VERY SMART AND VERY COOL. DON’T QUESTION ME, PLEASE.”

			“Can I come inside? I’m getting annoyed now. Stop screaming into my ear and just open the doors!”

			The booming voice hesitated. “SINCE I AM VERY GENEROUS, AS WELL AS VERY SMART AND VERY COOL . . . I WILL ALLOW YOU INSIDE MY HOME. BUT IF YOU DO NOT INTRIGUE ME UPON FURTHER DISCUSSION, I WILL KILL YOU AND EAT YOUR EYEBALLS. AM I UNDERSTOOD?”

			The final sentence that echoed in the quiet nook did not faze Chandi even slightly. “Yes, yes, sure. Anything is preferable to this.”

			A few seconds later the tall doors pulled themselves open. Chandi gazed into the dark inside from under her hood. She could see very little from outside, so she wasted no time entering the tower. 

			Once she was fully inside, the doors closed behind her. Chandi found that a little ominous, but knew she could handle any kind of danger with relative ease. Being a powerful young Oracle afforded one the luxury of eternal safety in stressful situations. 

			Chandi could still hardly see anything. There were only a few torches lining the walls of the long, lonely hall in front of her. The torches were so far apart from each other that only a small circle of light remained around them. Anything outside of the circle was mostly shadow. She could make out the walls on either side of her, and could faintly see a tall golden pedestal of some kind at the end of the long hall. She could only see it because there was a faint blue light coming from underneath it. The blue light made the pedestal seem to glow with an ethereal nature. 

			Chandi walked toward it, hearing the old wooden boards creek from each step. The nearer she got to the golden pedestal, the clearer she could see it. She spotted a large blue blob of some kind. And there was something swiping back and forth to the left of this strange blob. After a dozen or so more steps forward, Chandi could see that it was actually a long black tail. She could also see two pointy ears above the blue blob.

			A few more steps after that were all Chandi needed to see that the blob was actually a very large beanbag chair. She smirked, in spite of her current mental state, thinking about Prince Dessiel from Grematorga. The mouselike prince of the great tower in Beeky Valley had a colourful array of beanbag chairs that he used for very specific occasions. 

			Chandi missed Dessiel, in truth. Or perhaps she just missed the simpler times when she first left home with Ika and Master Cinnamon. Perhaps she just missed the naïve innocence of their first adventure away from home. The world was a brighter place then. They had no clue what they were getting themselves into. It was both blissful and deeply sad for Chandi to think back on those times. They were idiotic children who should’ve just turned around and walked their butts home. But they didn’t. Of course they didn’t.

			When she fully entered this center room of the golden tower, Chandi could see that the cube-shaped pedestal was covered in Edamirin Runes that shone light blue. There were four thick pillars of silver stone that rose in each corner of the room to hold up a balcony where a lush garden was growing over the head of the Pommer Cat that lazily rested in the soft leather beanbag. 

			This particular Pommer Cat was the largest Chandi had ever seen. She had fuzzy black fur that looked unkempt and unwashed. Her legs were wide and muscular, and her belly was immense and round. Her face somehow seemed too small for her head. She was wearing a baggy white dress and a pair of red high heels. 

			Her smile was wide and impish. “HELLOOOOOOOO THERE!”

			Chandi instantly grabbed her ears. “Please stop with the voice!”

			Trena—who this large and eccentric cat no doubt was—looked confused. “HUH?”

			Chandi’s eyes ached in pain. Trena’s voice was so unbearably loud. “Your voice! I doubt you sound like that normally! Please make it stop!”

			Trena’s soft blue eyes widened in her embarrassment and sudden realization that her voice was still being tampered with. “OH!” She coughed three times and cleared her throat. “Sorry about that, love. Fancy little Kanah trick that I sometimes forget I’m even using.”

			She leaned forward, scrunching up her small face while a fit of childlike, high-pitched giggles took over her. She slapped her knees and wheezed. Even her wheezing was loud enough to make Chandi’s headache worse. 

			Chandi remained under the safety of her hood. “I need help getting as close to Opiana Mountain as possible. Can you please help me, Trena? You can have all the Teeth I carry on me.”

			Trena sat back up and wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes. “Well, love, since I am very smart and very cool, I will inform you that I ask five thousand Teeth for a transportation that far. Please give me the money now.” She held out one paw, expectantly.

			Chandi shook her head. “Are you out of your mind? Five thousand Teeth! No wonder this place is empty. Nobody is going to pay that much. How do you get any customers for your profession? You have to be the least employed Runeworker in all of Wenworld.”

			Trena puffed up her chest and proudly folded her paws over her big belly. “I’ll have you know I am—”

			“Very smart and very cool?” finished Chandi. “Yeah, I got that part. Thanks. You’re also very cheap and very annoying.”

			Trena gasped, as if being called annoying was the worst possible insult Chandi—or anyone in Wenworld—could’ve levied upon her. “I was going to say I am one of the most employed Runeworkers in the Northern Regions.”

			“Oh yeah? How many Runeworkers are there in the Northern Regions?”

			Trena smoothed out her white dress and readjusted herself in her beanbag chair. “Well, I do not see how that is—”

			“That’s what I thought,” said Chandi, sighing. “Clearly, I have just wasted my time. I’ll find another way to help Gira.” She waved. “Goodbye. Thank you for nothing.”

			Trena stood up, wobbling for a moment atop the pedestal. “Hang on!”

			Chandi stopped and turned around. She made sure to keep her face hidden under her hood. She could’ve worn the mask, but still worried it could draw attention if Trena knew about Makenna Milton’s secret identity. She did not want to risk seeming like a thief of a treasured northern artifact.

			Trena’s paws were shaking and her eyes became intensely dilated. “Did you just say . . . the name I thought . . . you just said?”

			She looked nothing short of manic. Chandi took a step toward the pedestal. “Gira? That’s what I said.”

			“Gira Ivory?” Trena leaned forward so far that Chandi worried she would fall right on top of her. 

			“Yes. Gira Ivory. I’m trying to meet up with him. He is on a very important mission right now and he needs my help. I take it you know him somehow? Or you’ve just heard of him.”

			“Heard of him?” Trena barked out a laugh. She began to pace in circles and rub her paws together, giggling like a child again. “Gira, Gira, Gira. Oh, oh, oh, ooooooh, I cannot believe it. Gira, Gira, Gira, can you believe it? Wild times, wild times. This has been a good week for me. Uh-huh, uh-huh. Wild times, wild times.”

			Chandi took a step backward now, truly expecting the large cat to tumble off any moment. “Are you . . . okay? I’m really in a hurry here. If you want to help, please let me know. But I can’t pay what you’re asking for. I’m sorry.”

			Trena patted the air and smiled brightly. “Oh dear, oh dear, don’t be a lump. Don’t fret, don’t fret. I’ll tell you what . . . since I am very smart and very cool . . . I will take you to the Southern Regions for zero Teeth! Whattaya think about that?”

			“I think it sounds too good to be true,” replied Chandi, not missing a beat.

			Trena held her belly and laughed. “Wise girl. I won’t need your money, but I will need to come with you.”

			“Come with me?” Chandi tried to think about Trena fighting Kirga and almost laughed. “I . . . somehow don’t think you’ll be very useful on our mission. No offence.”

			“No offence taken, girl. None, none, none.” Trena surprised Chandi by leaping over her head and landing on the ground. Despite her size, she moved with impressive grace. “But I’m still coming with you. I must meet Gira. I must, I must. I wish to look into his eyes and . . . thank him.”

			Chandi took another step back from Trena, this time in the direction of the golden pedestal, due to Trena’s new position in the hallway. “Thank him? Thank him for what, exactly?”

			Trena did an almost adorable little dance. She covered her face, shyly. “Oh, don’t worry about it. But I need to thank him. He changed my life. He saved my life. He deserves a good hug for it.” She peeked through her hands like a parent trying to surprise their baby. “Please let me come with you.”

			Chandi, in the course of her adventures since running away from home the first time, had met many very interesting individuals. She has interacted with many peculiar personalities across Wenworld. She had met some very weird and wonderful people. Even with her experience in differing personalities, Chandi was the most thrown off guard by Trena. She could not place the state of the cat’s mind. She could not guess at the best way to speak to her or carry out any conversation. She suspected the cat was not in full control of her mental faculties. 

			“Uh . . . of course you can come with me, Trena.” She could think of nothing else to say.

			Trena jumped up and down. “Yay! I’m so excited to go on an adventure!” She stopped jumping and frowned. “Before we go . . . can you please take your hood off? I want to see the face of someone I’m going on an adventure with. Also, the fact that you’ve been under a dark hood this whole time, while indoors, is a little scary.” She giggled again, this time anxiously. 

			Chandi was dreading this. “I’d really rather not. I’m sorry, Trena. I just . . . I have a lot of anxiety about showing my face to people.”

			“How come?” asked Trena, tilting her large head. “I’m sure you’re beautiful.”

			Chandi had suddenly realized that she liked Trena quite a bit. There was something about the innocence in her voice just then that fully swayed Chandi on the trustworthiness of her nature. “I’d rather not. You can come with me if you agree to not peek under my hood. That is my offer.”

			Now the conversation had taken a strange turn. She came to the tower to beg for Trena’s help, and now she was somehow the one controlling the transaction for her service. She decided to just roll with it.

			Trena hummed and seemed to ponder this deal. After nearly a full minute, she smiled and nodded. “Fair.”

			Chandi was startled when Trena stuck out a paw to be shook. She took her paw in her hand and gently shook it, sealing their very strange transaction. 

			“All righty!” said Trena, bending her knees and launched herself into the air again. She soared over Chandi’s head and landed back on her blue beanbag chair atop the pedestal. “Please come aboard and place your hand on me! It’s adventure time!”

			Chandi wasted no time, walking up to the pedestal and effortlessly climbing to stand behind Trena. “Where, exactly, are you taking us? How close can you manage to get us to Opiana Mountain? Or can you actually take us right to the mountain?”

			“I cannot,” said Trena with a sad pout. “But I can take us pretty close. I can take us to Redbone fields. That’s just east of the mountain.”

			“How far east?” asked Chandi. “How long will it take the two of us to walk to Opiana?”

			Trena hummed. “Probably a little over a day.”

			“If we don’t take breaks?”

			Trena turned to look up at Chandi from her chair. “That’s a little crazy talk right there, missy. We need breaks. Not very healthy otherwise. No sir, no sir.”

			“I can’t afford to take any more breaks,” said Chandi. “I’ve rested enough already. And I don’t even deserve that rest, because I failed my mission.” Trena looked confused. “Oh, forget it. It’s not important now. Please just answer the question. If we move as fast as possible, how long will it take to get to the mountain? Better yet, what if we dashed most of the way? Using our Kanah, I mean. Has someone taught you how to properly dash, Trena?”

			Trena nodded. “I’m a big gal, but I can move pretty quick if I wanna.” She scratched her chin. “If we push ourselves real, real hard . . . we can get there in about ten hours.”

			“Perfect,” said Chandi. “Then let’s hit the road. Gira is waiting for us.”

			She leaned forward slightly to inspect the Runes that were glowing on Trena’s black fur. She could see them lining her broad back. She was covered in them below her baggy dress.

			Trena squealed loudly when Gira’s name was spoken aloud again. She kicked her feet in the air in excitement. “Okay, here we go.” She touched one paw to the smooth gold of the pedestal between her thighs. “Reserkavi.”

			 

			D

			 

			Chandi landed awkwardly on the side of a boulder. Her ankle bent and she fell to the ground next to the tall, grey rock. She sighed and got to her feet. She had not sprained anything, but her pride was wounded. 

			Trena, on the other hand, sat upon the rock with her pride intact. “Oh, sorry. You all righty, girl?” Before Chandi could open her mouth to answer, the cat gasped dramatically. “Oh, goodness me, goodness me, goodness me!”

			“What?” asked Chandi, quickly making sure that her hood had not fallen off and she just hadn’t noticed. She didn’t want Trena to see the severity of her scaring. She didn’t want to frighten or disturb her. 

			The hood was still on. Thank Meamara.

			Trena clutched her chest and looked at Chandi with guilty blue eyes. “I’ve forgotten your name.”

			Chandi groaned. “Trena, we don’t have time for this! Which way is Opiana from here?”

			Trena stood up upon the rock and placed her paws on her hips. She wore a deep frown. “It’s important, Chandi! If I’m going to go on an adventure with someone, I’d like to know their name.” She paused for several moments, then giggled. “Oh. I guess I remembered.”

			Her giggles turned into a powerful bellow that filled the quiet field. She slapped both of her knees and shook her head. She was wheezing like an overworked mule. “I said I forgot your name . . . and then— and th— can you believe it? I’m such a dumpy, Chandi, I’ll tell ya. Such a dumpy! I said I didn’t know your name, and then I said it in the next sentence! What a dumpy I am!” She carried on laughing.

			Chandi rolled her eyes. “Trena . . . the direction?”

			Trena righted herself and forced a serious expression. “Right.” She pointed past Chandi, out into the lonely field. “It’s that way.”

			Chandi spun to follow the path of her paw. She looked out as far as she could see before the distant Fogwall obstructed her vision. The snow in Redbone Fields only coated the ground in a thin layer. But due to the extreme cold, that thin layer had turned mostly to a sheet of white ice. Chandi found it difficult to walk forward without slipping. She figured dashing at great speeds would be extra tricky. She would also be exhausted by the time she caught up with Gira. She would need to be strong enough to help him fight Kirga.

			“Come on, Trena. We’ve got a lot of walking to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Five: Dreams of the Past IV
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			24 years ago . . .

			 

			Gira paced the living room of the house at the base of the Hill of Memories. He was at his wits’ end with Kirga’s obsession with Casey Kenris. It came to the point where he was seeing enemies everywhere he looked. “Will you please just calm down and talk to me like an adult for a moment?”

			Kirga paced back and forth as well, his body practically radiating the heat of his anger. He opened and closed his fists several times, as if readying himself for a fight.

			Ikarus was the only one sitting down. He sat back in his favourite leather chair, watching with some amusement as his brothers quarreled. 

			Kirga finally came to a stop, glaring over at Gira. Kirga was twenty-four years old, and had grown into a handsome young man. His features were sharp and his voice was that of a confident leader. He often served as the leader of the house when Don-Galaga was not around. And he was not around now. “Casey trusts you, Gira. And you stabbed him in the back. I’m sick and tired of both of you walking all over him. You know he won’t fight back, so you take every chance you can to push him around. If you keep up this routine, I will break both of your legs.” 

			Ikarus laughed. He tucked a strand of his orange hair behind his signature white bandana, then crossed one slender leg over the other. “Kirga, for Meamara’s sake, it was just a stupid prank. Gira’s right. You really need to calm down. You’re threatening your own brothers now. Relax.”

			“I didn’t think Casey would get that upset,” added Gira.

			Kirga clenched his fists again. “No? You thought he would just laugh it off when you two morons decided to lead him into a sleeping bear’s den? Hilarious.”

			“Oh, come on,” said Ikarus. “Casey is a powerful Oracle. That black bear was no threat to him. He took care of it easily. You should’ve seen the look on his face when it woke up, though.” He tried to hide a laugh behind his hand.

			Kirga turned to look at Ikarus. He shook his head. “It was dark, Ikarus. What if Casey didn’t see it in time? It could’ve seriously hurt him. I find none of this funny.”

			“Casey knows we love him,” said Gira, leaning on the wall on the other side of the living room. “We just like to mess with him sometimes. We were watching, Kirga. We never would’ve let anything happen to him. We would’ve jumped in if the bear got the upper hand. We just wanted to scare him.”

			Gira did feel quite bad about what he and Ikarus had done to Casey. They pranked him a lot over the years, but this time they may have gone too far. The look on Casey’s face when he saw the bear gave Ikarus a good laugh. That was not the case for Gira. Thinking back on how Casey reacted made him feel sick. What a jerk he was becoming. When did he get like this? Was it Ikarus’ influence? No. He was old enough now to take responsibility for his own actions. 

			Kirga rubbed at his temples. Gira could tell he was trying hard to resist beating them to a pulp. “You forced him to kill a bear.” He looked up at Gira now, and Gira could hardly hold the look without breaking. “He loves bears. They’re his favourite animal. He was crying when I found him because he felt so bad about it. Is that funny?”

			They both looked to Ikarus, who had stopped laughing by this point. 

			“You’re right,” he said, getting up from his chair. “We . . . may have gone too far. I didn’t know he was crying. I thought he would’ve . . .”

			Kirga took a step toward him. “Would’ve . . . what?”

			Ikarus held up his hands, defensively. “I don’t know . . .” he shrugged, “. . .  been able to take a joke better? I just thought he was tougher than th—”

			His voice was cut off as Kirga crossed the room in a flash of white. He took Ikarus by the throat with his right hand, squeezing until Ikarus’ face went red as an apple.

			Gira jumped forward, startled and angered by Kirga’s aggression. He understood it. But he still had no tolerance for members of the family fighting each other. There was nothing Gira hated more. They were supposed to always have each other’s back. They should never raise a hand against one another. They used to do so as kids. They were grown men now. “Kirga, stop! What the hell is wrong with you?”

			“Me? What’s wrong with me?”

			“Yes, you!” said Gira. “Kirga, put him down. You’re going to kill him!”

			Ikarus’ feet were dangling a foot above the floor at this point. Kirga had lifted him up like a ragdoll and was choking the blood from his face. It seemed that he did not even realize he was doing it, because he dropped Ikarus and stepped back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t . . .”

			Ikarus rubbed at his throat and slowly straightened himself, coughing as he did so. “We need . . . to talk about your obsessive protectiveness over Casey.”

			Gira was surprised by how calm his brother was after being choked like that. He half expected a duel to break out right there between Kirga and Ikarus.

			Kirga’s shocked and guilty face quickly morphed back into offended fury. “Don’t you dare try to turn this on me. You two told Casey you wanted to train. You told him you were excited to see how ‘far he had come’ as an Oracle. Casey was talking about it all day. He loves getting to train with you two monkeys. And you led him into a damn bear cave, where he could’ve been killed. I really don’t think I’m being overprotective of anything. I’m at the perfectly normal level of protectiveness of someone I love. You are lucky you still have teeth in your mouth, Ikarus. What you did was unacceptable, and you know it.”

			“Enough of this.”

			The three of them turned to see Don-Galaga standing by the front door. They did not hear him come in. And since their father always had a strangely undetectable Kanah—despite being the most powerful man in the world—they did not sense him either. Their father was always popping up when they least expected him. Gira came to believe he did it on purpose. He wanted to wait to catch them in their imprudence. He always showed up right when the boys were at their worst. Gira couldn’t guess what kind of lesson he was trying to teach by doing that.

			He leaned upon his pale staff and frowned at his unruly sons. “I’ve only been gone for two days. Two days. What could’ve possibly happened this time? You boys must learn to grow up. This behaviour is embarrassing.”

			Kirga crossed his arms. “Maybe you would like to tell him what happened, Gira? Go ahead.”

			Gira looked down to his feet, unable to meet his father’s eye. It was often difficult for him to confess his wrongdoings to Don-Galaga. He wanted Don-Galaga to look at him only with pride. The expression of disappointment was beyond any torture for Gira. He spent his life trying to stand on equal ground with Kirga and Ikarus, who were always so far ahead of him in everything. To disappoint Don-Galaga on behavioural matters as well as his skill as an Oracle would be too much. 

			He found he could not will himself to speak at all, so he carried on looking at his toes.

			Don-Galaga approached Gira with slow, deliberate steps. Gira could feel his breath upon the top of his head as he spoke quietly. “Well? I asked what was going on. Explain.”

			Gira regretted the obvious display of guilt he had just put on. He would’ve been smarter to look Don-Galaga directly in the eye and speak his peace on their current conflict. Now he had made it clear he was the one in the wrong. “We . . . uh . . . we pranked Casey.”

			Don-Galaga took in a long breath through his nose. “Again?”

			Gira nodded and swallowed. “Yes.”

			“And what did you do to him this time?”

			Ikarus took the focus away from Gira by confidently answering from the other side of the room. “We told Casey we wanted to train with him . . . then we led him into a black bear’s den to scare him. He wasn’t even hurt. The only one who got hurt was the bear.”

			Gira was grateful for his older brother trying to pry the blame away from him, but the bluntness of his words did not make either of them look any better.

			Don-Galaga’s empty expression did not change in the slightest. But his voice came with a sudden sharpness that made the hairs on the back of Gira’s neck stand up. “And this was meant to be . . . humorous, I take it?”

			“So I’ve been told,” answered Kirga, his arms still crossed.

			“I see.” Don-Galaga now wore the faintest hint of a frown; just a crinkle of the skin between the eyes. “So not only did you choose to belittle Casey again, but you also cost an innocent bear its life. Is that what I am hearing, Ikarus?”

			Ikarus bit his lip and nodded. “It won’t happen again. This was the last prank. We will actually start training with Casey next week. I promise this time.”

			Don-Galaga disappeared right before Gira’s eyes. Gira let out a loud gasp as his father went from standing firm in front of him, to standing nearly toe-to-toe with Ikarus across the room. There was no blur of speed. He was simply on one side of the room one second, and the other side the next. It was incredible. 

			Don-Galaga’s harsh tone made Gira’s blood feel cold. He only imagined how Ikarus must’ve felt with their father staring down at him without blinking. Having that voice directed at you was enough to make one wet themselves. “You are right about it not happening again, my son. Because the next time something even close to this happens, I am not going to stop Kirga from doing whatever he feels he needs to to avenge Casey. He is your brother’s husband, and yet you play these dangerous games. I will not save you next time. Nor will I even punish Kirga for how he reacts to your infantile harassment. Is this well understood, Ikarus?”

			Ikarus was a grown man now, and Gira knew well just how much he hated being scolded as if he were still just a boy. Even so, he nodded and lowered his head. 

			Don-Galaga stepped away. “Good. I will be upstairs. You three sort out this idiocy before supper. I want us all at the table, and I want us all on better terms. Is this understood?”

			“Yes, Father,” said all three of them.

			With that, Don-Galaga made his way into the hall and rounded the corner to quietly climb the stairs. Gira waited for either Kirga or Ikarus to speak, but Ikarus only went downstairs to the basement once the opportunity was afforded, without even glancing in Kirga’s direction as he went.

			Kirga didn’t look at Ikarus, either. He was too busy looking sadly at Gira. Once Ikarus was all the way down the stairs, he spoke. “I expect this kind of thing from him. But not from you, Gira. You really hurt Casey today. It’s been two years since you guys all trained together. He was looking forward to it. I just . . . I just don’t understand how you thought this was funny. Ikarus, yes. But not you.”

			Gira felt the unpleasant warmth of shame as he pictured Casey’s sad face as he looked down at the bear he just killed. Kirga was right. What was wrong with him? It was far from entertaining. He felt sick.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, placing his hands in his pockets to stop them shaking.

			“It’s not me you need to apologize to,” replied Kirga. He walked over to the sofa and sat down. “Come over here and sit down, just for a second.”

			Gira crossed the room and sat next to his brother. He watched Kirga as he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. He looked at Kirga’s handsome face with nothing but complete admiration. It hit Gira at random times just how much he wished he were like Kirga. He envied Ikarus because he had the heart of the girl Gira loved, but he envied Kirga for literally everything else. There was a profound strength and nobility to Kirga’s personality that Ikarus simply didn’t have. If Gira were being honest, Kirga had a level of natural grace and poise that even the great Don-Galaga was lacking. There was just something about Kirga that made him unique. There was no one else in Wenworld like him. The fact that he was currently so disappointed in Gira stung just as harshly as when Don-Galaga was. In some ways, perhaps more.

			Kirga looked down to his hands, where he fiddled with his fingers between his knees. “Gira . . . you are reaching the age now where you need to take yourself out from under Ikarus’ shadow.”

			Gira continued staring at the side of Kirga’s face. He was not prepared for this to be the direction the conversation would take. “What?”  

			Kirga leaned back and held Gira’s confused gaze. “I know you look up to him—and in many ways I understand looking up to someone like Ikarus—but there are certain aspects of his personality that are just . . . not you. Ikarus is a good man with selfish tendencies. I believe you are a good man with selfless tendencies. I believe, when you are acting as your truest self, that you are far more admirable than Ikarus. I wish you could see what I see when I look at you.”

			Gira was struck dumb at this. Hearing Kirga speak so openly like this was extraordinarily rare. To hear this amount of praise from him in particular was enough to bring a visible wetness to Gira’s eyes. His voice shook as he refuted this commendation. “You can’t really mean that?”

			“I do,” said Kirga, without hesitation. “I understand that you are deeply in love with Alice. By this point, if you have not moved past that passion, I don’t know if you ever will. And I suspect that you are trying to mold yourself into some second form of Ikarus to show Alice that you are worth something too. I suspect you are trying to get rid of aspects of your own personality that you only feel are useless because they have not drawn the attention of Alice. I’ve been noticing this trend for the past two years. You have become less like yourself and more like a clone of Ikarus. Gira, I cannot stress enough how much of a tragedy that is to watch. Stop trying to be Ikarus. Just be Gira.”

			These words wounded Gira deeply. They only hit him so hard because he knew they were true. The thing was, Gira was not actually doing this consciously. He didn’t even put together that he had been doing it himself until Kirga just laid it out for him. The way Kirga explained his reasoning for wanting to do that made too much sense to Gira. 

			He found himself retracing his own behaviour in his head and noticing just how correct Kirga was in his assessment. He was becoming Ikarus, day by day. Alice loved Ikarus. Gira could see it so plainly in her eyes every time she looked in his direction. Gira wanted her to look at him that way. There must be something about Ikarus—some manner in which he carries himself—that he could possibly mimic. Gira discovered just then on that sofa that he was executing a subconscious plan. It came to light as he thought over his reasoning for it. He was secretly hoping that Ikarus would make a terrible mistake that would destroy his relationship with Alice—such as cheating—and then Gira would be waiting as the next best version of him. Alice would see the loyalty in Gira, as well as the comparison that could be made to Ikarus, and fall in love with him instead.

			The whole thing was folly. It was also unbearably embarrassing. Kirga had warned Gira to let her go in the past. Gira should’ve listened to him then. His unrequited love was turning him into a wretched man. And he had seriously hurt his best friend’s feelings in the process of his stupid internal plan. He felt so horrible for Casey just then that he could’ve carved his own heart out as penance. 

			“You’re right.”

			Kirga smirked slightly. “I know I am. But I also figured you would take what I have said one of two ways: the first would be acceptance and a promise to reflect; the second would’ve been for you to storm away angrily, telling me to mind my own damn business because I’m not so perfect, either.” He placed a hand on Gira’s shoulder. “You just proved my point for me, Gira. You know why?”

			Gira shook his head.

			“Because Ikarus would’ve naturally gone for the second option.”

			They looked at each other for a few seconds before breaking out in laughter. 

			Once the moment passed, Gira lowered his head. “I’ll apologize to Casey next time I see him. And this was the last prank. I swear it on my life.”

			“I believe you,” said Kirga. He used the hand on Gira’s shoulder to pull his head closer. He placed a kiss on his forehead. “I love you . . . even though you piss me off.”

			Gira smiled. “I love you too.”

			 

			D

			 

			Gira awoke to his gigantic Pegar steed licking his face. Pegars had long black tongues that were covered in glands sharp enough to cut the skin. The sting of each lick had Gira up and fully awake in less than a minute.

			“Okay, okay!” he said, pushing the massive head away from him.

			He had been sleeping under a tree. It was freezing cold, but this was not the first time he had been forced to sleep in unfavorable conditions on a mission. And he hoped it would not be the last, either. But today was the day. It was December 30th, and Gira was very close to Opiana Mountain now. He guessed that Kirga was already there. He couldn’t do anything yet, though. The Prophecy of the Genmaga specifically said that Kirga would need to wait for the evening Morphing to drink the blood of the King. Gira still had several hours before Prince Keji’s blood would be drained and drank on top of the lonely mountain.

			He tried to fight through the intense wave of nostalgia and sadness that hit him as he went directly from his old memories of Kirga, to realizing his current situation. He hated dreaming about the past so much. He wished he could just forget it all forever. Only then could he be freed from the pain.

			There was a very impatient squirrel staring at Gira as he woke. It was sitting upon a frozen stump, actually tapping one of its feet in a clear demonstration of its impatience.

			It was Toby the Mailsquirrel, the personal creature employed for the Ivory household. Toby could not speak, but he was intelligent enough to recognize that Gira was stalling on a very special letter that needed to be written.

			“Yeah, yeah,” said Gira. “I know what you want. And since today is the big day . . . I’m going to write that letter right now.”

			Toby jumped down from the stump and waited at Gira’s foot, looking up at him as he reached into his pack and pulled out the proper paper to get started. He rummaged for a few more seconds before pulling out a thin black pencil. He also pulled out the Jinxed stamp he would need to place the Edamirin symbol on Toby before sending him all the way to Turquoise Town.

			Gira was not fond of how things ended with his nephew. He loved Ika as if the boy were his own son. There was more he needed to say to Ika. He would try to fit as much as possible into this last letter. He hoped he would live long enough to see Ika again so he could say these things in person. But, given what he was about to do and who he was about to fight, he was not so sure he would ever see Ika again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Six: The Beldanbul Bone Ritual
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			Ika blinked himself awake. He had just experienced the deepest and most peaceful sleep of his entire life. But as he took in his surroundings and his brain put together where he was and what was about to happen, dread filled him. 

			“It’s go time, kiddo.”

			Ika closed his eyes as he recognized the voice. It was Phiggy. And if Phiggy was speaking to him, it meant he was no longer playing his pink flute. And if he was no longer playing his flute, then the ritual was ready to begin. 

			Ika saw that the shimmering bubble of Kanah still engulfed the area of the wide bed. It no longer needed to be sustained by the playing of Phiggy’s little flute. Phiggy himself was still sitting cross-legged next to Ika’s head. 

			If the time had come, that meant Ika had been asleep for days. Ika could not say that the time of his slumber passed without him feeling anything. It did feel like he had a long sleep, but only an extra four hours or so; not a few entire days. 

			Ika turned his head to the right and saw his mother looking at him with tears welling up in her eyes. She, in contrast to him, looked like she had not slept for a single hour since Ika fell asleep. She looked frail and intensely ill. There were dark rings under her eyes, and the outline of her skull was clearer than ever now that the thin, pale skin of her face clung to her in her malnourished state. Even with the dim light of the room, Ika could see that his mother was not far from death. She was more bone than flesh. Her eyes were bloodshot and she could barely hold her head up. 

			“Mom? Are you . . . okay?”

			Alice wiped the building tears from her eyes. “No, Ika. No. I am far from okay. I don’t want to do this, and I don’t want you to be doing this. This is crazy. I want it to stop.”

			Master Cinnamon showed up at the door to the room. “Is he up?”

			Ika smiled at his master. “Unfortunately, yeah. I’m up.” He looked back to his mother. “It’s a little late to turn back now, Mom.”

			“He’s right about that,” said Phiggy. “He’s got no choice but to move forward now that he’s inside the bubble. He’ll be in here until that spine of his is properly cleaned. And you, Mrs. Ivory, will need to remain here to help me keep the kid from dying. You’re the best possible healer I could ask for as an assistant.”

			Alice slowly stood up, and Ika did not miss the wobble of her knees as she did so. “Are we beginning now?”

			Phiggy swung his legs over the bed and stood up next to the bubble, mirroring where Alice was standing. He put the flute back into the pocket of his brown leather jacket. “Indeed, my dear. We are getting this show started.” He cracked the knuckles of his golden-furred hands. “You’re not going to like it.”

			Alice nodded solemnly. “Yes . . . I have guessed as much. But I’m going to do everything I can to make sure my son survives this with as little pain as possible. I will use whatever amount of my own Kanah I need to numb his agony. I don’t care if it kills me.”

			Ika flinched at the mere mention of her death. He had thought he was beyond the point of forgiving her for her years of lies. He had thought he would never look at her as his innocent mother ever again. But a significant portion of his rage toward her vanished when he opened his eyes and saw the look on her emaciated face. “Mom, no! Don’t push yourself too hard. You’ve already done far too much for all of us! Don’t be stupid!”

			“I am a grown woman and I will make my own choice on this,” replied Alice, quietly, and with a great strain in her voice. 

			Master Cinnamon approached the side of the bed with a worried expression; both for Alice and for Ika. “The boy is right, Alice. You’ve used up too much Kanah already. You could die if you push too hard now. Do what you can to lessen Ika’s pain . . . but don’t work yourself into a grave.” He placed a paw onto her arm. “I promise you the pain of watching you die trying to help him will be far worse and far more damaging to him than whatever this ritual will do. Believe me when I tell you that.”

			Alice closed her eyes, breathing in deeply. “As I said: I am a grown woman. I will do as I see fit for my family.”

			Phiggy rolled his shoulder and cracked his neck, bouncing up and down on the ends of his boots as if he were preparing for a big fight. His soft, high-pitched voice was near to Ika’s left ear. “Okay . . . I shall begin now. Are you ready, Ika? And I mean really, truly, sincerely, actually, positively, genuinely, absolutely, veritably, unequivocally ready?”

			Ika sighed, wishing he were asleep again. “Yes.” He was more terrified than he had ever been in his life, but he did not wish to let them all know that. “Just hurry up and remove this Curse. I want my legs back.”

			Phiggy slightly bowed toward the bed. “Your wish is my command.”

			“What happens first?” asked Alice. “What is the first step?”

			“Well,” said Phiggy, pointing to Master Cinnamon, “our friendly rabbit here is going to need to lend us some of his Kanah. If you do not mind, Mr. Cinnamon, I’d like you to place your paws on the shimmering surface of this bubble. Focus as much Kanah as you can to your paws and the ritual will do the rest. It has to be a very steady stream. Are you capable of that?”

			Cinnamon scoffed at the audacity of the mere question. He waddled forward and hovered his paws just in reach of the waving bubble of energy. “You have no idea who you’re talking to, dog boy. I can handle this just fine. You just focus on Ika.” 

			“Good,” said Phiggy. “Very good. Now for you, darling.” He pointed at Alice. “If you are keen on reducing the pain of your boy, that’s all well and good. But you’re going to need to do two things at once, then, because pain reduction is not the purpose I require you for.”

			“I will do everything I can,” said Alice, sounding barely awake. “Just tell me what you need.”

			Phiggy peered down at the blue Edamirin mark on Ika’s lower back. He ran his furred hand along it, which Ika could barely feel. “The first stage of this ritual will begin after I say a certain word. There will be four stages in total. The first two will be the most painful for him. Once Ika gets past those stages, he’ll be in the clear. Now, make no mistake, the last two stages will certainly not feel nice. But the worst will be over.” 

			He stood up again. Ika kept trying to awkwardly turn his head to see what everyone was saying. Phiggy placed his hands on his hips. “I’ll briefly explain what each stage of this ritual is going to look like. The first will be where Ika’s back is ripped open.”

			“Lovely,” said Master Cinnamon, with no shortage of sarcasm.

			Phiggy continued. “I will not need a knife for this process. The ritual will manifest a thin golden line of concentrated Kanah that will slowly descend and precisely cut open the skin of Ika’s back. Then that line will break into two and separate the skin so nearly his entire spine will be exposed to the air. Once that is complete, it will be on to stage two. Stage two will begin when I say another Edamirin word. That will be the ‘Ripping’ stage, where yet another golden thread will manifest itself around Ika’s lower spine. With my guidance, I will pull Ika’s spine from his body; specifically, the part that is tainted by Kirga’s Curse mark.”

			“How will this not kill him instantly?” asked Cinnamon. “There’s no way anyone can survive that.”

			“As long as the boy is within the bubble provided by my flute, he will be just fine,” said Phiggy. “His body will be frozen, to a certain degree. His organs will not cease their function. Once his spine is torn free, I will be moving to Stage Three. Stage Three is where I will remove the Curse from him. That part is actually rather easy. The ritual will take care of that without much need of my assistance. And the fourth stage is simply guiding his spine back into place and letting the golden threads stitch his back shut. Then, we all celebrate, because the boy will have his legs back.”

			“And what else must I do during all this?” asked Alice. “What else do you need me for?”

			“You are going to focus on stopping the bleeding after Stage One,” answered Phiggy. “There will be . . . I won’t lie to you . . . a lot of blood. If you want to focus on lessening your son’s pain, do so by all means. But I highly recommend you do not push yourself too hard trying to do two jobs at once, because if you faint on me your son will likely bleed out on this bed. I suggest you focus more on keeping his blood in his body than on making sure he is comfortable.”

			Ika felt his heart beating faster and faster as Phiggy spoke. He was not positive he was brave enough to go through with this. But, as he was painfully aware, he had no choice anymore. It was too late to turn back now. He felt himself on the verge of tears. He wished Chandi were at his side during this psychotic procedure. Knowing she was there would’ve brought him some sense of courage. But currently, he just felt alone. He resisted the urge to cry out and tell Phiggy to find some way to stop the ritual. He resisted the urge to beg for it all to stop before it even began. 

			Phiggy must’ve noticed Ika’s breathing getting shallower but much, much faster, because he leaned over and gently placed a hand on top of Ika’s head. “You will be fine, boy. Be strong now. I have a great amount of personal faith in you. If anyone is going to stop Kirga, I believe it is going to be you. But if you are to do that, and save this Crystal, you will need your legs. Stiffen your heart and push through this test. This will be one of the greatest tests of your life. You will emerge a different person when you beat this. That is a good thing. You are a strong, stubborn, and ambitious boy right now. When you are through with this . . . you will be a man.”

			Ika closed his eyes again, biting his tongue to let the pain bring his mind back into focus. All he could manage was a weak nod.

			“I’m starting the first stage now,” said Phiggy. “You can do it, boy. It is not a long ritual. It’ll be over before you know it.”

			Somehow, Ika doubted that. He suspected this bloody procedure was about to feel like the longest several minutes of his life. He suspected he would feel ten years older when it was through. He once again bit down on his tongue to push down his desire to call everything off or make himself look pathetic. He had to do his best at faking a strong spirit, because he knew that his spirit was anything but strong at the moment. 

			Ika counted the seconds until Phiggy eventually spoke again. His voice sounded amplified by Kanah. It shook the room as he said one Edamirin word.

			“Sheserel.”

			Ika opened his eyes again. He could not help it. He could see a thick golden thread coming into form above his head. It was sinewy and almost wet in appearance. It glittered as it began to slowly drop toward him. His breathing quickened again. He gripped the bedsheets with his hands and tried to calm himself down.

			“You’ll be all right, kid,” said Master Cinnamon. His voice was shaking heavily, which did little to ease Ika’s stress. He did not sound at all confident of his statement. 

			The golden line came down until it made contact with Ika’s naked back. Ika only knew it had finally reached him when he felt an icy cold line lay over his spinal cord. He could actually feel the entire length of it. It was the first time he could feel anything at all in his lower back. There was a moment of very brief excitement when he noticed the sensation. That excitement faded very quickly when a new sensation took its place.

			Pain. Pain beyond description.

			“Here we go!” yelled Phiggy over Ika’s sudden screaming. “No more than two minutes and it’ll be out, Ika! Just hang on!”

			Ika did not comprehend a word that came out of Phiggy’s mouth. He was far too busy screaming until his vocal cords burned and his eyes watered. He could feel a mingling sense of warmth mixed in with the agony. He knew this was his mother attempting to lessen his pain by numbing him. It was not working. Not even slightly. 

			It felt as if two giant hands were digging into his body and attempting to pry him in two. This was a breed of pain that broke the mind. Ika screamed over the soothing words from his mother and Cinnamon. No words could be said to ease his suffering, and no amount of Kanah his mother was attempting to force into him could lower the volume of his screams. He wished he were dead.

			Blood began to pool underneath his stomach. It very quickly drenched most of the bed. Ika wondered for a split second if it would gather around his face. He wondered if, through all of the effort to help him regain the use of his legs, he would drown in his own blood. Wouldn’t that be a memorable end to the tale of Ika Ivory? 

			“This is madness!” yelled Cinnamon. “The boy is going to die!”

			“Shut your mouth and keep your Kanah flowing just as it is!” replied Phiggy. “The boy will live. Focus on your job while I focus on mine. I need to maintain these threads with my own Kanah and concentration. I don’t need you shouting at me right now!”

			Alice was too busy sobbing and shaking to say anything to anyone.

			“Stay with me, Alice!” said Phiggy. “Keep doing what you’re doing. Close your damn eyes if you need to, but do not pass out!”

			The golden threads fully split and tore open Ika’s back. Ika was blind in his torment. His eyes were blurred by the tears that streamed down his red face. He could not even believe that he was still alive. The rest of his body that was not being ripped open felt very strange. Phiggy used the word ‘Frozen’ to describe what would happen to Ika’s organs. Ika originally took the words to mean very cold. But now he took the meaning as simply not moving. He couldn’t even feel his own heart beating, as if it had paused its function until the ritual was complete. Even without the heart pumping blood around the body, massive amounts of it leaked from Ika’s open back as he was cut open. 

			But through all of this internal chaos . . . Ika could feel his lower spine. He felt a new golden thread drop down and wrap itself around his spinal cord. He felt its icy coolness as it hoisted the long vertebrae from his back. He didn’t even hear Phiggy say the Edamirin word required for this stage.

			He screamed again. This was the worst pain yet. “STOP! PLEASE STOP! NO MORE!”

			He had reached his breaking point. This was too much for anyone to take. He didn’t care if he died. He did not even care if he ever got his legs back. In his present pain, he did not even care if stopping would take the use of his arms from him as well. He just wanted the ritual to stop. He sobbed and howled as Phiggy carried on without heeding his pleas.

			Alice’s legs began to  and her eyes began to droop closed.

			“Don’t you dare!” said Phiggy. “Stay with me, Alice! We are almost there! Keep reducing the bleeding. Focus on that over his pain!”

			Alice, as Ika could’ve easily predicted, didn’t listen to Phiggy. She continued to force out her own Kanah to numb Ika’s body and prevent him from experiencing the full extent of his torture.

			Ika closed his eyes and clenched the bedsheets as tight as he could as his spine was pulled almost completely out of him.

			“You’re almost there!” said Phiggy. “I can see the Curse. Just hang on and it’ll be over soon!”

			Once again, Ika only heard a few words of that. He didn’t think it was possible for a couple minutes to feel this long. He did catch the next Edamirin word from Phiggy, though. The only reason being that his screams had grown weaker in his throat.

			“Clexatela.”

			His entire spinal cord was enveloped in that freezing cold sensation. For a moment it actually stopped his pain. But that joyous moment was only two seconds long; then he was returned to his anguish. By this point his voice was lost from how loud he had been screaming. 

			The golden threads began to lower Ika’s spine back into his body. By this point in time Ika’s vision was going black. His wails of pain became frail enough for him to actually hear a furious knock on the front door of the house.

			“Probably the screaming,” said Cinnamon. “Someone from down the street probably heard him and is coming to see if everything is okay!”

			“Well we’re a little too busy right now to answer the door, aren’t we, rabbit?” said Phiggy.

			Ika’s head fell forward and his tongue hung from his open mouth. He could feel himself slipping away. He could also feel that most of his body was drenched in his own blood. 

			“Alice, what did I tell you!” Phiggy’s voice was the harshest Ika had ever heard it. It was even darker and more instinctually alarming than when he argued with Uncle Gira in Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour. “Focus on stopping the bleeding right now or you are going to watch your son die in front of your eyes! Do as I say, you imbecile!”

			Ika could not muster the strength to look in his mother’s direction, but the sound of Cinnamon’s voice made it clear something was very, very wrong.

			“Alice, stay with us! Come on now, girl!”

			“I need to hurry,” said Phiggy, sounding panicked. 

			Ika did not like Phiggy, of all people, sounding that anxious. It could not be a good sign.

			“Derenlara!”

			Ika let out one final scream as he felt his spinal cord be pushed back into place, and the skin of his back being hastily stitched together by the golden threads. He was slipping away now, but he was not the only one. Just before Ika lost consciousness, he heard two things. 

			“Alice! Alice, are you all right! Speak to us! Stay with us, now. It’s over. The ritual is done. You did it! Please stay with us!”

			That was Master Cinnamon’s voice.

			“Ika’s toes! His toes! He’s wiggling his toes!”

			That was Phiggy. There was a very big difference between the tones of those two voices. One was grief. The other was pure elation.

			Ika’s eyes slowly closed to the sound of Cinnamon’s terrified shrieks.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Seven: The Last Letter and the Return of the Wolf
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			Ika woke screaming in his own bed. He sat up immediately and looked around, taking in the sight of his empty room. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, but a pair of light red pants hugged his thin legs. It took a few moments for his memory to catch up. The first thing he did was yell for his mother at the top of his lungs.

			Someone showed up shortly after at his door. It was a face Ika had not seen in a long while. He could hardly breathe as he looked at the tall man standing in the doorway to his bedroom. There were two reasons he was having trouble breathing. The first was due to his shock at the sight itself. The second was due to the immense Kanah coming from the man.

			“Hello again,” said a strong, composed voice.

			It was Elra. A member of the Dalada was standing in Ika’s house, and Ika could not have been more confused.

			Elra was always an imposing figure. His hair was in similar fashion to Ika’s, though the colouring was different. Elra’s long hair was split down the center; vibrant blue on the right, and a soft white on the left. He was not wearing his usual Dalada uniform of epic armour and long cloak. Instead, he was wearing a beige shawl of sorts that wrapped multiple times around his wide torso. He was a thin man, but with powerful shoulders that bulged beneath the soft fabric. He was also wearing a pair of long black boots and what looked like white pants under the long shawl.

			He was dressed like a travelling civilian. He was dressed like a nomad. This peculiarity was not lost on Ika. The Dalada never dressed like this. They were always in their regulated uniforms.

			He stroked at his thin white goatee. “You are strong enough now that I no longer need to suppress my Kanah as much, no?”

			Ika blinked twice. That was an odd first thing to say. “Uh . . . what the hell are you doing in my house? Is t-t-this a dream? Am I still out?”

			Elra’s expression did not alter in the slightest. His monotonous voice was slightly aggravating at the present moment. “No, boy, you are not dreaming. This is real. You have woken from your surgery. I have been told it was a success.” He gestured with a hand for Ika to get out of bed. “But you may test that out for yourself, Ika Ivory.”

			Ika gripped the bedpost and swung his legs over the side. He could not resist a small smile when he felt his bare feet hit the wood. He wiggled his toes and moved his legs back and forth. He was finally back. His eyes filled with tears. The ritual had worked. He was not sure if it was the worth the pain, though. Phiggy was right about him emerging a true man. He was eighteen when the ritual began. He now felt as if he were twenty-eight; not physically, but mentally. Having to endure that was his greatest challenge thus far in his life. But he did it.

			But he could not have done it without someone’s help in particular. “Tell me . . . where is my mother?”

			“She is downstairs in your living room. She has been laid on the couch. I am afraid she is . . . not well.”

			Ika stood from his bed and felt the full strength of his legs again. He was far skinnier now than he was the previous year. He would need to regain a great deal of muscle. “What do you mean by that? How is she not well? She’s alive, though? My mother is still alive?”

			He felt his new legs grow weaker already as the stress of worrying about his mother made them tremble. 

			Elra hummed. “She is still alive, yes. For now, at least. She has yet to wake up since your ritual was completed. The Gast has gone around town to find a few other healers to look after her. They are not nearly as efficient as she is, due to the fact that they are Yeryaila. But a doctor is a doctor. Their help will make a difference. They have no guess as to when she will wake, however.”

			Ika thought back to how scared Cinnamon sounded just before he passed out. “In your opinion . . . will she ever wake?”

			Elra paused for a handful of tense heartbeats. “I tend not to give my opinion on things I cannot accurately predict.”

			Ika sighed. “Great. Thanks for making me feel better.”

			“I did not come all this was to make you feel better, Ika Ivory.”

			Ika arched a brow and stepped forward. There was still a sharp pain in his back. It worsened with every step. He suspected his back would need weeks to recover fully from what was done to the skin. He also expected he would have the scar for the rest of his life. “Why did you come all this way? What is a member of the Dalada doing in Turquoise Town?”

			Just as the words left his mouth, Ika’s heart nearly stopped in his chest. Cinnamon! he thought, trying not to reveal his fear in his face. Oh my God! Did he see Cinnamon? Could he be dead already? Elra hasn’t mentioned anything yet. He’s just calmly talking about Mom. I feel like he would’ve brought up the Oracle accused of killing the previous king of Wenworld if he happened to have bumped into him while in my home. Maybe Cinnamon was fast enough to hide before Elra entered the house. I heard someone knocking on the door before I blacked out. That must’ve been Elra. I’m sure Master would’ve easily sensed his Kanah and hid before someone, obviously Phiggy, opened the door.

			“I am not supposed to be here at all,” said Elra. “Pelopidas the Golden Lion is dead. The world is in a state of turmoil, and I am expected in the Northern Regions right now. But I have many tricks up my sleeve. I used one of them to fool King Stultis into thinking I am traveling with the other members of the King’s squad. I could not fool Don-Galaga, of course, but he took no issue with me coming south.”

			Ika’s brain only focused on one sentence in that explanation. “The lion is dead? You’re sure?”

			This would mean that Chandi failed. It could possibly mean that Chandi was . . . 

			No. He wouldn’t even dare think it.

			“Positive,” replied Elra. The potency of his Kanah was weighing heavy on Ika’s frail chest. “He was slain by the Zyphur Spear. A war could break out in the north. These are dangerous times. The presence of Don-Galaga will likely stabilize things for a time. We can hope.”

			“So why aren’t you with him? I don’t get it.”

			“I came here for my friend,” said Elra. “I am worried about Gira. We all know Kirga is planning something big . . . but we do not know where it is he will strike next. We have a theory, but that is all. I was told by Pulkra that Kirga is attempting to achieve Dual Affinity. And that he will need to travel to Opiana Mountain in order to do so.”

			“It’s not a theory,” said Ika. “It’s the truth. Gira is chasing after Kirga right now. He’s trying to stop him alone.”

			Elra hung his head. “That . . . is precisely what I was afraid of. I fear for Gira. It is why I have come this far. I do not wish to see my old friend die. I have come to Turquoise Town in order to hopefully stop Gira from setting out on his own. And now you are telling me that I am too late.”

			Ika suddenly thought of a very important question; one that would determine how much trouble they were in. “Do you happen to know how long I was out? I blacked out after the ritual, but I don’t know how long it’s been. It’s still December Thirtieth, right? Please tell me it’s still December Thirtieth.”

			“It is,” said Elra. “It is eleven o’clock in the morning. I have also been told by Pulkra that we have until the evening Morphing to stop Kirga from achieving his mythical status. I still am not sure I even believe in a state such as Dual Affinity, but Don-Galaga seemed . . . nervous . . . about the idea. And that is enough for me to take this quest seriously.”

			“Why didn’t you just go straight to Opiana Mountain, then?” asked Ika, angrily. “If you know that is where Kirga is headed, you could’ve waited there for him and killed him when he arrived.”

			Ika was momentarily shocked to even hear himself say those words. He wanted to be the one to kill Kirga. He recalled a furious argument with Uncle Gira just before he first met Elra and his great wolf. He didn’t want the Dalada to hunt down Kirga. He needed it to be him. And now he was chastising a member of the legendary squad because he didn’t kill Kirga. He wasn’t sure who he was and what he wanted anymore.

			“I would’ve if I could’ve,” answered Elra. “I used a complex cloning Curse to fool King Stultis into thinking I was travelling north. After that I used one of our many Rune-focused hideouts to travel near to this town. Runes cannot be placed anywhere surrounding the mountain. It is sacred ground. The most sacred ground in all of Wenworld.”

			Ika recalled the Rune hideout the Dalada had in Kanakon. It was a cozy home inside of a giant red boot. Lilly Cloudborn was the name of the old woman who lived in the boot. The memory of those simpler days made Ika sad.

			He opened his mouth to speak but was cut off when a dozen loud taps came at his bedroom window. He and Elra looked over to see a small brown squirrel angrily scratching and thumping the glass. It was Toby, the Mailsquirrel for the Ivory family.

			“Toby!” Ika ran over—still getting used to the sensation of using his legs again—and opened the window. “You have a letter! Is it from Uncle Gira?” 

			He once again thought about how seamlessly he was easing back into adding the ‘Uncle’ before saying Gira’s name. 

			Toby was frantic as he jumped inside and ran in circles around Ika’s legs. He seemed excited about Ika being able to walk again, but he also seemed anxious about something. It was difficult for Ika to place the little creature’s mood as he tried hard to catch him.

			“Stay still, Toby! Let me get the letter!” He finally snatched the red envelope from Toby’s back when the squirrel darted between his legs. 

			“You think this letter is from Gira?” asked Elra, not looking amused at all by the show the squirrel was putting on. 

			Ika ripped open the top of the envelope and pulled a long sheet of white paper out. He needed to unfold it several times. It was a larger sheet of paper than what Gira would normally use when sending a message back home. “Definitely. He’s the only one who can use Toby to send letters to our house. He always sends them when he is on secret missions with you guys.”

			By ‘you guys’, Ika meant the Dalada. He tried to keep the anger out of his voice when he said it. There was a time when Ika idolized the King’s squad. This was not so much the case anymore. He simply saw them as other Oracles now. Extremely powerful Oracles, but Oracles nonetheless.

			He read the first words of the letter.

			 

			Dear Ika,

			 

			He held the paper tightly in his hands. He could hardly believe it. The letter was not addressed to all of them. It was not addressed to Alice, Cinnamon, or just a blanket statement that naturally alluded to all of them. This was the last message Gira would get to Turquoise Town before his duel with Kirga, and yet he decided to write it specifically for Ika. Ika was not sure how he felt about this. They had argued so often over the past year. He remembered his spat with his uncle outside of Crimson Town. That was the worst argument the two of them had ever had. What could possibly be said within this letter?

			“Well?” said Elra. “What does it say?”

			“It’s addressed to me,” replied Ika, his voice sounding distant even to himself.

			“Just you?”

			“Just me.” He looked over at Elra. “Can I . . . can I have the room to myself?”

			Elra bowed his head. “You may have your privacy. I am preparing to head off now. If I move fast, I may be able to catch up to Gira before the Morphing tonight.”

			“What?” Ika almost dropped the letter, fumbling it in his hands. “It took us weeks to walk to Opiana. And it would take days by horse or Pegar. How can you make it within the end of today? Unless . . .” Ika walked over to his bed and sat back down. He had lost too much blood during the ritual to be standing for too long. “Did you bring Sutugius with you?”

			“Of course,” said Elra. “I do not go anywhere without Sutugius. He is my loyal steed. With his speed, I am hoping I can make it to the mountain before the Morphing. It is not a certain thing, however. It will be very close. And this is why I must leave now.”

			“Wait!” said Ika, raising his voice as Elra began to turn and leave the room. “I have to come with you. Let me come with you, please. He’s my uncle. I have to be there to help him fight Kirga.”

			Elra shook his head. “Boy, you are lucky to be alive. You are paler than death. You have lost too much blood. Rest is what you need now; not battle.”

			The whole reason Ika wanted his legs back was so that he could duel Kirga again. He would not take no for an answer here. But even more importantly than the prospect of revenge was the confirmation of his uncle’s safety. “I’m coming with you. I’ll be just fine. Just give me a minute to read this letter. My uncle and I . . . were not on good terms when he left. I just . . . I need to know what he has to say. I won’t be long.”

			“I care for Gira,” said Elra. His voice sounded almost as if he were making some kind of threat. “I will indulge your request to travel with me. But if you slow me down, I will drop you and leave you in the wild. I cannot afford to be slowed down by you. Is that understood?”

			Ika appreciated how much Elra seemed to care for his uncle’s safety. He needed all the allies he could get. He couldn’t ask for a better ally than a member of the Dalada. “Elra, if I somehow slow us down and am going to be the reason we can’t get to Opiana in time, I’ll want you to drop me.”

			That wasn’t completely true. Ika still wanted to be the one to kill Kirga, but right now he needed to convince Elra. And perhaps a small part of him did actually mean his words. 

			Elra nodded. “Very well. Sutugius is waiting outside in the street. I will be out there when you are ready. I will give you ten minutes. If you take even a single second longer, I will be leaving without you.” He crossed his arms and grimaced. “Belasefka was tasked with hunting Kirga, but now that Pelopidas is dead, that mission has been called off. I am the only one who Don-Galaga allowed to sneak south and check on Gira. He seemed to care more about Gira specifically than stopping Kirga at all. Since I am the last hope, I do not intend to loiter.”

			He spun and closed the door. Ika heard the sound of his boots get quieter and quieter as he made his was down the hall.

			Knowing he was now alone, Ika frantically opened the letter again and began to read. The script was very small. There were many paragraphs of words so small Ika could scarcely make out some of them. He had to assume what they were based on context clues. 

			 

			Dear Ika,

			 

			I have been wanting to write this letter for a few days. I just couldn’t bring myself to get any of my thoughts down until now. I’m still struggling to think of what to say, even right now, as my pencil hits the paper. But I know that I must say something. And I’m running out of time. 

			I didn’t say nearly enough to you when we last met. I was actually terrified to speak to you and say goodbye before I left town. I was terrified because I know you still hate me. You made that quite clear during our last conversation. But I do not think I made it clear just how much I love you before I left. I think I did a sufficient enough job letting Chandi know. Maybe the rare emotional side of me was just too exhausted from saying goodbye to Chandi to give you its full attention. 

			That’s a joke, of course. It was my fear that stopped me from telling you my honest thoughts. But there is no excuse for me to keep being distant to you now that I can address you personally in letter form.

			To be blunt with you, kid, I’m not sure I’m going to get out of this one. I’ve been in many tricky situations in my long life. But I know Kirga. He’s my brother. I know him well enough to know he will run through anyone who stands in the way of him seeing Casey again. He’s misguided and simply wrong, but he truly believes that he will never reunite with Casey again if he does not destroy the Crystal. That idea is nothing but Morganian propaganda. His dream will not come true. The Crystal must remain intact, Ika. I’m willing to die if I can only hold Kirga off long enough for him to miss his opportunity. The fate of us all depends on it. But I worry Kirga is too strong for me. I suppose I’ll find out tonight.

			There is something else I must mention to you. I want you to pay very close attention to this part in particular. I never got the chance to see Don-Galaga again, so I never got the chance to ask him about something very important. You must remember to seek out Don-Galaga yourself and ask him about the ‘Ivory Fang.’ I’m sure you remember me mentioning this before.

			From what I can understand, your father was the Ivory Fang. I don’t know what it means or how it made Ikarus so special, but I feel it is important for you to get these answers. This discovery leads me to a very depressing conclusion, however. Thing is, if Don-Galaga only raised the three of us because Kirga and Ikarus were some kinds of prodigal sons, then my suspicions about my father’s love for me will be confirmed. I was only ever the plus one. Ikarus and Kirga mattered. I was just there because I happened to be there when Don-Galaga sought out my older brother. 

			This hurts me more than I could possibly say. It’s one thing to suspect your own lack of significance for your whole life, but it is another thing entirely to have it confirmed for you by one of the oldest and wisest creatures in the world. Euripides gave me this information. I trust him as a source. You must find out what the Ivory Fang is. If it is some kind of special trait that runs in the blood, then perhaps you could be the Ivory Fang as well. I don’t know. But if I fail to stop Kirga, then you will be the only hope we have left. I know you will recover from your current state. You’re stronger than I’ve ever been, kid. Your strength of spirit makes me look like a joke in comparison. I’m begging you to stay strong, no matter what happens. 

			Now that I’ve covered that, I’ll get back to the main reason I felt compelled to write this letter. Ika, I did not say nearly enough to you when we last spoke. I know it is hard for you to forgive your mother and I for lying to you for your entire life, but we did not want you to live the lives we lived. We did not want you to know the pain, both physical and mental, that we knew. It’s one of the reasons I refused to train you. It’s the reason I let you and Chandi see Kanakon for the first time, then made a deal to lock you in the Gritka until I dueled Kirga. I don’t want this for you. And I know Ajith didn’t want this life for Chandi. I wonder how the old girl does it sometimes. She has become strong enough to let Chandi take her own path. I’ll have to get some advice from her If I get back. 

			 

			Ika reread the line three times until he put together that his uncle had left before Ajith’s death. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know that Ajith died to give Chandi Filiorvis. He also doesn’t know that I went through with the Beldanbul Bone Ritual. There’s so much he’s not aware of. He thinks he’s completely on his own. I don’t have the time to write him back and explain things. 

			He continued reading. 

			 

			I wish I were a good enough writer to explain to you how much you have always meant to me. I know you hate me, but I am okay with that. All I have ever wanted was to protect you. I wanted you to live a happy life. I know your mother wants the same. I love you more than I ever did Kirga. I think it is important that you know that. I love you even more than I did your father. You gave my life purpose, Ika. You made it finally worth something. My happiest memories are with you and Chandi. Watching you grow has been a joy I’m not sure I’ve earned.

			I love you forever, kid. Forever. I’m so sorry I couldn’t be better to you. But I will always be proud of you. No matter what path you take in life. 

			You’ll be okay.

			Goodbye.

			 

			Sincerely,

			Gira

			 

			Ika shot up from his bed, dropping the letter to the ground. His legs were shaking and his back stung as he made his way toward his dresser and pulled out a set of winter clothing flexible enough to fight in. He was moving with such frantic speed that he bumped into nearly every object in his room while he prepared.

			One thought overflowed in Ika’s mind. One thought kept him preparing at such an agitated speed. One thought kept him ignoring the pain in his body.

			He thinks I hate him. He actually thinks I hate him, the idiot! I figured he would be smart enough to recognize my stubborn anger would eventually go away. But he really thinks I don’t care about him anymore. I can’t believe it. Of course I don’t hate him! I was hurt by his lies, as well as what he did to Uncle Casey, but I could never hate him. How stupid can he be? Tears filled Ika’s eyes as he put on his new clothes. He thinks I hate him. What if . . . what if he really does die? He’ll die believing in his heart that I hate him! 

			I shouldn’t have let him leave believing that. I should have told him that I didn’t hate him. What kind of a monster was I? What have I done? No. I can get there. Let me calm down. Elra said it’s possible to get there, and I still have a few minutes before he leaves without me. Let me relax. We can get to him in time.

			Ika was now dressed in thick grey pants and a long white jacket with black fur around the collar. When he spun to walk toward the door, he fell to his knees in his guilt. He clutched at his face and did his best to hold back his tears. Why wouldn’t I just say I didn’t hate him? Why would I let him think it? What have I done?

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Eight: Ika’s Departure and the Consequences of Motherhood

			[image: ]

			Even though Ika was in a rush to get downstairs and let Elra know not to leave without him, he needed to stop for a moment and gaze into his mother’s room as he stood at the top of the stairs. The door was open and he could see her bed covered in his blood. There was blood staining the floor and even the walls. He attributed his lightheadedness and overall weakness to his blood loss. He would not be in good shape to fight Kirga, but he was more concerned with his uncle’s safety than his revenge at present.

			He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. He just needed a moment to steady his mind. When the moment passed, Ika ran down the stairs and stopped again when he spotted his mother lying on the couch in the living room.

			Phiggy was dabbing a wet cloth on her head. “I take it you’re off, then?”

			Ika went into the room, quickly knocking on the window to let Elra know not to leave. He could faintly see Elra standing alone in the snow. He did not spot his giant wolf anywhere.

			Elra nodded at the window, but motioned with one finger for Ika to get a move on. Every minute that passed before they left Turquoise Town was a minute wasted. 

			Ika walked to the side of the couch and knelt down to take his mother’s freezing cold hand in his own. She looked more skeleton than woman now. Her face was sunken to a disturbing degree, and her breathing was far too shallow. “Phiggy . . . be honest with me . . . will she die?”

			Phiggy dabbed at Alice’s forehead again. His golden eyes did not blink once as he stared down at what was left of her beautiful face. He used the claw on the index finger of his right hand to gently tuck a long strand of Alice’s bright white hair behind her ear. “My boy . . . I do not know. I tried to tell her to ignore your pain. I should’ve known better than to expect a mother to do that. She spent far too much energy on numbing you to the ritual. You may think it was unbearable . . . but I promise you it would’ve been many times worse if not for her.”

			Phiggy was looking at Alice with a strange expression of admiration that Ika had not seen from him before. “I’ve been around a long time, Ika. I’ve seen many good parents, and I’ve seen many bad parents. This . . . is a very good one.”

			Ika found he could not argue with that statement. Knowing he had little time, he lifted his mother’s hand and brought it to his lips. His anger with her had evaporated. He just wanted her to get better. He had a complicated family, but one that many people would still kill for. He made a promise to himself that he would remember that if she awoke.

			When he placed the hand back on the side of the couch, he whispered to Phiggy, “Where is he?”

			Phiggy still kept his eyes on Alice. “I take it you mean the rabbit?”

			Ika nodded. “Did . . . did Elra . . . see him?”

			“No. Cinnamon was fast enough to hide in his pot before I opened the door. He could sense the powerful Kanah and knew something was wrong. I can’t tell you whether or not we fooled Elra, but since he didn’t smash the pot as soon as he entered the house, I think it’s safe to say he is unaware.”

			Ika stood up. “Good. Then I’m off to save my uncle.”

			Phiggy finally tore his eyes away from Alice to look up at her son. “You may be too late, boy, but I wish you the best. Be safe. Remember, I need you. You’re the one I’ve put my money on in this race. Don’t do something stupid and get yourself killed after I went through all that trouble to put you back together.”

			Ika smirked. “I won’t. But I have to ask: what did Elra think of you when he saw you performed that ritual? Does he know who you are? Did he react to you at all?”

			Phiggy shrugged. “He hasn’t paid me much mind. I’ve always been rather good at avoiding people’s interest. I prefer it that way. He was quite impressed by my ability to perform the ritual, but I’ve passed myself off as a nomad healer from the east. My Kanah isn’t potent enough for him to really have any suspicions further than that.”

			Ika noted Phiggy’s use of the term ‘Pass myself off.’ It annoyed Ika to no end that Phiggy would not share who he really was and what he really wanted. He always kept his cards close to the chest. He would give away only little pieces every now and then, and these pieces were not big enough for Ika to come up with any theory.

			He nearly jumped from his skin when a few hard knocks came at the window. It was Elra. His facial expression made it clear he was well past the limit of his patience.

			Ika nodded to the window, then looked at Phiggy. “Please take care of her. She deserves better than all of this. And tell you-know-who that I’ll be okay. I have a Dalada member with me.”

			“I will do my best,” said Phiggy. “And I’ll let the rabbit know. Now go. And good luck.”

			Ika took one last sad look at his mother before heading for the door. It took an enormous amount of willpower for him to open the door. He did not want to leave her in that state. But he knew his uncle needed him. He was wasting time. 

			He opened the door fully and stepped outside into the freezing air, closing the door behind him as softly as he could. He looked at Elra standing alone in the street. There was no one else around. There wouldn’t be in this extreme cold. “Where is the wolf?”

			Elra raised his right hand and placed two fingers into his mouth. The whistle that came after was as beautiful as any violin. Sutugius came running through the white mist of the falling snow. His massive form slid to a stop in front of Ika.

			Ika looked up at the magnificent beast. As majestic as the gigantic grey wolf was, Sutugius was also the most intimidating creature Ika had ever seen. Something about the way Sutugius looked at Ika gave the boy the impression the wolf was trying to resist ripping his head from his shoulders. Ika could not guess why the wolf hated him so much. He wondered if Sutugius gave every Moon Affinity Oracle that same glare.

			The last time Ika had seen the creature was when he was fifteen. It was just before his first visit to Kanakon. He was standing on a hill, arguing with Uncle Gira about whether they should warn King Stultis that Kirga had snuck into the Capital City. That felt like another lifetime now. 

			Elra jumped onto Sutugius’ back without even needing to use his hands to pull on the fur. He looked down at Ika with a frown. “Hurry up and get on. We have wasted enough time already.”

			“All right, all right.” Ika slowly reached toward the fur on Sutugius’ side. “Please don’t kill me when I pull on this.”

			“He will do nothing without my approval,” said Elra. “Now hurry, boy!”

			Sutugius growled deep in his throat when Ika pulled himself onto his back, situating himself behind Elra. He grabbed onto Elra’s side. It felt odd just to be touching a Dalada member. “Okay, I’m rea—”

			Ika could not finish his sentence. As soon as he was properly holding onto Elra, Sutugius dashed forward at blinding speed. They were out of town and flying down the massive hill with a single stride. With another stride they were deep inside of Turquoise Forest, headed in the direction of Opiana Mountain.

			They had until the Morphing to stop Kirga from becoming the most powerful Oracle in the world. No pressure, of course.  

		

	
		
			Interlude: Opiana Mountain

			[image: ]

			Kirga walked through the tall grey grass of the Opiana Plains. He knelt to pick up one of the thousands of bright red roses that grew in the area during every season of the year. It could get quite cold at Opiana, but it never snowed. Kirga enjoyed the solemn exquisiteness of the location as he walked on, smelling the rose and smiling. He was close. The time had come.  

			The Coldshire Gang trailed behind him. Their faces were solemn and they spoke little to each other. They just wanted this strange journey to be over. Kirga did not blame them for that. He had similar feelings on the matter. But he was one step closer to seeing his husband again, so they would need to suck it up. He would tolerate no sluggishness when they were this close to Opiana Mountain. So close, in fact, that Kirga could actually spot it in the distant fog. 

			The wide base of the mountain was shaved off to a perfect smoothness. Kirga could see the legendary torches lighting the stairway heading to the flat top; the blazing torches that never went out. No amount of water could douse them and no amount of wind could blow them out. 

			A very large man appeared to Kirga’s right. He was carrying Prince Keji Aberdam in his hands. “There it is. You made it, Kirga. I hope this is all worth it.”

			Kirga breathed in the cool air and closed his eyes for a moment. “Trust me, Kamarr . . . so do I.” He looked over at the unconscious Keji. “I don’t think you need to keep knocking the boy out now. He’s not going to escape us at this point. Next time he wakes, don’t use your Kanah to put him back out. Let him come to me. I’m sure he’ll have more questions.”

			“I have a bad feeling,” said Kamarr, looking on toward the spectre of the mountain. “I’m sure we’ve still got a good chunk of time before Belasefka catches up to us, but I still have this lingering sense of danger that I can’t seem to shake.”

			Kirga understood Kamarr completely. He was previously wondering if he was the only one. He did not sense any Kanahs powerful enough to belong to the Dalada, which meant they were not at Opiana. And if they were not at Opiana by this point, then that meant Wriliara succeeded in his goal. Pelopidas was dead. Kirga always had faith in his favourite Apostle. He trusted him to achieve any task. 

			So why did he still feel like his greatest trial was still before him? Why did he not feel like Dual Affinity was in simple reach? Kirga decided to trust his—as well as Kamarr’s—instincts. There was still one last problem to overcome before he could claim his new power. He did assume that there was one person in particular who would be chasing him besides Belasefka.

			Could it be him? Could it . . . really be you, brother?  

			Devri came up on the other side of Kirga. She was chewing a granola ration. She burped and rubbed her stomach. “I’ll tell ya, I’m getting sick of these rations. They hurt my tummy.”

			Kirga raised an eyebrow. “Can you take this seriously, Devri?”

			She held up her hands. “I’m dead serious. I wouldn’t joke about my tummy.”

			Kirga rolled his eyes and continued walking toward the mountain. He dropped the rose to the ground as he moved ahead. “Come on. It will not be long until the evening Morphing now. Only a few hours.”

			Kirga thought about much as he led the way. Even though many different visions and questions came into his mind, there was one consistent subject that all of his thoughts were based upon: Casey. Kirga could not possibly contain his growing excitement. As much as Kirga despised his horrid mother, Migra Morga made sure her son knew the cost of dying with the Crystal intact. The souls of the dead could not find their loved ones. They could not find peace in any form. Only when the Crystal is destroyed can souls find eternal peace. Only then can Kirga see Casey’s face. Hear his laugh. Listen to his voice. Feel the touch of his skin. Dual Affinity would be the cure to Kirga’s perpetual depression. Happiness was only a few steps away. 

			His smile faded as he approached the great pale stairs at the foot of the mountain. He was still an entire field away, but he could clearly see the first wide step through the fog. His smile faded because the words of the White Raven echoed in his mind once more. There was no cognizant afterlife. Corvus said the essence of the soul was consumed by the universe beyond. The universe gave the energy for life, and it took that energy back when the life was expended.

			Kirga still did not know what this word ‘Universe’ meant. Was it a person? Who could this Universe be? Was it an ancient creature akin to the White Raven himself? No matter how hard he tried to forget it, the haunting warning of the Raven was ever in Kirga’s subconscious. He wept thinking on them some nights; thinking about a world where Corvus is correct. He and Casey would never meet again in that world. Kirga did not want to live in that world. 

			He was broken out of his long, ruminating daze when his boots hit the first step. He looked up and smirked at the lavish stairway leading to Dual Affinity. All he needed to do was bring the Prince to the top and wait for the Morphing to begin. Then, with a small cup of the boy’s blood, Kirga would become the most unstoppable force in the world. Even his father would struggle to overcome him. That thought alone was enough to make Kirga dizzy with exhilaration. 

			He glanced back once at the faces of the Coldshire Gang members. Many of them looked at him with vacant expressions, but a few of them appeared no less than infuriated with him. He wished all of them well, and felt guilt over the struggles they were forced to endure since Percy demanded they help Kirga with his goal. Thirteen of them were now dead because of their involvement with him. Belasefka had torn through them all with merciless aggression.

			Thinking about Belasefka again made Kirga furrow his brow. He found it odd that he had not caught up to them again yet. He guessed it was because of the presumed death of Pelopidas. Belasefka would’ve been called north as soon as possible. But how could he have received the message when he was already in the wild pursuing Kirga? Kirga had no choice but to assume that Don-Galaga could still find a way to contact Belasefka even while he was in the wild. If civilians could use Mailsquirrels to do a similar job, there was no reason to believe the mighty Dalada could not reach out to each other with updates from their missions. 

			This was even more good news. Wriliara and Percy had succeeded; otherwise Kirga and the gang never would’ve made it this far without summary annihilation. And now even Belasefka was off their tail. Everything was going according to Kirga’s plan.

			He began walking up the smooth steps. He was followed by the rest of the gang. Kamarr was on his left, Devri was on his right, and the remainder of the gang trailed them in one large flock. When Kirga reached the top of the stairs, he smiled and took in the sight of the massive flat circle of sheared stone. This was the place he was meant to drink the blood of the King. This was the most sacred of all known places. 

			“How will you go about drinking the blood?” asked Devri when she reached Kirga’s side again. “Are you gunna just cut his wrist and put it to your mouth, or do you need a cup or something?”

			Kirga wasn’t fond of thinking about the specifics of the action. He just wanted to get it over with. “Do you have a cup in your pack?”

			“Sure,” said Devri. “I’ve got a few small tin ones. Would you like me to pull one out?”

			Kirga looked back to gaze out at the vast grey fields surrounding the mountain. There were hundreds of red willow trees growing throughout Opiana Plains. They kept their leaves even in the winter. “If you do not mind, yes, I would like a small cup.”

			Devri took off her large burlap sack and placed it upon the smooth stone. She rummaged through it for a few seconds before pulling out one of the tin cups. 

			Kamarr came up on Kirga’s other side. “How much are you meant to drink? One cupful, or enough to kill the boy?”

			Kirga took the cup from Devri. “I imagine one full cup would be enough to consume. I think Euripides’ prophecy would’ve made it clear if I needed to take in a vast amount of the King’s blood. I don’t believe we should overthink this step too much. The boy will live. I have no desire to kill him.”

			“Hurry up and get this over with!” came a gruff voice from within the mass of gang members.

			“Yeah!” came another voice from the very back of the group. “We’ve had enough of whatever this is. Perform whatever ritual you need to and let us return to our real leader!”

			The rest of the Coldshire Gang cheered at these words.

			Kamarr’s commanding voice cut through the cheers and silenced the crowd. “Everybody shut your damn mouths! Percy told us to support Kirga in his goal. He asked us to trust him! Has Percy ever led us astray before?”

			A shared look of guilt came over every member of the gang. A woman in the front spoke up. “No . . . he has not. Never.”

			“Exactly!” Kamarr shook his head. “You lot have disappointed me. Percy may not be with us, but he wants us doing this. He has a plan for us. He always has a plan for us. Stop being a bunch of blubbering infants. Percy has already done his half of the job. Pelopidas the great lion is now dead. He is working a lot harder than we’ve been. All we’ve done is walk. And now we are going to guard Kirga with our lives, because Percy believes we should.”

			Kirga winced at Kamarr’s empathetic speech. He had grown to like the man quite a bit. He had a level of respect for the entire Coldshire Gang. And yet he was using them as pawns. Percy did not dedicate his famous crew to assisting Kirga out of the goodness of his heart, or even out of a shared desire to see the Crystal destroyed. He only did so because the Genmaga had a natural power over Kensrals. Percy was not likely to even be aware of what he was doing.

			This natural power also made Kirga question his friendship with Wriliara. He hoped that his favourite Apostle would follow him regardless of his persuasive instinct, but he was not sure of this. 

			The gang erupted into a series of small conversations as Kirga fell into a thoughtful daze. Kamarr and Devri were attempting to explain to the few remaining naysayers why they needed to honour the will of Percy Coldshire, while another small cluster were discussing why it never snowed in this section of the world, while yet another cluster were doing nothing more than collectively whining about how hungry and cold they were. 

			Kirga was too busy inside of his own head. This time he was not thinking of his husband. He was not thinking about the Dalada or his father, either. The only thing that currently occupied his mind was his focus on pinpointing a certain Kanah. He had first sensed a sliver of it during Kamarr’s speech, but now he was picking up more and more of this familiar energy. 

			It was an Oracle trying to mask their Kanah. But it was not just any Oracle.

			Kirga lowered his head and smirked. His internal emotions were extremely conflicted, but that smirk found its way to his face regardless. He did not really know why he smirked, but he did.

			Suddenly, one by one, each member of the Coldshire Gang went quiet as they sensed it as well. All of them, including Kirga himself, turned to look to the bottom of the stairs, where a massive Pegar steed stood just a meter away from the first step. Upon this great white creature was a man whose face was hidden under a grey hood. 

			“Who is that?” asked Kamarr, holding Prince Keji tightly to his chest. The boy remained unconscious. 

			“That . . .” said Kirga, “. . .  is my brother.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Nine: The Opiana Duel Begins
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			Gira told himself he was going to at least pretend to be calm and collected when he finally caught up to Kirga. He told himself he would appear strong and unafraid. And yet, now that he was staring up at his old brother standing amongst a crowd of other Oracles, Gira was incredibly nervous. His hands trembled as he held the reins of his majestic Pegar.

			He decided to employ a little trick he had used a few years back to mess with Ika and Chandi. Ironically enough, he had used the trick in the exact same location he was in right now. 

			He mentally focused an inconceivable amount of his own Kanah into the center of his chest. This always had a very unique effect on the world around him. Gira Ivory’s Kanah was so potent that focusing it in a single space and mentally churning it forced a certain amount of energy outward from his body. Its power changed the very atmosphere around him. The clouds grew dark and swirled around where he stood. Great, explosive bangs of thunder followed seconds after flashes of white and black lighting. 

			Gira amplified his voice with a slightly less difficult trick of Kanah. “Kirga! I have come to settle this once and for all! Come down and face me! I know you’ve been waiting for this day as long as I have!” 

			Gira felt his heart pick up its beat as Kirga pushed his way through the gang to walk down the stairs alone. His voice was equally as commanding as Gira’s even without the added Kanah. “You should know better than to try these melodramatic tricks with me, little brother. Don’t be bashful now. Step off the Pegar and remove that hood. Let me see your face.”

			Gira did jump down from his steed. He whispered in the Pegar’s ear and swatted it on the behind. The giant beast galloped south into the thick fog. Gira was completely alone now. He slowly took off his hood and stared up at Kirga. It took all he had to not reveal his emotions in his face.

			Kirga continued to leisurely walk down the wide steps. He did not blink once as he made his descent. The gang members slowly trailed behind him by several steps. They looked at Gira with confusion and fear, but Kirga looked at Gira like a wolf would a rabbit.

			“You have come to fight me alone?” asked Kirga, his deep voice unnaturally calm. 

			Gira took in a breath and let the building storm above him slowly dissipate. Kirga was right: there was really little use in trying to intimidate him of all people. Kirga would not be frightened by some lightning and loud noises. He may have scared his little entourage, though. Perhaps that was worth something. 

			“I’m here alone,” answered Gira. “It looks like you are not, though. I take it these are the followers of Percy Coldshire.”

			“That is correct,” said Kirga, still making his way down the stairs. Their voices were more than loud enough for them to hear each other from a distance where Yeryaila would need to be shouting. 

			Gira scanned the faces of the gang members who still tailed Kirga. They were roughly twenty steps above him. “Interesting. I do not see the little fellow. I’ve seen posters with his face in Kanakon before. He has an appearance I’d recognize right away.”

			“Indeed, he does,” said Kirga, now only twelve steps from the ground. He was near enough for Gira to see the brightness of his white eyes. “But I’m afraid he can’t be here for this fight. He was far too busy killing Pelopidas to join us. Wriliara is with him, so don’t expect him either.”

			Gira processed this information as quickly as he could. Pelopidas’ death would need to be something he thought about later; if he survived. For now, he chose not to dwell on it. “Shame. I was hoping to kill both you and Wriliara today. I suppose I’ll just have to settle for you.”

			Kirga reached the last step. He laughed softly. “You and I both know you cannot beat me in any fair duel. I sense you are far more powerful than I was expecting, though. I take it you used that special Curse of yours to steal the strength of Vedara’s Kanah before you killed him. But even so, you are still not enough to best me.”

			Gira felt his anger beginning to rise. He knew it would not be wise for him to let it take over him completely. At least, not quite yet. But it was difficult for him to keep his head when Kirga was so close. And after so many years. “Do you feel anything at all? Is there any guilt in you?”

			Kirga paused, his façade of an amused expression fading away. “What?”

			“I asked if you feel anything. After what you did.”

			Gira could see Kirga’s chest extend and retract much faster now. “I assume you are speaking of Genevieve, because even you know that Ikarus deserved what I did to him.”

			Gira still wasn’t sure Ikarus deserved to die how he did, but it was true he was not thinking about his lost brother when he asked the question. “Yes . . . I’m talking about Genevieve. Ikarus and I handed over Casey to your mother. We essentially killed our best friend to save Alice’s life. Your hatred toward us is at the very least understandable. Buy why little Genevieve? If I’m going to die today, at least do me the courtesy of solving that mystery for me.”

			Kirga closed his eyes for a few long seconds. It was a testament to how little he was afraid of Gira. Closing your eyes in front of a potential opponent before a duel to the death was unwise. Kirga was powerful enough to not care. “She . . . she was the firstborn of the Ivory Fang. In order for me to achieve Dual Affinity . . . she needed to die. Euripides foresaw that this course of events was the only way for me to unlock that power.”

			Gira clenched his fists and resisted the urge to lose his composure. “I’m aware of that part of the prophecy. Pulkra took me to meet Euripides. I found the scale that depicted your prophecy.”

			Kirga looked slightly surprised. His face did not change, but his pupils dilated. “Then why did you ask the question?”

			“Because it does not make sense to me. How could an innocent little girl fit into our twisted saga? What did she have to do with anything? And what is the Ivory Fang? We always knew that you were special. You’re the Genmaga of our generation. And you’re also the son of Don-Galaga himself. And we also always knew Ikarus was special too. But we were never told the reason he was so naturally gifted. Tell me, Kirga. What is it you know about our brother that I do not? Why was he so special, and why did his firstborn need to die? I must know.”

			The Coldshire Gang also reached the bottom of the stairs now. A large, bald, bearded man came up on Kirga’ right. “Do we need to take care of this man, Kirga?”

			Kirga turned his head to look the man up and down. “Kamarr, where is the Prince?”

			The man kept his narrowed eyes fixed on Gira. “I laid him down at the top of the stairs. I put some more of my Kanah into him. I know you wanted me to let him wake up, but I don’t think it’s a good idea while this fool is trying to interrupt us.”

			“A fair point,” said Kirga. 

			A woman with half of her face grotesquely burned came up on Kirga’s left. “You can head up there and wait with the kid, Cat Boy. Let us get rid of this guy.”

			Kirga let out a calm breath through his nose. It came out as white smoke in the cool air. “No, Devri. I can take it from here. There are only a few hours left to wait, and Belasefka is clearly no longer on our tail. The Coldshire Gang has done me a great service. Thank you all for coming along with me, but you are free to go now. Please leave.”

			“What?” Gira watched as the large man to Kirga’s right erupted in anger. “We aren’t going anywhere! Percy gave us a task. We are supposed to stay here and defend you, no matter the cost. Now that we actually have a chance to get to work, you’re going to send us away?”

			“That is correct,” answered Kirga, keeping his white eyes on Gira now. “I believe you all to be good people. This world needs gangs like yours. You do good work. I don’t want to see all of you die here today.”

			The woman with the burned face practically shrieked in her offence. “Excuse me? I assure you we can handle this chump. You shouldn’t underestimate us. We’ve been around a long time and we’ve bested many Oracles. We can handle Gira Ivory. He’s a big name, but we’ve taken out big names before. We can kill this guy if we must.”

			“You can’t,” said Kirga, his voice taking on a noticeable strain. “Devri . . . please. I promise you this man will kill you all. Let me duel him alone. I am his better. You are not. He will kill you all without issue. Sense his Kanah and tell me he can’t.”

			“I don’t care about his Kanah!” said the bearded man. “You forget we don’t serve you, Kirga. We serve Percy, and he told us to stay by your side and help you achieve your goal.” The man stepped in front of Kirga, bringing his hands together, as if in prayer. “Kirga . . . I am flattered by your concern for us . . . but let us handle him ourselves. We’ve been itching for a good fight. Go wait with the Prince.”

			“Are you an imbecile?” asked Kirga. “Why would I not help you fight him and we can all get this over with together?”

			Gira was surprised by this question. He thought he knew how Kirga would react in a situation like this. He thought for sure that Kirga would long for an isolated duel between the old brothers. But now it seemed he just wanted Gira out of the way. 

			The Coldshire Gang laughed at what Kirga said.

			Kirga looked around at them all. “I don’t understand. What could possibly be so funny?”

			The large man held up his hands to explain. “They are laughing because they’re imagining what Percy might think. You see, Percy often ‘tests’ us in situations like these. Percy himself is more than powerful enough to handle any situation. But he sometimes leaves himself out of a big fight so that we can prove ourselves, as well as learn any lessons we can from fighting strong Oracles; or in this case, just one Oracle.”

			There was a palpable concern in Kirga’s eyes. “You do not understand, Kamarr. This is no test. This will be your death.” Gira could hardly believe just how genuine Kirga’s concern appeared to be from where he was standing. “Please . . . don’t do this. I refuse to sit up there and just watch all of you die.”

			“I thought we were all supposed to die in your plan anyway?” said the woman, placing her hands on her hips. “You’re trying to blow up the damn Crystal, Kirga. What do you think is going to happen?”

			Kirga glared at the scarred woman. “You fool, I already told you the belief that we will all die when the Crystal is destroyed is nothing more than Kanakonian propaganda.” 

			Gira decided enough was enough. “I personally do not want to kill you people. Kirga is right. Please leave. This duel is between us only. I really don’t want your blood on my hands. But if you choose to stand in the way of me helping that poor boy up there . . . I will butcher you all here in this field.”

			“He means his words,” said Kirga.

			The large bearded man studied Gira’s face for several seconds. “We have our ways. We are faced with another test. Kirga, please respect how we do things. Percy would be disappointed in all of us if we dodged this challenge.”

			The rest of the gang roared in agreement. They all cheered together, holding up what weaponry they had and calling for a proper fight. They seemed all too eager for this ‘test.’

			Kirga lowered his head and let out a shaky sigh. “Very well.” He looked at the man. “Farewell, Kamarr. You’re a good man.” He looked over at the woman now. “Farewell, Devri. I know the two of you mean a great deal to each other. I promise you will meet again once I destroy the Crystal. I promise no one will stop me. Perhaps I will see you again someday as well.” He smiled, yet another small action that stunned Gira. “I can introduce you to Casey.”

			The woman smiled back. “I would like that.”

			“This is my last warning,” said Gira. “Don’t make me kill you all. I don’t want that on my head. Just walk past me and leave Opiana. Don’t look back. It doesn’t have to go this way.”

			The Coldshire Gang ignored Gira’s warning. They were too busy nodding at Kirga as he sadly walked back up the stairs. Seeing Kirga turn his back on him like that made Gira furious. He felt his dark Kanah bubbling within him. 

			“Kirga! Get back down here and fight me!”

			Kirga continued to climb the stairs until he was halfway up the base of the hewn mountain. When he was a comfortable distance away, Kirga sat down on one of the steps, patiently looking down upon the upcoming fight.

			Gira nodded to himself. He had made his choice. He was going to sit up there and watch all of these people perish. Gira was not happy about what he needed to do, but he was not going to hesitate in doing it. 

			The gang entered the field and began to fully surround Gira. Those of them who had weapons pulled them out. Some had long silver swords, others had giant axes, while some others only had their fists. Gira knew from experience that those were the ones he needed to watch for.

			The large man—who Gira now knew was Kamarr—walked up to Gira in the center of the circle. The woman, Devri, came with him. It was clear that they were the most powerful Oracles after Percy Coldshire. They automatically commanded the most respect. They took the leadership role without any verbal confirmation of that position. Gira would keep a close eye on them during this fight.

			“I know it doesn’t exactly seem fair,” said Kamarr, “but judging by how strong you are, I don’t think we have much of a choice but to fight you all at once. One at a time would be pointless. Besides, we have always been trained to fight as a unit. I’m sure you understand.”

			Gira looked around him. They did not realize what they were getting themselves into. “I do understand. But I’m telling ya, big guy, that the result will be the same. I don’t know how many ways I need to spell this out for you people. Get the hell out of here . . . or die. The Morphing will be here in a few hours. I don’t have time to take it easy on anyone standing in the way.”

			“We’re done with the tough guy talk,” said Devri. “Let’s just get it on already!”

			Gira sensed rather than heard two men dash within a foot behind him. He guessed then that Kamarr and Devri approaching him and initiating conversation was only a trap to take his attention away from the two Oracles who would try to stab him from behind. They had no intention of fighting fair. They just wanted to win. He could respect that.

			Gira ducked his head and let a massive axe swing just through the ends of his black hair that stuck out from Ikarus’ bandana. The man with the axe swung with such force that missing entirely brought him off-balance. Gira let that man stumble while he turned his attention to the smaller man who tried to stab at his kidney with a long dagger. Gira caught his skinny arm and snapped it with his grip alone. As the man squealed, Gira used his other hand to catch the dagger as it fell from the twitching hand. He then quickly buried it in the small man’s right eye. He was dead before his body hit the ground. 

			When the man with the axe gained his balance and turned around to come back at Gira, Gira jumped up and kicked him in the face. With the strength of Gira’s Kanah that he used to coat the sole of his foot, the man’s face caved inward like a sledgehammer taken to the side of a moist pumpkin. 

			That was two dead already. He hoped this display would give the others the idea to leave and forget about trying to stop him.

			His hopes were dashed when the rest of the gang came at him all at once, fire in their eyes and calls for blood on their lips. They were angry, not afraid. Gira respected that as well, but sighed inwardly at their irrationality. If they didn’t get the message yet, then they were not going to get it. They were punching above their weight class. 

			Gira accessed more of his Kanah to increase his speed. Sparks of black lightning surrounded his body as he killed three men within a single second. He snapped the first’s neck, sent a shock of black lightning straight into the second’s heart, and shoved his hand into the sternum of the third before Kamarr and Devri even had time to blink and put together what had happened to three of their friends. 

			Gira did not stop there, of course. A woman came at him next. She coated her hand in bright golden Kanah before she attempted to lash Gira’s face with a lingering strand she let expand and dance through the air. Gira’s Kanah batted away the golden whip without him even needing to do anything. Gira stuck both of his thumbs into the woman’s eyes, crushing them while they were still in her skull. She screamed out in pain and tried, in vain, to swat at Gira and pull his hair while the blood ran down her brown face. It only lasted a few seconds before she fell to the ground, dead. 

			Both Kamarr and Devri cried out in sorrow at this passing. This woman meant something to them. Her blood was on their hands; as was the blood of the two men who came next. Gira stole the thin black sword from the first man after accurately chopping his Adam’s apple, crushing his throat. He then took the blade and cut the man’s head from his shoulders in one swift movement. He killed the next man by slicing his jugular as he dashed past him. A thick spray of blood fired out from the side of the man’s throat before he also fell dead to the grey grass. 

			All of this happened so quickly. Effective Curses did not even have time to be used. Gira was killing them faster than they could come up with any Kanah-based strategy to defend themselves. 

			Kamarr and Devri came at Gira next. There were not many members of the gang left, and they surely wanted to prevent all of them from being wiped out. There were tears in Devri’s eyes as she cried out, “Fersrin Bel’dara!”

			Dark purple Kanah was released from each of her fingers. It spread out over the grass under Gira’s feet like a vast spiderweb. The dark, glimmering strands of energy seemed to snake their way through the grass until, suddenly, they shot upward, wrapping Gira’s body in a tight net. He could no longer move. 

			Kamarr came next. His voice was stentorian. “Dergaselva!”

			A sprawling golden hand formed in the air above Gira’s head. He assumed this was a team strategy the two of them had used in the past. He was incapable of moving, and was now going to be crushed beneath this giant ethereal palm. It wasn’t a bad move. Gira had no doubt it probably worked on many other reputable Oracles before him. But it would not work on the likes of him. 

			Gira smirked up at Kirga, who was still sitting on the stairs and watching the fight carry out. He was letting the Coldshire Gang keep their honour by not yet stepping in. But Gira could see the pain of doing so on his brother’s face.

			Gira let his own voice ring out at twice the volume of Kamarr’s. It was time to end the show. “Tetricala Morsen.”

			The clouds above their heads split to make way for a thick black bolt of lightning that seemed to flash brighter than the sun itself as it came down upon Opiana Plains. When this bolt of dark lightning struck the ground, everyone standing in the field—excluding Gira—was severely electrocuted. The weblike net around Gira burst when Devri fell to the ground, spasming in her shock. The golden hand above Gira’s head also burst when Kamarr began to tremble on the spot. 

			Gira was very impressed by one fact: Kamarr was the only member of the Coldshire Gang still standing after the bolt made contact. Every member of the gang was now dead except for Devri and Kamarr, but even Devri could not hold her feet. The fact that Kamarr could stay up after an attack like that was nothing short of astounding.

			Gira rolled his shoulder, loosening it after it was constrained by the web. “I tried to tell you. I’m sure you loved these people dearly.” He looked around and gestured to the piles of bodies that had been charred black by the lightning. They were smoking and smelled horrendous. “Now they are all dead. All you had to do was leave. I tried to warn you. My conscience is clear.”

			The hatred in Kamarr’s eyes was almost so passionate that it intimidated Gira. “My f-family . . . you just killed . . . my only family.” Tears stained his now blackened face. “Tell me . . . how can you claim to be any better than Kirga? Are you not a monster? Are you r-righteous?” 

			Gira watched as Kirga stood up. His voice echoed in the now silent field. “Kamarr! I have let this go on long enough. The Coldshire Gang has been destroyed, as I told you it would. You have kept your honour. Take Devri and—”

			“NO!”

			Kamarr’s legs still shook as he kept his burning gaze on Gira. He did not blink once. “This fight is not over until Devri and I are dead. This gang is not destroyed, as you put it, until Devri and I draw our last breaths.”

			Kirga’s voice strained with his frustration. “Don’t be an idiot! Please . . . just go now. You stand no chance of beating him. I’m sure you’ve learned that by now.”

			“I don’t care,” said Kamarr. “We will fight until the end.”

			Devri slowly climbed to her feet now. She was not even attempting to conceal her grief, as Kamarr was. She sobbed openly as she looked around at the bodies of her friends. “I’m sorry,” she said, her breathing frantic. “I’m so, so, sorry. You all deserved so much better than this.”

			Kirga called out to her. “Devri! Help Kamarr see reason. LEAVE NOW!”

			Devri wiped her tears and shook her head. “No. We aren’t going anywhere.” She looked back toward the base of Opiana Mountain. “This is goodbye, Kirga. I hope you find what you’re looking for. And for our sakes . . . I hope you’re right about our souls. Because if you’re not . . . my family just died for nothing.”

			Kirga said nothing for a moment. Then, taking in a breath, he closed his eyes and nodded in both affirmation and respect toward Devri. “I am right, Devri. Goodbye.”

			Gira was not going to give the duo the chance to come up with another plan. He knew he would feel awful about this later, if he survived the duel with his brother. But as he dashed toward Kamarr with the thin black blade still in his right hand, Gira’s Moon Affinity took over. There was no hesitance. There was no remorse. There was only cold action. Gira’s Kanah could get the better of his morality in combat situations. This was often the case for Moon Affinity Oracles as powerful as himself. But the callousness of their killing always came back to haunt them during quiet nights alone. 

			He slid to a stop, ducking under a wild punch thrown by Kamarr. Gira ended up on the other side of the large man. He twirled the long sword in his hand and stuck the blade through Kamarr’s back. Unfortunately for Gira, he just barely missed the heart. It was still surely a killing blow, but the heart not being struck allowed Kamarr to backhand Gira’s face, sending him tumbling toward Devri.

			Gira quickly recovered from this strike, however. When he got to his feet, prepared to defend himself from whatever Devri’s follow-up attack might be, he found her simply staring at Kamarr with a broken expression. Tears filled her eyes as she was caught in a sorrowful daze. She knew the blow to Kamarr was going to kill him, and it seemed as if her brain could not process the information.

			Gira used this opportunity without hesitating. He cut her head from her shoulders with one swift swipe.

			Kamarr turned to see the act and screamed with what final strength he had in him. He crawled toward her corpse, dragging his bloody body until he cradled her decapitated head in his powerful arms. Blood was leaking from the side of his mouth as he stroked her hair. 

			“My baby girl!” He closed his eyes and wept. “My baby girl. Look what you’ve done to my baby girl.”

			Gira flicked the blood from the blade, looking down at the solemn sight. Presently, he felt nothing. And yet he still spoke his impulse. “I . . . am sorry. You chose.”

			Kamarr moved Devri’s hair from her face, crying with the last few breaths he had in him. He leaned forward and kissed her just above the nose. “Sleep now, baby girl.”

			He took several more shallow breaths before slowly slumping forward. Gira knew he was dead when his back stopped faintly rising and falling. 

			Now that the Coldshire Gang was officially gone from the world, Gira looked up at Kirga, who was still standing on the same step. His face was grief-stricken. “Are you proud, little brother? Are you proud of this display?”

			Gira’s brain was not occupied by regrets or moral arguments. He was focused only on saving Prince Keji and stopping Kirga from gaining Dual Affinity. “No, brother, I’m not. Were you proud when you killed a seven-year-old girl?”

			Kirga said nothing.

			“Yeah . . . that’s what I thought. Now get down here and let’s end this once and for all! Let’s write the final chapter in this little saga between us.”

			Kirga began to walk down the stairs. Gira could sense his Kanah building and boiling within him. “I never really understood just how empty Moon Affinity Oracles are, Gira. I only ever guessed at what it must feel like to have that darkness in you. But you truly serve as the greatest example of your kind’s depravity. You feel nothing about the lives you have just taken. And you felt nothing when you knocked Casey unconscious and gave him over to my mother, like a lamb to slaughter.”

			“That could not be further from the truth,” said Gira, breathing slightly heavier now that Kirga’s intense Kanah was weighing down on him. “I think about Casey every single day. I have mourned for him in my own way all these years. Your mother left us with no choice, Kirga. If she did not get her hands on Casey, then she would have killed Alice. What were we supposed to do, just let Alice die?”

			Kirga was a few dozen steps from the grass. He grimaced at Gira’s words. “Yes. That is precisely what you should have done.”

			“Hypocrite!” replied Gira. “So the one you loved was more important than the one I loved?”

			Kirga shook his head and sighed. “That’s not it, you halfwit prick. The point is that you actively gave Casey to Migra for the chance of Alice walking free when you knew that Casey would be killed. Migra may have just killed Alice anyway. Your pathetic obsession with that woman—who never loved you back, by the way—took my husband from me. I used to love you and constantly defend you from everyone who ever spoke ill of you, Gira. I was always loyal to you. Now I recognize that you are just a lovesick psychopath.”

			“Oh, and you are so much better? Look at the destruction you have caused because of love. Why are you any better than me?”

			Kirga finally reached the last step, walking quietly onto the soft grass. “Because the one I cause destruction in the name of actually loved me back.”

			That stung, but Gira knew it to be true. He loved Alice since the moment he met her. He knew she loved him as well; just never in the way he wanted to be loved by her. He never understood what it was he was lacking. He tried to change himself so many times throughout the years. He tried to mold a new image to please Alice. He even tried to become more like Ikarus. But nothing ever worked. It still hurt him to think about. 

			Gira calmed himself down and subdued his growing anger. “Please . . . Kirga . . . I know one of us or both of us will die here in this place. I must know . . . why Genevieve? She was the first born of the Ivory Fang. Whatever. I don’t give a damn about the prophecy at this point. What I need to know is how you could do it? Just . . . how? She was only seven. I used to admire you more than anyone else. I looked up to you even more than father. I never thought you would be capable of doing such a thing. I know you loved Casey more than any of us . . . but killing Genevieve in his name still seems so far beyond the man I knew. How do you think Casey would react if he knew what you did to her? If you do succeed and see him again, how do you think he will look at you?”

			Kirga walked forward cautiously, as if already prepared for Gira to dash at him with his blade. “Brother . . . you do not know the full story regarding Genevieve. I don’t care if you think me a monster. I have no choice now but to see my plan through. All I can do is hope that my mother was correct all along.”

			Gira was tempted to attack as Kirga grew closer, but held off. One thing Kirga said caught his ear. “If there is more to the story regarding Genevieve, then tell me.”

			“Why?” asked Kirga, stopping only four meters in front of Gira. “You’re about to die. I don’t think the answer matters right now.”

			Gira stared into the eyes of Kirga for the first time in years. He had been hunting him for so, so long. He was beginning to think he would always find only his old brother’s shadow no matter where he looked in Wenworld. His relentless hunt had become the purpose of his life. Now that he was actually standing right in front of Kirga, he could hardly believe it was not a dream. He expected to wake up any moment and find himself still on the trail. 

			“Do you miss the old days?”

			This seemed to slightly stun Kirga. He slowly raised one brow and narrowed his eyes. “What?”

			“I asked if you miss the old days.” Gira took his eyes off of Kirga’s to stare at the ground between them. “Do you miss the days when you used to wake me up on Crystmas morning back at the Hill of Memories? Do you miss playing hide and seek in the house with me, Casey, Alice, and Ikarus back when we were real young?” He wore a small smirk now. He surprised himself with just how difficult it was to suppress. “Do you miss the snowball fights? Do you miss the secret trips into Crimson Town on Halloween night to see the decorations and to collect some candy? We needed to hide your face with a mask every year so people wouldn’t see your Genmaga eyes. Do you remember how nervous Casey would get that somebody would see you? Do you remember how we used to laugh all night and eat the candy in the attic back home? Do you remember . . .”

			Gira paused for a moment. He touched his face with the hand that was not holding the black blade. He could hardly believe it. He was crying. 

			His shock reached its highest possible point when he glanced up and saw that Kirga was crying as well. “I remember it all. There are days I wish I could forget . . . but I never can.”

			Gira wiped his face. Even with his Affinity, he could not hope to overcome the emotions that swirled within him when he was so close to Kirga. But he at least pretended to not be affected. It was too late for conversations like these. It was simply too late to reach out to Kirga as if some part of his brother was still in there. They were both too far gone. Those days of happiness and youth could never come back. They would never be in that place again. Time erodes all paradises.

			“Those days are gone, Kirga.”

			Kirga let the tears remain on his cheeks, not caring enough to wipe them away. “Indeed . . . and it’s your fault.”

			Gira let a wave of dark Kanah that took the form of black flames engulf his sword. “Let’s just get this over with, eh?”

			Kirga slowly raised his right hand in front of his face. “Teri’mermona.”

			A weapon materialized in the air. Kirga caught it with his open palm before it could drop to the grass. What he summoned appeared to be a pristine white sword with a bright red handle. At the end of the handle was a long black feather. Mirroring Gira’s previous action, Kirga let his bright Kanah take the form of white flames as it washed over the thin blade. 

			Gira sneered. No matter the circumstance, he had to admire his brother’s pension for the dramatic. Kirga undoubtedly had a whole bag of tricks to make use of. But, naturally, he chose the one that perfectly contrasted with Gira. Kirga was always trying to make an appealing narrative out of everything he did. He was a sentimental and melodramatic individual. Some things never change. 

			Kirga spun the blazing sword in his hand. Only now did he raise his free arm to wipe his tears. When the arm dropped, there was a new expression on his pale face. “Then let us begin.”

			They stared into each other’s eyes for not a second less than one full minute. Even the sound of the cool wind died down when the last second of that minute approached, as if even Wenworld understood the significance of the moment when the two of them would finally clash, and held its breath out of respect. 

			They dashed toward each other and their swords clashed at the first second past that fateful minute. Their long-awaited duel had finally begun. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty: On the Subject of Influence and Responsibility
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			Chandi tripped on a protruding pale stone as she dashed over the mounds of snow on her way to Opiana Mountain. She had been pushing her body to its limit for hours. She was not given enough time to sufficiently heal her body after her duel with Wriliara. Even so, she had to help Gira. He was on his own because she failed.

			Chandi, however, was not on her own. She was in the company of a rather fat black Pommer Cat by the name of Trena. Trena was the only reason Chandi was close to Opiana at all. Her Runework was impressive. She only tagged along because she wanted to meet Gira; something Chandi found quite odd. She found the cat quite odd overall. 

			Trena bounced over to where Chandi lied on the ground, panting. “Ello, love? Are you good to go, good to goooo? Can’t be lazing around at a time like this! We’ve still got a long ways to go. Best get off your booty and get ta scooty.”

			Chandi tried to push off the ground to get to her feet. Her arms trembled when she was halfway up. She did not have the strength to keep going. Her arms collapsed and she fell back into the snow. “I . . . I can’t. I . . . I don’t have the . . . energy.”

			She felt like openly weeping, but did not wish to do so in front of Trena. She was going to fail yet again. She knew she could no longer carry on. Using Kanah to dash at great speeds took a significant amount of energy from even a fully rested Oracle. Chandi had been pushed nearly to her breaking point after dueling both Percy Coldshire and Wriliara Bondiley in the same day. If she continued to push herself, her heart would surely stop. 

			Trena knelt down and put her large face only a few centimeters away from Chandi’s. “Tired?”

			Chandi’s panting finally began to slowly lessen. “Yes, Trena . . . I am tired. I can’t keep dashing like this. I just can’t do it. I . . . let everyone down . . . again.”

			Trena leaned back and sat down cross-legged in the snow. She suddenly went very quiet. Her eyes were wide and unblinking.

			Chandi rubbed at her head, trying to soothe the pounding pain behind her eyes. She needed to snake her thin fingers under her blue tiger mask to get at her scarred skin. She glanced over at Trena. “What? What’s wrong?”

			The overly large cat fiddled with her paws as she stared out into the wilderness. “Someone . . . counted on me once. I let someone . . . down once.”

			Chandi kept staring at her. She wasn’t sure she really wanted to hear whatever this random breakdown was about, but since she certainly wasn’t moving anytime soon, she decided to prod. “Who was this person? How did you let them down?”

			Trena’s mouth pouted and her large eyes grew glossy. She subtly nodded her head. “Since I am very smart and very cool, I shall tell you this story.”

			A long silence followed.

			Eventually, Chandi sighed. “Okay . . . I’m listening.”

			Trena’s bottom lip d as she was lost in thought. “There was once a human boy named Benson. Benson was my good, good buddy, so very long ago now. Benson was prone to periods of very poor health. He was born with a real, real bad immune system. But Benson shared my love of a good adventure. It made him . . . it made him sad that he couldn’t travel Wenworld and see so many of the crazy and cool things this world had to offer.” She still had not blinked, which Chandi found almost unsettling. “One day, I decided he and I should go and see the Whipple Bog.”

			Chandi managed to sit up and pull her knees to her chest. “What the heck is the Whipple Bog?”

			Trena said nothing. She stared out into the snowy beyond and whimpered every ten seconds or so.

			Chandi clutched angrily at her knees. “Trena, for the love of God, what is the Whipple Bog?”

			Trena finally blinked, which seemed to bring the cat back to her senses. “Oh, sorry. Even though I am very smart and very cool, I sometimes get lost in my thoughts.” She coughed and shimmied her shoulders in a dancelike fashion for reasons Chandi could not estimate. “Anyway . . . the Whipple Bog is a place in the east where giant pink leaves float in a wide green swamp. No one knows what kind of trees the pink leaves came from—because none seem to have ever grown in the area—but one can bounce on the pink leaves and leap dozens of meters in the air. Travelers from across Wenworld go to the Whipple Bog to bounce from leaf to leaf. It is said to be one of the most fun things anyone can do.” She smiled brightly. “Doesn’t it sound super-duper awesome? Tell me it doesn’t sound super-duper awesome!”

			Chandi shrugged her shoulders. “Sure. I guess it sounds pretty fun.”

			Trena pouted at this halfhearted response to the sudden knowledge of such a marvelous place. “You’ve gotta learn to live a little, missy tiger. Anyway . . . Benson and yours truly lived in a town called Meppimop. Meppimop was only half a day away from the Whipple Bog. But Benson’s parents always kept him from leaving town because of how fragile he was.

			“Well, I wanted a friend to go with me on my adventure. I had actually never been to the Bog either, if you can believe it. You would assume one as smart and as cool as I would have been to all plausible locations. But you, missy, would be mistaken. I am the greatest person you have ever met . . . but I rarely go on long travels because my tummy hurts when I walk too much.” She rubbed at her large belly. “It hurts now, actually. Poor, poor tummy.”

			“Trena, the story.”

			The cat nodded. “Right. Well, Benson and I snuck away from home and went on our great adventure. Benson was nervous the whole time we travelled. I needed to calm down his anxiety every hundred steps at most. It was a little rough, I’ll tell ya, Chandi. I felt like I made a mistake. I felt like Benson was not ready for an adventure. But he was my best pal, and I wanted him to experience the Bog. It was supposed to be a fun day we would remember for the rest of our lives. Well, I was right about remembering it.”

			A tear trailed down the black fur of her face. 

			“What happened?” asked Chandi. 

			Trena sniffled. “We made it to the Bog. There were a few other groups of travelers there. I . . . uh . . . encouraged Benson to try out the bouncy leaves. He . . . he didn’t want to. He was scared.” Her paws shook on her lap. “But I made him try it. When he jumped on the first leaf . . . he did not aim himself well enough. He missed the second leaf and . . . and he f-fell into the swamp water.”

			“So? Why are you talking like he fell into lava?”

			Trena sniffled again. “You don’t understand, Chandi. Any normal person would’ve been okay falling into yucky water like that. But Benson was prone to serious infections.”

			Chandi put it together. “Ah . . . I see.”

			Trena hugged her knees to her belly, somewhat mimicking Chandi’s position. “Benson made it home just fine. His parents were real, real mad at me. I tried to tell em that he was fine and that we had lots of fun. I thought I was right about that. I thought it was a harmless trip . . . until Benson got sick within the next few days. It was some sort of bad lung infection.” The frequency of her streaming tears now began to soak her fur. “He . . . he died a month after that.”

			Chandi gasped. “Trena, I’m so sorry.”

			Trena looked over at Chandi. “Benson was my best friend, and I let him down.”

			As much as Chandi appreciated that Trena felt comfortable enough to share such a personal and traumatic story with her, she could not fathom how this was meant to make her feel better about her current moral predicament. “Trena, I have to ask why you have shared this story with me. I’m very sorry to hear about Benson, but what made you think of this now of all times?”

			Trena looked at Chandi like she was a simpleton. “Chandi, you can’t tell the difference between your situation with Gira and mine with Benson? You’re a big dummy!”

			“Perhaps you can enlighten me.”

			Trena used one of her large paws to dry her face. “Chandi, I forced my poor friend to do something he was clearly not comfortable doing. We should’ve turned around and went home during one of his many panic attacks just heading to the Bog. But I pushed him on, without giving him a real choice. He’s dead because of my deliberate and inconsiderate action. If something does happen to Gira—which I doubt, by the way, little missy—you have done all you can. It will not be your fault. You have pushed yourself so hard in the hopes of not letting anyone down. I see no reason for guilt on your part. I know what it feels like to let someone down. You are a way, way, way better person than me. So stop your blubberin and let’s keep on keepin on. We’ll get there when we get there. Don’t push yourself to death.”

			Chandi found the strength to get to her feet. She wobbled for a second, but her feet steadied after a second. “Thank you, Trena. I’m very glad I met you.”

			Trena climbed to her feet as well. She smiled. “That makes me very happy to hear. I don’t really have any friends. I consider Gira my friend, but I doubt he feels the same.” She leaned forward. “Do you wanna be my friend?”

			“Of course I do,” said Chandi. “But are you ever going to tell me how you know Gira?”

			Trena clasped her paws behind her back and bashfully kicked her feet through the snow. “He came to me for help one day around six years ago. He needed my Runework to meet up with Hamawyl after he was done with a mission in Tankam. Before I took him to where he needed to go . . . I told him the story about Benson.”

			Chandi found it peculiar how prone the cat was to telling just about anybody she met about her darkest secret. She had a feeling Trena somehow felt better getting it out. Either that, or her guilt went so deep that she somehow felt she deserved whatever shame she felt when getting the story off of her chest and watching the reactions of those she shared it with.

			“How many people do you tell this story?”

			Trena looked down to her feet. “Not everybody . . . but . . . a lot of people. I . . . I want people to know about Benson. I want him to be remembered. He was so smart and so happy and so cool and so kind. He deserves to have people think about him and feel that little emptiness you feel when you realize he’s no longer in the world.”

			As patently silly as Trena’s overall countenance was, Chandi discovered the cat could be quite deep on occasion. “I think I understand what you’re getting at. I can tell how much you cared about him. What did Gira say when you told him the story?”

			“He was wonderful,” answered Trena. “I’ve told the Benson story to so many people now. Nobody has responded to it in the same way Gira did.” 

			“What did he say?”

			“It’s not about what he said,” said Trena. “It’s about the real, genuine grief I could pick up from him. He showed such a real reaction to my story. I had never seen anything like that before. It made me feel so . . . understood. We had a long, long conversation afterward. He said so many beautiful things to me to make me feel better.”

			Chandi smiled at the thought of Gira’s tender heart making Trena feel better. She missed him so much already. She had a dark feeling, however, that his genuine reaction to Trena’s story had something to do with his own past and the guilt that came along with it. 

			“Trena . . . is this the reason you want to see Gira again?”

			Trena looked up, an expression of sudden determination on her chubby face. “It is. He made me feel understood. He made me feel like no one else ever has. I must thank him for how he changed my opinion of myself. I owe him everything. In truth—now I know it will be hard for you to believe, given how smart and cool I am—but I was not far from taking my own life when we met. Good thing meeting him convinced me out of it, eh?”

			Chandi placed a hand on Trena’s broad shoulder. “Good thing, indeed, my friend. Now, are you ready to keep moving?”

			“Are you?”

			Chandi still felt awful, but she figured she was at least safe from passing out anytime soon. “I am. Come on.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-One: My Heart Could Not Take the Absence

			[image: ]

			Ika held tightly to the back of Elra as his powerful beast of a steed sprinted at top speed toward Opiana Mountain. The two of them had been riding on the back of Sutugius, the great wolf, for several hours now. Ika had actually fallen asleep twice during the trip. This was only possible due to how strangely calm it was upon the wolf’s back. Ika had experienced this phenomenon during his first ride upon Sutugius when he took Chandi and him to Kanakon. There was a shield of transparent Kanah that covered the wolf’s head and prevented the wind from such intense speeds from throwing the riders off or peeling the skin from their face. 

			Sutugius was one of the fastest creatures in Wenworld. It was remarkable how much ground he could cover without tiring, and in so little time. He was the only reason Ika even had a chance of catching up to his uncle. Even with the wolf, it would still be close. 

			“How are you feeling?” asked Elra, his soothing voice still as lifeless as ever. “You should not even be here with me. After a procedure like the one you went through, you should be bedridden for days.”

			Ika was still very tired, but he was cognizant enough for conversation at present. “My back is sore like you wouldn’t believe. But I’ll live. This is way too important for me to be lazing around at home. My uncle is in trouble and he needs our help.”

			“Ika, you are in no condition to fight. Let me handle Kirga if we arrive on time.”

			“If?”

			Elra glanced over his shoulder. “Yes . . . it is not a sure thing that we will make it there before the Morphing. And if that is the case, we will surely not make it there before Gira and Kirga begin whatever duel will decide all our fates. It is likely they are dueling right now as we speak.”

			The thought brought a chill to Ika’s previously recovered spine. “Then is there any way we can make this stupid wolf go any faster?”

			Ika heard a deep growl that made him flinch. 

			“It is not wise to antagonize Sutugius,” said Elra. “He already doesn’t like you.”

			Ika had noticed the look in the wolf’s eyes whenever the creature glared at him. It was both unnerving and annoying. “Why? Why does he hate me so much?”

			“Hate is a strong word, but he is wary of people like you.”

			“People like me? What does that mean?”

			“People who are ruled by their emotions. He senses too much anger in you, boy. Anger is the worst of all emotions to be ruled by.”

			Ika paused, swallowing. “I don’t let my anger decide my actions.”

			Elra hummed deeply, looking forward at the blurry landscape that passed them by. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

			Ika thought about all the times he had been blinded by his rage. He thought about the time he put a massive hole in the center of Barrick Tendiga’s chest, killing him in Porshalla. He thought about the time he snuck away from Gira and the others so he could confront Kirga alone in Paragon Forest, which ended up being the mistake that cost him his legs, and therefore the mistake that cost his mother her current coma. 

			And mostly, he thought about just how much he would be ruled by his anger if something happened to his uncle. He needed Gira in his life. No matter what happened, Ika was always so sure that Gira would be around. To lose him would be the breaking point. His heart could not take the absence. 

			“Tell me something,” said Ika, trying to get his mind away from his anxiety.

			Elra glanced over his shoulder again. “Hmm?”

			“Why wasn’t Belasefka the one to trick King Stultis into thinking he went north with the others? He was already on Kirga’s tail, right? Isn’t it a bit of a waste for you to come all the way south when Belasefka was already tasked with killing Kirga?”

			Elra faced forward. He took a moment to respond. “The reason is because Belasefka is a much more powerful Oracle than I am. Stultis would be paying extra close attention to him when requesting his presence for political reasons. It is much easier for me to slip away than any of the others. The King does not value me as much as the others. I can use a cloning technique and travel elsewhere if Don-Galaga requests I do so. Someone like Belasefka would have a harder time even trying to duplicate his own Kanah for a clone. His Kanah is far too powerful for him to attempt a similar technique. I’m also much faster than Belasefka, yet not as important as another fast Oracle like Pulkra.”

			Ika tried to wrap his head around anyone in the world not valuing Elra’s strength as an Oracle. But when Elra’s colleagues were the likes of Belasefka, he could faintly understand how he could be looked over. He guessed this may have been why he took a liking to Gira. Maybe he saw something in Gira that reminded him of his own position in the Dalada.

			“I’m curious; right now, as we ride . . . is there a good feeling going through your gut . . . or a bad one?”

			Elra slightly shook his head from side to side and grumbled. “Bad. Very bad.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Two: The Duel of a Generation
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			Gira marveled at Kirga’s mastery of the sword. Gira had trained for thousands of hours in the past with Oracles the likes of Pulkra and Belasefka on swordsmanship. He was sure he would be able to gain the upper hand against his older brother in this form of combat. 

			It was not so. Gira moved at blinding speeds with his black flame blade, but Kirga blocked every strike and evaded every stab. He was untouchable. He read Gira like a book, sometimes using his white flame blade to block without even looking in the direction that Gira had attacked from. 

			They dashed through the field of grey grass and vibrant red roses, taking care to dodge the red willow trees as well when they threatened to smash into them at their unnatural speed. Together they were participating in the fastest exchange of sword parries any region in Wenworld had seen in over 200 years. Neither knew it, but the exact last time such swordsmanship was on display was 213 years prior to their clash, in a duel between two women named Eliza Ivory and Taleli Morga. The duel took place on top of a mountain in the far south. The world had not seen skill of that level again until now.   

			Eliza was fighting to save her daughter from Taleli, who abducted her and was attempting to drain her blood for a special ritual that would provide Taleli with enough power to potentially fight against the Dalada. Taleli Morga was devoted to the Morganian beliefs of Belfaris Morga. She also wished to destroy the Crystal. It was remarkably ironic how similar her duel with Eliza was with the one that was presently taking place at Opiana Mountain.

			Taleli failed in her mission. Eliza Ivory killed her in the duel and rescued her daughter. And now Gira was fighting to rescue Keji Aberdam. 

			You haven’t lost a single step, thought Gira, meeting Kirga’s blade four to five times in a single second. You are still every bit as skilled as I recall you being. I would not have been ready for this fight at all before I dueled Vedara. I used up one of my strongest Curses to take Vedara’s Kanah and make my own far more powerful. And yet I am still struggling to keep up with you. You would have easily killed me before I took the strength of Vedara. That thought alone is frightening. The thing that frightens me the most, however, is how you keep smiling.

			As the two of them were dashing around the field, clashing over and over, Kirga kept a smug smirk on his face. Gira was exerting far too much energy to afford being smug.

			One aspect of this duel was already reminding Gira of the times he used to spar with Kirga when they were in their early twenties. It was the loss of time he experienced while fighting his brother. He was entirely unaware that he and Kirga had been dancing with their blades for well over twenty minutes. He was almost having too much fun to notice. The idea of him even slightly enjoying a duel to the death with Kirga disturbed him, but the elegance and mastery of their swordplay was addictive. They moved with such speed, and every parry was a brief game of wits. They traveled through the grey plains, slashing, dodging, and exchanging blows in a frantic, yet mesmerizing display.

			Gira’s fascination with their fencing was interrupted when the sole of Kirga’s boot met his face at the twenty-seven-minute mark. Kirga had leaned backward and baited Gira into stabbing for his abdomen, only for Kirga to parry Gira’s blade to the side and kick him in the face. The kick came with enough force to send Gira backward into the hard bark of one of the lonely willow trees.

			Gira blinked away the dizziness that followed this heavy blow. He tasted blood in his mouth. He looked forward to see Kirga holding his white blade high above his head. With a yell and a swift slash, Kirga brought the blade downward and sent a wave of white fire at Gira. Gira quickly lifted his blade to send a wave of black fire back at his brother.

			The two waves met in the middle, exploding in a blazing ball of desolation that spread outward and set a massive radius of the field on fire. Gira flinched in surprise and raised his blade to defend himself as Kirga leapt through the center of the burning ball, somehow unharmed by the mingled black and white fire. 

			Gira was not fast enough to dodge the strike that came from Kirga’s long white blade. It stabbed into his left shoulder, causing Gira to scream out and kick Kirga in the stomach out of instinct. The kick sent Kirga sliding back along the smoldering grey grass, but the damage was already done.

			The first blood of their duel had finally been drawn. 

			Gira stabbed his black sword into the dirt next to his feet as he clutched at his stabbed shoulder. It was bleeding profusely. Gira was done with the sword dueling. He had no choice now but to take things to the next stage. That was fine with him. He was waiting to turn up the heat.

			I only have a few of my strongest Curses left. I cannot yet reuse the one I used on Vedara, which is a real shame, as it would’ve been quite handy against someone like Kirga. I have three main Curses that I believe are strong enough to kill him. I need to use them wisely. My best chance for the first is right about now. But this one doesn’t require as much strategy. I’m basically taking a chance and just hoping this one can catch him off guard. But the last two need to be used only when I have no other choice. I’ll probably reserve them for when I need to pull them out just to meet his strongest Curses. I know he has many. I can only imagine the tricks he has hiding up his sleeve. My only hope is that he wasted some of his best when he fought the Sanfron Trio last year. I know he would’ve needed at least a few of his best to kill all three of them like he did. 

			Gira swiped his right hand through the spewing blood on his shoulder, making sure to fill his empty palm with it. He would need a good amount of his blood to use this Curse. What Gira had in mind happened to be a Blood Summon, the strongest form of summoning an Oracle can do. Normally, Blood Summons do not actually require the blood of the caster in order to be contacted. But the beast Gira intended to employ was of a rare, sadistic breed.

			With his palm now coated red, Gira smacked the hand down into the ground. “Shimio Veltaros!”

			A cloud of smoke formed high above the tree Gira leaned back upon. Several seconds passed before a gigantic black form fell from within the smoke. Gira needed to work up the energy for one more dash away from the tree to prevent himself from being crushed to death by the very creature he summoned.

			What Gira brought forth onto the battlefield was a rare creature known as a Hakledara. According to the ‘Official Bestiary of Kanakon’ there were no more than twenty Hakledaras left in Wenworld. They were violent, yet extraordinarily intelligent beings that were prone to living in harsh mountain climates. Gira only managed to align himself with Veltaros—the Hakledara that just fell from the sky—because Pulkra facilitated their bonding during a mission eight years ago. Pulkra decided that his friend needed a strong Summon, and Veltaros was not given much choice in the matter. If he refused, Pulkra would have killed him.

			Hakledaras possessed some of the strangest features of any being in the world. Veltaros himself was 90 meters tall and covered in a mixture of red and gold fur. Most of his fur was blood red, but there was a thick golden stripe running down his broad back. Hakledaras were bipedal beings that walked and ran on two feet like a human would, but they possessed six long arms covered in mounds of corded muscle. Three arms on one side, and three on the other. There were three golden eyes on the animal’s jagged head, and he also had a muscular tail that was a miraculous 40 meters long.

			Veltaros loomed over Opiana, glancing around in confusion and anger. “GIRA IVORY! WHERE IS GIRA IVORY?”

			Gira got to his feet. The shockwave that came from Veltaros’ feet hitting the ground sent him tumbling several meters, as it also did with Kirga. “I am right here! Down here!”

			Veltaros bent over to bring his head nearer to the ground. He squinted all three of his giant golden eyes to inspect Gira’s tiny form. “WHY HAVE YOU SUMMONED ME? YOU HAVE NEVER DONE SO UNTIL NOW! IT HAS BEEN EIGHT YEARS OF UNINTERRUPTED PEACE! WHY HAVE YOU BROKEN THIS PEACE? I TAKE IT YOU ARE IN A VERY DESPERATE SITUATION!”

			Gira resisted the urge to plug his ears. His head was ringing from the volume of the creature’s standard voice. “Yes, you could say that! I have interrupted your peace, Veltaros, because I need you to kill the Genmaga!”

			All three eyes grew wide with shock. “THE GENMAGA, YOU SAY? WHERE?”

			Gira pointed over to Kirga, who was slowly climbing to his feet many yards away. He was now standing behind a small wall of white fire that refused to burn out. He glared over the flames at Gira with a grave expression.

			Veltaros rotated his head to peer down at Kirga. “AHHH! THERE’S THE LITTLE CAT! HE IS MADE UP OF SOME . . . INTERESTING KANAH. VERY WELL. I WILL DISPATCH OF HIM FOR YOU. BUT ONCE THIS DEED IS DONE, YOU WILL LEAVE ME BE!”

			“Deal!” said Gira, still putting pressure on his bleeding shoulder. Veltaros was about to serve as the perfect distraction. While Kirga was busy fending off the beast, Gira could meditate and attempt to close his wound. His Kanah would do some of the work to lessen the bleeding, but he could do nothing to heal it completely without the help of an actual Jinx specialist. And with Alice still all the way back home in Turquoise Town, Gira was out of luck in that regard.

			Veltaros dug his feet into the ground and used his powerful legs to spring off toward Kirga. He was so large that it only took him two substantial strides to reach his location in the field. Gira sat down where he was and began to meditate. But he kept his eyes open to observe what was happening between Kirga and the mountainous entity. He knew better than to ever take his eyes off someone like Kirga. That was how you ended up dead.   

			Veltaros opened his mouth and let free a blast of red liquid that steamed as it made contact with the field. The stench that came along with it was horrid. It was enough to make Gira gag, even from his safe distance. It appeared to be some kind of corrosive acid, as it burned a sizable crater in the ground where Kirga was previously standing. Gira could not spot Kirga in the chaos. In one moment he was calmly looking up at Veltaros, and in the next he was submerged in a massive wave of red acid. 

			Gira only knew Kirga was still alive when a shining white hand made entirely of Kanah broke out from the acid and rose toward Veltaros’ face. This was a unique Curse of Kirga’s that he had grown fond of using. The white hand turned into a fist just before it made contact with Veltaros’ chin. The sound of the uppercut was like a firework echoing in the open field. The fist continued to pummel the Summon with no mercy shown. And it moved at incredible speed. By the time Veltaros was slumping forwards to react to getting punched in the stomach, he was getting struck again on the side of the head. Punch after punch after punch came within a single minute. Kirga stood on an untainted patch of grass within the crater the acid created. He was smirking as he let the ethereal hand punish the beast. 

			Damn him, thought Gira. He was still meditating, feeling his energy working at his wound. The bleeding was slowing and the pain was numbing. He’s too strong for his own good. A creature the likes of Veltaros would have most Oracles in the world trembling, but Kirga is making a mockery of him. Though, if I know anything about Veltaros, that will not last long.

			He was correct to assume the embarrassing showing would not carry on for long. Veltaros grew sick of the beating he was getting and decided he was just going to annihilate a massive portion of the grey plain. He jumped high into the air and opened his mouth again, looking down toward the ground with a clear fury in all three of his eyes. This time, instead of letting loose a spray of noxious acid, Veltaros fired a blast of pure black Kanah. It shot from his mouth like a smooth cylinder of spangled energy.

			Gira spotted, for only a brief moment, the look of fear on Kirga’s face. This told Gira two things. The first was that even Kirga was wary of Veltaros’ impressive strength of Kanah. The second was that he, too, needed to get the hell out of the way as soon as possible. 

			Gira stopped his meditation to get to his feet and work up the Kanah in his legs for another dash. His meditation was far enough along by now for him to be satisfied with the healing effect. He was ready to get back into the fight. But first he needed to focus on not dying from his own Summon’s attack. 

			He dashed at the last possible moment, his entire field of vision going black as the blast hit the field. His dash only maintained its speed halfway through, as the shockwave from the explosion sent his body soaring into the air. He flipped several times, unaware after only a few seconds of which way was up. He eventually crashed hard onto the ground, bouncing thrice upon the grass before sliding to a stop in a thicker patch of winter roses.

			 

			D

			 

			Several minutes of silence passed in the field. Eventually, Gira shook his head and looked around to see most of the entire plain covered in grey smoke. The smoke began to somewhat clear when Gira spotted the looming dark figure of the six-armed Summon standing alone in the distance. There was no sign of Kirga’s floating white hand anywhere.

			Is . . . is he really dead? I was able to get away from that blast, but maybe Kirga couldn’t. I can’t imagine he would’ve been able to survive that. That look I saw on his face told me all I needed to know on whether he was scared of the attack. This blast might’ve ended this all for me.

			“I think . . . I think that may have been our final chapter right there, brother.” Gira studied the clearing smoke and still saw no sign of Kirga anywhere. He couldn’t sense his Kanah, either. “Farewell . . . Kirga . . . it took my strongest Summon to take you out. But this duel is officially over.”

			“Oh, surely you know better than that.”

			Gira spun around to see Kirga standing less than a foot behind him. He didn’t even sense him there. Kirga punched Gira across the face, making Gira see stars as he fell to the ground. Kirga was on him within a second, mounting him and punching him over and over again. Gira had no time to even raise his hands to defend himself from the onslaught. He was just happy Kirga no longer had his white sword. If he did, he likely would’ve run it through Gira’s back when he had the chance.  

			Gira’s vision was blurry from the trauma he was taking to the head as Kirga continued to beat him senseless. But even in his current state, Gira could feel the trembles beneath his body. Each massive shake came from the feet of Veltaros. He had clearly spotted them, and was now heading their way. 

			Part of Gira was relieved that his Summon was on its way to assist him, but another part was struck with a sudden trepidation. What if Veltaros didn’t care that Gira was lying underneath Kirga? What if he decided to just blast the area and kill Gira as well? He wouldn’t put it past the Hakledara to be that reckless.

			He held up his arms and finally did some kind of amateur job at deflecting Kirga’s downward punches. Gira was a skilled hand-to-hand fighter, but Kirga was easily superior. If Gira wanted a chance at besting Kirga in a fair duel, he knew he needed to keep his distance and not let things be decided by physicality alone. His odds of victory quickly dwindled in such a bout. 

			He peeked through the crook of his right elbow to see Veltaros was only one more stride away before he was standing right on top of them. Luckily for Gira, Kirga saw this as well and decided his current advantageous physical position was not worth getting stepped on. Kirga jumped off of Gira and turned toward the Hakledara. 

			Gira, peering over at Kirga through his now swollen eyes, sensed a sudden boost in the potency of his brother’s Kanah. The air went several degrees icier than it already was. It became so cold so fast that Gira began to quiver on the ground. His very organ function seemed tampered with. It was difficult to draw breath. His hands had gone numb as well.

			Kirga stared up at Veltaros, who now raised one foot high in the air, preparing to slam it down upon Kirga’s head. “Berenor.”

			Veltaros froze where he was. It appeared as if time itself had suddenly halted. Surrounding the beast was now a slightly transparent white cube. Veltaros stood in the direct center of this strange cube. Kirga raised his hands like a composer preparing to guide a full orchestra. He flexed his fingers and began to bring his hands toward each other above his head. Gira watched as the giant cube began to constrict at equal speed to Kirga’s hands. 

			Gira stumbled forward, trying to get up and stop Kirga from doing whatever it was he was doing. The sudden drop in temperature was so severe he could hardly make use of his legs. When he attempted to put pressure on one leg, it would go numb and simply give out. He looked up again to see that it was too late for his assistance now. 

			Veltaros, still appearing to be frozen in time, still had control over his eyes. The look of fear in all three of those golden eyes was unnerving. He glanced from side to side as the cube’s walls got closer and closer to him. He could not scream or struggle in any way. He was forced to stay right there and witness the inevitability of his own demise.

			Gira was stricken with a moment of sheer denial. He knew how powerful Veltaros was as a Blood Summon. He needed the assistance of a Dalada member just to gain the luxury of his service. Surely Kirga would not kill him here. Surely Veltaros would break free from this. He was a Hakledara, for Meamara’s sake. These creatures were enough to raze a city to the ground. They are only slightly weaker than the centipede Kirga summoned in Porshalla, and that needed to be killed by Don-Galaga himself. 

			Just before the walls of the cube made contact with Veltaros’ body, the Hakledara fixed his three eyes on Gira. The look in them now was not fear at all. It was hatred. It was raw hatred toward Gira for ever putting him in such a situation. ‘This is your fault’, those eyes said. 

			Gira could not stomach what happened next. He closed his eyes and turned his head. He could be of no help, and therefore refused to watch the grisly scene. But he did hear the crunching of the massive mountain animal’s bones as Kirga shrunk the size of the cube and pitilessly killed Veltaros. The orchestra of snapping bones and blended organs was beyond any negative description. 

			When Gira mustered the mental fortitude to open his eyes again, he saw very little left of his poor Summon. Veltaros had been rendered to a pile of moist pink pulp with long, jagged bones still sticking out in every direction. He was entirely unrecognizable from his previously magnificent form.

			Kirga spun to face Gira again. The pompous, confident grin on his face was enough to boil the blood. “Shall we begin Round Two, then?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Three: The Painful Truth and a Final Plea
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			Gira inwardly appreciated the fact that Kirga was allowing him the time to get back to his feet and steady his breathing. Kirga could have jumped on him again and continued beating his face in. But instead, he showed some semblance of honour and allowed Gira to decide when the duel would carry on into its next stage. 

			“I can see in your eyes that you do not really believe that you can defeat me,” said Kirga. His previous grin was now gone. It faded away at the sight of Gira’s bloodied and swollen face. “I am demonstrating a rare courtesy, little brother. Turn now and leave.”

			Gira could hardly believe the words that left Kirga’s mouth. He needed a few seconds to process them. “What are you talking about? Cut the mind games. You’ve been waiting for this fight as long as I have. After what I did . . . to Casey . . . you’re not going to just let me walk away. Who do you think you’re talking to here? I know you, Kirga. I’m the only person left in Wenworld who knows you this well, in fact.”

			Kirga clasped his hands behind his back, standing proudly. “Precisely. You are left alive while Ikarus is not. I killed Ikarus for what he did to my love. If I wanted you dead, I would’ve killed you immediately following that event. And yet you stand here to duel with me today.”

			“Why?” asked Gira. “Why did you kill Ikarus . . . but not me? We both performed the same action at the exact same time. We both struck Casey down and gave him to Migra. The blame for that day cannot be attributed to just Ikarus. I don’t understand.”

			“I was placed—or, more accurately—I was forced onto a certain path the day Casey died, Gira. I was Migra’s golden goose. I was Migra’s chosen warrior to bring about the realization of Belfaris Morga’s ambitions. There were certain . . . conditions that needed to be met to put me on that path. I am not the only Morga who got the chance to speak with Euripides.”

			Gira studied Kirga’s eyes for any sign of a lie or trick. “Your mother spoke with Euripides?”

			Kirga’s eyes revealed a hint of sadness. It was only present for a fleeting moment before passing back into stoic poise. “She did. Euripides informed my mother that I, the Genmaga, would be capable of achieving Dual Affinity and changing the world forever . . . under the condition that I suffered a complete and utter breaking of my heart. Once the Genmaga had his heart figuratively destroyed beyond repair, he could begin down the path to ultimate power.”

			Gira wrestled with the revelation that came along with these words. “Your mother killed Casey because she knew it would be the most effective way of breaking your heart?”

			“Yes,” said Kirga. “It is the reason why I tore her to shreds and killed her. Euripides can be very vague with his prophecies. He can see conditions that must be met in order for a thing to have the potential of happening, but the thing itself is still not certain to happen even if the conditions are met. But I intend to make my prophecy come true. Nearly all of my personal conditions have been met. Only one remains.” He glanced back at Opiana Mountain. “Prince Keji sleeps at the top of the stairs. I need only drink his blood to grant myself the ultimate power.”

			Gira’s nostrils flared and his jaw tightened. He would not let that happen. “You still haven’t answered my question. Cut the crap. Why did you not kill me after Ikarus? You just left . . . and then came back years later to kill Genevieve. Euripides helped clear up for me why Genevieve needed to die, but you choosing to just move on and forget about me still leaves me scratching my head.”

			Kirga’s deep voice took on a softer tone. “You were out of town when Ikarus and I dueled. After I killed him . . . I will be honest with you . . . I longed to use my white scythe to take my own life. I had killed my brother, whom I loved dearly, with my own hands. My heart was already eviscerated after Casey’s death, but it received a final slash after I watched the light leave Ikarus’ eyes. I was left with my thoughts that night. I was on the path to freeing this world from its cage. I was on the path to making sure I got to see my husband again. I had more important things to think about. That was the night I dedicated myself to my goal. Chasing you for revenge would’ve been a waste of my time. It was beneath me. Casey was the only thing in my mind after that night. I had killed Ikarus, but I made the decision to let you go.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Gira. “If you were so focused on your goal, then why did you wait so long to come to Turquoise Town and kill Genevieve? Why didn’t you kill her when she was just a baby? You could’ve been on your path to Dual Affinity and, therefore, on your path to seeing Casey again much sooner. Your story is not adding up here, Kirga. There is still a piece you’re leaving out. You’re lying to me. I told you to cut the crap.”

			Kirga’s gaze drifted toward the grass between them. “Do you really want to know about what went down with Genevieve?”

			Gira’s frustration reached its boiling point. “Yes!”

			To Gira’s surprise, Kirga responded to this outburst by turning around, lifting his black and white hair, and showing his bare neck to Gira. “Look here and tell me what you see.”

			Gira needed to take a few steps forward to be near enough to see what was there, while also being far enough to respond if Kirga suddenly attacked him. Upon the pale skin of Kirga’s neck was the seared symbol of the Morga family: the Red Trident. 

			Gira had never seen this symbol on his brother before. He had certainly seen the back of Kirga’s neck before when they were younger. This symbol was never there. He was very confused. “I . . . I don’t . . .”

			“I told you to tell me what you see. It was a very simple request.”

			“It’s a red trident. It’s the symbol of your stupid, psychotic family.”

			Kirga hummed deeply. “That is correct.”

			“It’s also the symbol you used to gain information from Metrio Feralt.”

			Kirga let down his hair and turned his body again, his eyes fixed on Gira’s face. He did not blink. “Yes, Gira. That is correct.”

			“I’m not getting how this relates. I know Migra used this symbol as well. Her version of what you did to Metrio was even more powerful. She could turn people into her thralls and force them to do whatever she . . .”

			He paused, his heart beating loudly in his chest. His breathing became shallow. “No.”

			Kirga, realizing that Gira was finally putting it together on his own, let out a short breath through his nose. “Yes, Gira. What you are now assuming is correct. Say it. Say it out loud right now. I want to hear it from your lips.”

			Gira could hardly breathe, let alone say aloud the theory that would change literally everything he thought he knew and thought he hated about the man he used to call his brother. “I . . .”

			“Say it.”

			Gira ran a hand through his dark hair, tugging at the roots and shaking his head. “She made you do it. Migra made you kill Genevieve . . . didn’t she?”

			Instead of a confident and glib expression, Kirga only appeared dejected. “Yes. I was my mother’s final thrall. She put the mark on me when I confronted her about Casey. She could’ve commanded me to spare her life. She could’ve stopped me from ripping her apart in my rage and sorrow. But instead of saving her own life, she placed a greater priority on making sure I remained on the path to Dual Affinity. She believed in the ‘myth’ of the power with her entire heart, and she would stop at nothing to make sure I was the perfect candidate to receive that power. And so . . . her last command was for me to consume the soul of Genevieve Ivory.”

			Gira felt his legs begin to shake where he stood. His hand was still pulling at his hair. The other was rubbing at the area around his open mouth. He felt as if he were the world’s biggest imbecile. How could he not have put it together on his own before? He knew and loved Kirga for many years. He grew up alongside him. It always confused him that Kirga would do such a thing as murder a little girl; even if that girl was the daughter of the man who got his husband killed. It just never added up in Gira’s mind. He told himself there was no other explanation, and kept that hatred in his heart, letting it fuel his hunt. But now he was faced with the fact that Kirga’s crimes—though still grievous enough to warrant a life in Kanakonian prison—were not quite as malicious as previously suspected.

			“But . . . but why so long? Genevieve was seven when you killed her. If Migra made you her thrall and gave you that final command, then why did it take so long for the command to go into effect?”

			Kirga kept his arms at his side. “It didn’t. The command went into effect as soon as she placed it on me. I was overcome with the deep desire to kill Genevieve.”

			“Then why? I don’t get it.”

			“Beyond the compulsion my mother placed on me, I did not want to hurt Genevieve,” said Kirga. “Not at all. Once Casey was gone, I gave up on my life. After my rage faded away and Ikarus and my mother were dead, I wanted to die as well. I did not believe that Ikarus’ daughter deserved to die for his deed. And so . . . with the last bit of strength I had left in me to defy the mark of Migra, I sealed myself away below Turquoise Town. Hadn’t you ever wondered where I had gone all those years leading up to Genevieve’s death? Hadn’t you ever wondered what I could’ve been doing in that long span of time? I know you would’ve searched for me.”

			Gira did search. In those seven years after the murder of Ikarus, Gira looked everywhere for Kirga. But from the moment of Ikarus’ death to the moment Gira learned about Genevieve’s death, he could find no trace whatsoever of his brother. It was as if Kirga simply stopped existing in the world for those seven years. But after the death of Genevieve, there was a clear trail of events for Gira to follow. The hunt finally had some promise. And Gira spent the remaining nine years—until his nephew and Chandi decided to join the hunt—searching the world to avenge Ikarus and Genevieve. 

			Kirga’s explanation made sense, but he still didn’t understand. “But how? How could you have sealed yourself below the town? And how could you survive for that long on your own? Did you ever see light? Did you eat? And where exactly did you seal yourself?”

			Kirga waited a few seconds before answering. “There is a deep cave on the south side of the great hill Turquoise Town is built on. I discovered it shortly after I took Ikarus’ life in our duel. My compulsion to kill Genevieve was so powerful it filled my body with pain beyond anything you could comprehend. It was painful because I was fighting against it. Every step I took was an agony. But I would sooner have died than kill that girl. My grudge was not with her. She was innocent. And so I went as deep into the cave as I could, then I used the strongest form of Transformation I could muster at that time to blast the roof of the entrance and cause a cave-in. I was trapped in there with no way of getting out. I was not a powerful enough Oracle, at that time, to just destroy the entire half of the hill I was under. That level of power would only come in the years following Genevieve’s death, when I had nothing left to focus on but training; training so I could carry out the plan I was forced into.”

			Gira remembered hearing about the cave-in when he returned to Turquoise Town to find his brother dead. He remembered hundreds of workers from town heading south to see what may have caused it. Since they were all Yeryaila, it would’ve been impossible for them to access the cave that had once been there. If only they knew the Genmaga of their generation was hiding himself away on the other side of the rocks.

			Kirga continued speaking, noticing that Gira was too stunned to say anything quite yet. “I used a small, simple Transformation to let a little ball of white light float in the tiny hole I found myself in. My compulsion was driving me mad. I clawed at the stone walls until my fingernails tore off and the skin of my hands was worn right down to the bone. I screamed until my voice was gone and I cried until I lost consciousness. I did this over and over and over again until I was sure many days had passed in the quiet hole.”

			Gira finally focused his mind enough to ask a question. “How did you possibly survive that?”

			“Well,” said Kirga, “I discovered there is something very special about Genmagas that my father never told me. Turns out . . . as I discovered in my endless misery . . . Genmagas can only lose their lives by either old age, or being killed by another. Genmagas can grow hungry, but never die of hunger. They can grow thirsty, but never die of thirst. They can even survive, as I did in that hole, without a sufficient air supply. You could bury me alive in a coffin and I would be awake down there until old age—which, through research I did after I escaped the cave—is no older than ninety. For reasons no one knows, no Genmaga in history has ever lived older than the age of ninety. It is simply not possible. Their bodies will give out before their ninety-first birthday. But other than that—and direct physical trauma brought about by either murder, or I suppose an accident—we endure. And so I endured. I spent seven years in that hole, Gira. All because I refused to kill Genevieve. Ika and Genevieve were growing up in a town built just above the head of the man who would eventually ruin their lives.”

			Gira winced at that final sentence. Every happy moment the two kids spent together in Turquoise Town was now somewhat tainted. Kirga was underneath them the entire time, cold and alone. 

			“But how did you break free?” Gira asked. “And how did you not lose your mind down there? Should you even be sane right now? I’d expect someone to be a slobbering mess after spending seven years in utter isolation.”

			“I did begin to lose my mind,” said Kirga. “After only a month down there I already felt my sanity slipping. I began to see hallucinations. I saw Ikarus covered in blood, screaming at me as his head spun around on his neck. I saw Alice burning alive on the other side of the hole, begging me to save her. I saw you . . . standing next to me and bashing your skull against the rock. I saw so many bizarre things that broke me piece by piece. The hallucinations that hurt the most were of Casey. He was the only hallucination, however, who did not have any dark or twisted aspect to him. Every time I saw him, he simply soothed me and told me everything was going to be okay.”

			Gira frowned. “Why were those the worst hallucinations?”

			“Because they were the only ones that felt real,” answered Kirga, closing his eyes for a moment. “And I missed him so much. Seeing him in front of me was worse than any physical torture I endured in that cave. I was reminded daily of how perfect he was with those hallucinations, but I knew what I was seeing was not real. I knew I had lost Casey. He was gone, and his fake image only served to drive me to madness. They were not very vivid hallucinations. The sound of his voice always sounded . . . off. It wasn’t that sweet sound I remember. But it still hurt. Even a façade of Casey is enough to hurt.” 

			He began to slowly pace back and forth. “In order to distract myself from that torture, I focused on nothing but meditation. Eventually, after hundreds of hours of tireless mental exertion . . . I unlocked a brand new state of mind. I fell so deep into my meditative state that the concept of time was lost to me. Months passed in what felt like only several days to me. Make no mistake; this meditative achievement only spared me from some of my torture. Staying in that cave for seven years was still mental and physical agony. I was so hungry my stomach burned for every minute of every day. My throat closed up so that every breath I took in was painful enough to bring tears to my eyes. How I was able to breathe at all in a closed-off cave is still beyond me. Genmagas cannot even suffocate in isolated places with no adequate supply of air, it would appear. I did feel my lungs begin to be coated in a unique kind of Kanah that I did not do on my own. My body automatically found some way to take in far less air and still sustain my lungs. It was quite a strange and miraculous sensation.

			“But my point stands on the degree of my suffering. Even though it did not feel like seven full years for me, I would say it still felt like no less than eight months. I could not maintain my advanced meditative state forever. I needed rest periods between. Eight months alone in a dark hole is still anguish unlike anything I have experienced in my life. Well, except for when I found out Casey was dead. No agony surpasses that.” He stopped pacing, taking in a long breath. “But I do not regret the years I spent in that cave. My only regret is that I sprung myself free. Ironically enough, the meditative state I had discovered while trying to run from my madness was steadily increasing the power of my Kanah. I could run from my hallucinations, but I could not run from my mother’s compulsion. I was my mother’s thrall. Eventually, on the night of Genevieve’s death . . . I was strong enough to break my way through the mountain. I was in my Hellcat form. I was exhausted, half-insane, and starving. But I was still just barely strong enough to work my way up the hill and arrive at the window of the Ivory House.

			“But please believe me when I tell you I tried to fight it, Gira. I tried so hard. I fought with all the willpower I had to stay away from those kids. I really did all I possibly could have done. But I still leapt through that window and killed poor Genevieve. My heart broke all over again when I did it. The only reason Ika has that scar down his face is because I was desperately trying to keep him from having his soul taken as well. He tried to run over and save Genevieve in the last moment, but all that would’ve happened was him being killed as well. So, with one instinctual swipe of my paw, I swatted Ika across the room. I wasn’t trying to hurt him then. I was trying to save his life. I did save his life.” He sighed, and a sudden wetness was in his eyes. “But I couldn’t save Genevieve’s.”

			Gira’s mind could hardly withstand this revelation. Everything he thought he knew about his brother all these years was a lie. But deep down, Gira was not at all surprised by it. This sounded exactly like something Migra Morga would’ve done, but nothing at all like what Kirga would’ve done. Not the Kirga that he knew. 

			He tried to stop himself from killing Genevieve. He put himself into an unimaginable situation just to prevent anything happening to Ika’s sister. It all made sense. Kirga always had a heart that Gira admired. Locking himself away in prolonged torture just to help a girl he didn’t even know sounded far more like the Kirga Gira had grown up with. But this knowledge changed so much. It changed everything. 

			“Are you still your mother’s thrall?”

			Kirga cocked his head slightly to the side. “What?”

			“I asked you if you are still your mother’s thrall. Do you do what you do because Migra has compelled you to do it?”

			Kirga’s expression became grave. “No, Gira. My mother set me down this path, but after Genevieve’s death . . . every decision was my own. And Migra knew it would be that way. She knew that once I was forced to overcome the greatest obstacle—the one she knew I would never overcome of my own free will—I would realize that I was already on the path to seeing Casey again. I would dedicate myself to doing whatever was left that I needed to do, because the worst of the Prophecy’s demands were behind me. And that is exactly what I’ve done. I will not be kept from Casey, little brother. It’s too late for me now. All I have left is the hope that I can see him again. I will let no one stand in the way of that.”

			“So you’ll kill us all? Think of all the children you’ll be hurting when you destroy the Crystal! If you consider the murder of children to be the worst, I can assure you the worst is not at all behind you. It’s ahead!”

			Kirga’s face contorted in anger. “We will not all die when I destroy the Crystal! That is a lie that Kanakon has fed you! We will be free to explore the outside world. Whatever Lady Meamara was saving us from is gone! And if you ask my opinion, I don’t believe Meamara was saving us from anything. I think that was also just another lie! We are her pets. We are her experiment. I’m done playing along. Wenworld will thank me when I finally achieve what my oldest brother could not!”

			Gira needed to pause to put together what Kirga meant by ‘Oldest Brother.’ His breath hitched when it came to him. He was talking about Belfaris Morga. As strange as it was to realize, since Don-Galaga was the father of both Kirga and Belfaris, that technically made them brothers. It just so happened that Kirga’s older blood brother died hundreds of years before Kirga was even born.  

			Gira decided to try one last desperate move. If this didn’t work, they would continue killing each other. Looking in Kirga’s eyes now, Gira found he truly did not want that. Even knowing Kirga was in his right mind when he killed Ikarus, this duel still felt so deeply wrong in the pit of Gira’s stomach. This fact helped him realize he had been hunting Kirga all of these years to avenge Genevieve more than Ikarus. He loved Ikarus, but Kirga’s reasoning for seeking revenge was not entirely unwarranted. And now Gira knew that Kirga was not even really the one who killed Genevieve. It was Migra. All things seemed to lead back to that damn woman.

			He stepped forward again, clasping his hands together in a prayer. “Brother . . . I am so sorry for what Migra did to you. But you have lost yourself. I am not looking at the brother I loved.” He shook his head. “But I don’t think he is lost forever. Please stop now. You haven’t gone too far yet. You can leave this insane plan behind you and live a life Casey would be proud of. He would not want this for you!”

			“Casey will love me no matter what choices I make,” snarled Kirga. “That is one thing I’m sure of. And it is too late now for this kind of conversation. I killed the Sanfron Trio and destroyed a massive section of Porshalla. I also raided Eskarahm Four and killed the White Raven. I won’t even be given the courtesy of a prison sentence. I’ll be executed in Kanakon for a live crowd. You know that as well as I do. The only options are that you turn around and leave . . . or we fight. Choose.”

			Gira feared Kirga would say exactly this. Part of him wished to see Kirga answer for his crimes, but another part just wanted his brother back. He knew there was great selfishness in this fact. He knew he had a duty to protect Wenworld from the monster that Kirga was becoming. But he thought back to the days when Kirga would bring him soup when he was sick, or when he would headlock Ikarus for picking on him, or when he would read to him when he was sad about Don-Galaga being gone for too long. All of these memories were a part of Gira. His subconscious was full of them. For so many years he had tried to convince himself that he would cave Kirga’s skull in and feel nothing when they finally met. He should’ve known that, even in spite of his Moon Affinity, Kirga was the one person he could never show that level of callousness to; especially now that he knew the truth about Genevieve.

			He sighed, widening his stance and rolling his wounded shoulder. It felt better now. The cut was still deep, but the pain was being numbed by his Kanah. “You already know what my choice is, Kirga.” 

			Kirga widened his stance as well, a heaviness in his voice as he spoke his final words of their palaver. “Of course I do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Four: Seppersella vs Iglario’Venris
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			The time for talk was over. Both men had made their choices. Gira was going to do whatever he could to save Prince Keji and prevent Kirga from obtaining the implausible power of Dual Affinity, and Kirga was going to drink the blood of the King and become strong enough to kill the likes of Don-Galaga. Regardless of the love the two of them bore each other, one of them was going to die. This realization weighed heavy upon Gira. He didn’t want to be the one to make the first move.

			He didn’t need to be. Kirga held his palms together and closed his eyes. “Iglario’Venris.”

			Gira was unfamiliar with this Edamirin term, but he knew ‘Venris’ to translate loosely to the word ‘Chain.’ He was not sure what to expect, but based on the amount of Kanah he could sense building in Kirga, Gira knew this was one of his greatest Curses. He was not holding back.

			Gira had no choice. He had two major Curses left to use. If he didn’t use one of them right now to counter this attack, he would likely be killed or maimed badly enough for this duel to be over. He kept his hands at his side, not needing to put them in any position to use his next ability. “Seppersella!”

			A vast sheet of black clouds formed high in the sky, completely blotting out the light of the sun. It appeared to be the dead of night in Opiana Plains now. Thunder rumbled and black lightning filled the sky. The air became hot enough to draw sweat upon the brow. 

			Gira’s Curse was ready to be employed. When Kirga’s eyes opened again, it was evident that he was also prepared for a mythical clash. His eyes blazed pure white. No longer were they a staggering mixture of white and black. Now they burned like white flames. They were even brighter than the white fire that still danced in large patches around the grey field.

			Now that the names of the Curses had been spoken aloud, Gira no longer felt the need for hesitation. He would not miss the opportunity for the first attack when it was this easily presented.

			He held one hand above his head. When he clenched the fist of that hand, six bolts of black light flickered in the sky as they descended toward Kirga in less than the span of a full second. 

			Seppervein was Gira’s greatest Curse. It was the pinnacle of his power as an Oracle. But Seppersella was his second best. It was very rare for him to ever need to pull it out; not even speaking of the frequency in which Seppervein saw combat. But Kirga required such action. 

			Seppersella was useful for many reasons. The attacks the Curse allowed Gira to dish out could not be dodged, for one. They were far too fast. The Curse gave Gira a total of twenty dark bolts to call down from the sky. These were far more powerful than the one he called down to take out nearly every member of the Coldshire Gang, too. These were a cut above any other lightning-based attack he knew of.

			And he just struck Kirga with six of them in the span of a heartbeat.

			When the dust settled around where Kirga stood, Gira saw that he was only somewhat damaged by the explosion of sparks. His skin looked red and raw, and blood trickled down from his hair and into his blazing eyes. It was clear at once what had shielded him from the six strikes.

			Bobbing up and down on either side of Kirga were two massive steel chains that swayed in the air like snakes. Gira spotted the one on the left snap outward to absorb the blows from the black lightning. Some of the damage still found its way to Kirga, but most of it was taken into the steel and then dispersed into the dirt beneath their feet.

			What kind of ability is this? thought Gira, studying the snakelike chains. They both became sharp at the head, and seemed to dig into the dirt at their ends. There were no visible Auras of Kanah around them, either. They were simply matte grey. Are there really two chains, or do they link together under the ground? I can only see the sharp ends bobbing up and down above ground. I’m assuming Kirga has full control over these chains. But what can they do? Do they deal basic physical trauma alone? Because I can just break them. Surely they have some kind of annoying quality to them. Knowing Kirga, they probably perform eighteen different damn functions. He sighed. 

			“You’ll have to do better than that,” said Kirga. “Your command of lightning is impressive, but the tricks up my sleeve are far smarter. Brute force will not win you this fight, brother.”

			Gira needed to dash back instinctually to avoid the left chain, which snapped at him like a cobra. The sharp end just barely missed cutting Gira’s nose off. He thought he was in the clear until another brand new chain shot out from the ground and wrapped itself around his left leg.

			What the hell?

			This chain was much thinner than the two next to Kirga. Gira waited for the large chain on the right to snap at him next before he used more of his lightning. When the chain was halfway to his face, he called down another four strikes of shining black. Each bolt had a thin white outline that flashed in the air as they connected with the left chain, which went in the way of Kirga to absorb the blow yet again. These things were fast. Very fast. 

			Even though Kirga was saved, yet again, from death, he still sustained even more damage. Gira heard him cry out in a snarl of pain as some of the dark electricity still made its way to his body. Gira started with twenty bolts. His first attack used up six, leaving him with fourteen. And now he had used another four, which left him with only ten left.

			I’m not acting very strategically here. I really thought those last ones would get him. I underestimated the speed of these damn things. 

			Another thinner chain shot up from the ground and wrapped itself around Gira’s other leg. He was incapable of moving now, and was getting slightly nervous. He could do a good deal of damage to Kirga, but he feared his remaining bolts would not be enough to kill him. Kirga was not fast enough to dodge the strikes, but miraculously, his chains were fast enough to protect him. But Gira was completely at his opponent’s mercy now. Whatever main attack Kirga’s Curse was capable of, he was about to find out what it was. 

			Kirga grimaced as he threw his hands forward, stabbing his fingers through the air in the direction of Gira. Both large chains flew threw the air, headed for Gira’s chest.

			Kirga had left himself open, though. Smirking, Gira called down another five black bolts in the span of a single blink of the eye. Kirga had made a mistake by sending both chains instead of just one. If he were wise, he would’ve kept one back to shield him. 

			Gira quickly found out that his sudden confidence was misplaced, however. He only took his eyes from Kirga for a single second, and only as an intuitive glance toward the chains that were coming for him. When his eyes darted back to where Kirga had been standing . . . he was gone. There was nothing there but empty field. All five bolts hit where Kirga used to be, creating a wide crater in the ground that was at least four meters deep. 

			The lightning also covered most of the field in a brief blanket of sparks. These sparks travelled all the way to where the bodies of the Coldshire Gang still laid in the cold grass, making their corpses bounce and twitch in disturbing ways as the electricity went through them. 

			This was not a case of Kirga dodging the attack. This was nothing more than a case of Gira’s amateurish mistake, not checking to see if Kirga was even still in the location he was sending the bolts. He cursed himself for the blunder.

			Where did he g—

			Gira’s thought was cut off by both chains stabbing into each of his shoulders. His shoulder blades shattered from the thick steel that pierced through him with ease. Both arms went limp as the blood from the punctures seeped down and coated the fabric of Gira’s undershirt. His spine nearly snapped from the force of the chains hitting him and the ground chains still trying to hold him in place. He should’ve fallen backward; and even where he stayed, he should’ve fallen to the ground, the strength no longer in his legs. But the thin chains constricted so tightly around his thighs that they kept him teetering upright.

			A sudden hopelessness came over him. He was done. The duel was over. He swayed on his feet in blinding pain, suspended by the upper chains like some pathetic puppet, and Kirga was the one pulling the strings. 

			“It’s over.”

			Gira could not turn his head. He did not even have the strength to. But he heard Kirga’s deep voice come from behind his right ear. He blinked through the pain as Kirga slowly walked around to stand in front of Gira.

			Gira forced a defiant smile onto his face. “Any chance I can take you up on that offer of turning back now?”

			He figured one final joke was worth it. He knew Kirga would take no enjoyment in killing him, so he didn’t need to worry about preventing Kirga from gaining any sort of satisfaction from his death. 

			This was fair, after all. This was a duel to the death. They both knew that. Gira would not have hesitated to kill Kirga if the chance arose. It was only right to assume Kirga would not hold back, either. Gira had slipped up, and now he was going to die for it. He just hoped Ika got his last letter.

			Kirga looked down at the chains wrapped around Gira’s thighs, then he squinted his still-flaming eyes to inspect the massive wounds of both shoulders. “This Curse does more than just restrict. It is very effective at that, usually allowing me to finish my opponent off with something else. But even so, it’s purpose and greatest effect is much more . . . sinister. The sharp ends of those large chains in your shoulders can release a dreadful poison that will paralyze you and slowly burn your internal organs. It is a dismal way to die, and it is only something I reserve for my worst enemies. You . . . brother . . . are not that.”

			Gira winced and bit his lip as the chains seemed to twist in his shoulders and the thinner ones that stemmed from the ground seemed to constrict tighter and tighter by the second, cutting off all circulation. “But . . . I killed Casey.”

			“My mother killed Casey,” Kirga corrected. “I will never forgive you for giving him up, but in the end the fault was with my mother. She was the villain in our story. You and Ikarus were pathetic excuses for men, and even worse excuses for friends. You were lovesick imbeciles who cared only for yourselves and what you thought you could gain from Alice. You thought you owned the girl, as if she were some kind of prize. You cared more for your own love than you did for mine. You are part of the reason I lost the love of my life. My soulmate. My sun and my stars. But more importantly even than my feelings on the matter, imagine how Casey must’ve felt when he woke up in the company of Migra. Imagine the tears he must’ve shed when he came to the realization that his best friends since childhood had stabbed him in the back so they could continue their idiotic love triangle saga. I think about how my sweet Casey must’ve reacted to that betrayal every single day. The mental image of his terror and sadness breaks me.”

			“I’m sorry,” croaked Gira, the blood still pouring out from around the areas where the chains dug into his skin and shattered his bones. “Is that what you want to hear? I loved Casey, and I’m sorry for what I did. He trusted me and we should’ve tried to find another way to stop your mother. We gave up too fast and simply gave Migra everything she wanted from us. None of this would be happening at all if we were not such cowards.”

			Kirga’s throat bobbed up and down, and his eyes grew glossy, though Gira could hardly see that due to the intense darkness brought about by the low clouds that still remained overhead. “I . . . I am going to leave you here. The Morphing will be starting soon. I am going to climb those stairs and wait for the time to come. When it does, I will drink Prince Keji’s blood and become the most powerful Oracle in the world.”

			He gave a slight bow to Gira, his voice wavering as he turned away. “Goodbye, brother. I . . . appreciate your apology . . . though I still do not forgive you.”

			Gira watched as Kirga’s back grew further and further away. After seeing how wounded and forlorn Kirga looked and sounded while wrapping up their duel, Gira almost did not want to use the final five bolts of lighting he still had left to command. But the dark sky above that rumbled with thunder still answered to him. 

			He focused his eyes on Kirga’s distant figure. Sorry, Kirga. I can’t let you drink the boy’s blood. I just can’t. Goodbye.

			A few uneventful moments passed. Gira gazed up to the sky and frowned. Nothing happened. The black lightning was not coming. He looked to his right to see that the wide steel chain sticking from his body was quivering with dark energy.

			Gira’s head fell forward, his will leaving him. Of course. The chains are preventing me from using any major Curses like Seppersella. The lightning would come quicker and with more destructive power if he were capable of using his hands to guide the strikes, but seeing as how both of his arms were rendered useless, he tried to use only his eyesight to send the bolts toward Kirga. It would’ve got the job done. And yet, due to the added feature of the steel chains, Kirga was walking away unharmed. Gira needed to try something else, and fast.

			His head rose again as he came up with another idea. I may not be capable of expending enough Kanah for a major Curse . . . but I can think of a lesser one that might be useful about now.

			This next trick Gira was looking to pull from his sleeve was the cruelest he had in his collection. His heart ached at the thought of using it on Kirga, but he was left with no other option. He could not let Kirga become powerful enough to shatter the Crystal. For the sake of everyone Gira still held close to his heart, he would let himself be cruel.

			I’m sorry for this, Kirga. I’m truly sorry.

			He closed his eyes and whispered the required word. “Gladenral.”

		

	
		
			Interlude: Gladenral: The Cruelest Curse

			[image: ]

			Kirga made his way slowly up the grand stairs toward Prince Keji, who he could only presume was still lying unconscious on the cold, smooth stone surface of the perfectly sliced mountain. 

			Kirga did not maintain his natural confidence as he climbed each step, running his hands over the everlasting torches, briefly enjoying their warmth. His heart was conflicted. He hated Gira for what he did to Casey, and yet he found no pleasure in punishing him. It was very peculiar. He tried to harden himself, but he openly passed on the opportunity to kill Gira while he was trapped by the chains. He could’ve easily torn his heart from his chest then, but he simply could not bring himself to finish the job. 

			Too much of Kirga’s old life—the life that brought him so much happiness—was dead and gone. Gira remained, however, and in his silver eyes Kirga could see a clear glimpse of his past. He could stare into Gira’s eyes and be reminded of better days. Forcing the light to leave those eyes forever was not something Kirga actually wanted. He only discovered this mere moments ago. He told himself for far too long that he would break Gira’s neck if he ever tried to stop him from seeing Casey again; especially after what he did to Casey. And yet here he was, doubting the depths of his own rage. He wondered if it was his Sun Affinity that was making him so soft. He wondered if, had he been born under the moon, he would’ve torn Gira’s head off with the chains instead of shattering his shoulder blades. 

			Kirga reached the top of the stairs. He looked down at the peaceful face of Keji Aberdam. The boy was still in a deep sleep, brought upon by Kamarr’s Kanah overloading his consciousness. 

			Thinking of poor Kamarr brought a sting to Kirga’s heart. That man deserved better than what Gira did to him. So did Devri. Kirga had grown fond of the two of them. It seemed as if everyone Kirga cared for ended up dead or worse. 

			“I am sorry, boy. As I stated earlier: I will not kill you. You will be free to go once I take your blood. I don’t imagine I will need much of it.”

			“You’ve been busy, my love.”

			Kirga loudly gasped as the sudden sound of this familiar voice nearly killed him. The very first word nearly stopped his heart. 

			It couldn’t be. It simply couldn’t be. He didn’t know how he was hearing it, but he knew it to be a cruel falsehood of some kind. Even so, in the moment, Kirga did not care. It sounded . . . right this time. It sounded real.

			He slowly turned around to see a man standing on the final step of the pale Opiana stairs. This man happened to be, by Kirga’s personal sight, the most beautiful human being who has ever lived. He was tall and muscular; slightly less so than Kirga, but sill an imposing figure overall. His golden hair was messy with long curls. His sharp bone structure accentuated his symmetrical, strong face. His nose was dotted with a plethora of small brown freckles. His soft green eyes were flecked with splendid gold. 

			He was wearing a long red shirt made from glimmering silk, and a pair of black leather pants that ended at his clean white boots. He also wore a silver necklace with a sparkling crimson gem in the center. It was necklace given to this man by Kirga, many years ago, when the world was brighter. 

			It was Casey Kenris, standing proud and healthy before Kirga’s eyes. 

			Kirga could do nothing to compose himself. He burst into tears the moment his eyes locked with Casey’s. He fell to his knees from the grief that crushed his heart behind his ribs. “What is this? What . . . how . . . what is this trickery?”

			Casey stepped forward, making Kirga’s heart skip more than a single beat. He knelt down and cupped Kirga’s face in his strong hand. “It’s not trickery, love. I’m really here. I’m back . . . and everything is okay now. Leave this place and come away with me. You don’t need to be sad anymore. I can’t bear to see you sad. You know that.”

			The amount of pain Kirga was being put through with this display was worse than anything his brain could comprehend. The hallucinations he experienced of Casey while he spent those years in the cave under Turquoise Town were dreadful, but they were nothing compared to this. The hallucinations never actually let Kirga hear Casey’s real voice. He still could not see Casey’s real face. The best way to explain the misery of those hallucinations would be to compare the experience with a bad dream; horribly uncomfortable and disturbing to the mind, but in no way can the brain actually feel and see what is happening in the dream. The brain knows—sometimes upon waking, and sometimes during the dream itself—that tricks are being played in order for the experience to be happening at all. There is no real substance. The voices you hear in a dream are not real voices. The pain you feel is not real pain. 

			What Kirga was experiencing now was nothing like a dream or shallow hallucination. This was his husband’s real voice. This was the real feel of his smooth hand. This was the real sight of his green eyes. The entire display was wounding Kirga more than any physical Curse ever had or ever will. This eclipsed all forms of damage that had ever been done upon him. This was torture.

			Kirga got back to his feet, his legs wobbling as he backed away from the horrifyingly accurate form of his late love. “No, no, no. This can’t . . . no! Please . . .”

			Casey’s face grew sad, which made Kirga cry even harder. “What’s wrong? Why are you pulling away from me? Aren’t you happy to see me?”

			Kirga needed to circle around Keji’s body so he did not trip over him as he backed away. “You’re not real. You’re not here. But I promise I will see you again. Please go away, whatever you are. Please. I’m begging you. Go away and spare me this pain.” He barely got the words out through his tears. 

			Tears came into Casey’s eyes now as he stepped over Keji to approach Kirga again. “Kirga . . . you are breaking my heart. I want you to be happy to see me. I want to see your smile. Please smile for me.”

			Kirga fell to his knees again, unable to hold himself upright through his sobbing. He leaned forward and placed his forehead upon the cold stone, cupping his hands over his ears. “Stop, stop, stop, I can’t bear it! Please just go! This is not the way I wanted to hear your voice again! This is not the way I wanted to see your face again! You are not Casey! You are a cheap, cruel mimicry of his perfection. Leave!”

			Kirga flinched as if he were shocked when he felt Casey’s hand land gently on the back of his head. He felt the fingers soothingly stroke at the back of his neck, only serving to make Kirga cry even harder. He heard Casey’s deep voice close to his ear. “Shhhh. Don’t be like that. I understand your reaction. But I’m here. It’s really me. I found a way to cheat death so that I could return to you. Please don’t push me away. I have waited so long to hold you again.”

			The words of Corvus the White Raven echoed in Kirga’s mind as he thought back to their conversation in Paragon Forest. “NO! No one cheats death!”

			“Do you remember when you asked me to marry you?”

			Kirga was weeping with such intensity that he could hardly take in a full breath. He hoped he would pass out from the irregular nature of his frantic breathing. Unconsciousness would be bliss in this situation. Every syllable uttered by this fake Casey’s mouth was hurting him more and more. Kirga began to hyperventilate, his throat sore from the strain caused by his body-shaking sobs. 

			There were two times in Kirga’s life when he cried to this extent. The first was when Migra killed Casey, and the second was right now as he looked upon the accurate recreation of his love. He was half mad with grief. His chest ached from the labour of the heaving wails that passed through him. He longed to bash his head upon the stone and knock himself out to free himself from it. The virile, staggering ferocity of his weeping brought him flashbacks to the last time he was this shaken, which only served to wound him more. He was lost in a torrent of memory and pain. 

			“Pleeeeease! P-p-please . . . just s-s-stop. Please . . .”

			Kirga could not have known this, but he was witnessing the full effect of Gladenral. Gladenral was a simple Curse, but extremely miserable to experience for the victim. This Curse was capable of seeing inside the very soul of the victim, finding their greatest weaknesses. Everyone has that one aspect of their life that they try so hard to bury in a place where no one can ever find it. Everyone has that memory—or, in Kirga’s case, that person—that brings about unbearable agony. Agony severe enough to ruin their chances of fighting a duel. Kirga could not possibly hope to focus on fighting Gira while he was completely incapacitated by his grief upon seeing his greatest love before his eyes again.

			“I remember how nervous you were. You were so nervous, in fact, that you completely forgot the ring. Do you remember how embarrassed you were? You had to run back to the house to get it. You told me not to move until you got back. Ikarus and Gira never let you live that down. You ran into your room and got the ring and came all the way back to me. You apologized to me probably a hundred times before you finally got down on one knee. But I promise you it was the best day of my life. It was perfect. You were perfect. We were perfect.”

			“I SAID STOOOOOOOOOOOP!”

			Kirga lost control. His white Kanah ballooned outward, consuming and eradicating the false form of Casey Kenris. His pure, bright Kanah turned into a dome that covered the entire area of Opiana Mountain. It sizzled and hummed with an earsplitting, high-pitched sound. Kirga screamed and cried as the whiteness swallowed up a massive area of land. Luckily, the Kanah was not destructive to anything other than Casey’s mimic. Keji was still safe and asleep. 

			Kirga felt his control of his previous Curse—which he still held in place to constrain Gira—slip away from him. He couldn’t see it from where he sat on the ground, but he knew the chains would’ve disappeared by now. That realization let Kirga know exactly what had just happened to him. 

			Gira sent Casey’s mimic to torture him. The sheer malice of that fact chilled Kirga’s bones. He never thought Gira would be capable of doing something like that to him.

			Kirga blinked through his tears and looked around the top of the mountain as his blinding Kanah finally dissipated in the air. The landscape was not damaged by the orb he created. He did not even know he was capable of such a thing. He had never lost control of himself like that before.

			Now that Casey was gone, Kirga suddenly regretted banishing him. Now he wanted him back more than anything. He wanted to hear that sweet voice. He wanted to feel that gentle hand on his neck again. He knew it was not real, but the absence still stung. 

			All was quiet now that the great dome of white faded away. The soft, soothing wind brought Kirga back to some semblance of control. But the tears still streamed down his face, and his heart still ached.

			Standing at the top of the stairs was another figure now. A man with two bloodied arms that swung lifelessly at his sides.

			“I . . . I can’t let you do this,” said Gira, barely standing on the other side of Keji’s body. 

			Kirga looked up at Gira from his knees, stammering and trying to slow his breathing. “Why . . . w-w-why would y-you do that t-to me? Why would you d-do that?”

			There was pain in Gira’s eyes, but also an unshakable resolve. “Because I am willing to be cruel to stop you. I will do whatever it takes.”

			Kirga was not looking at the boy he grew up with. Gira Ivory was a man now, and he was nearly unrecognizable to Kirga. He knew the face, but no longer knew the soul behind it. They were diametrically opposed human beings now. The Gira Ivory Kirga had known, and loved, would never have used a Curse like that on him, no matter the circumstance; nor would he have butchered Kamarr and Devri with such unfeeling severity.

			Kirga swallowed hard, took in a long breath, and got to his feet. His legs still shook from his sorrow. “After that, little brother, there will be no more courtesy from me. If I get the chance to kill you again . . . I am taking it. I’ve spared you one too many times this duel. From this point forward you will know the true, unrestrained extent of what I am capable of. Before that sun turns to moon, I will kill you. I swear it on Casey’s name and memory. You will die for the pain you just put me through.”

			He figured this duel was just about finished anyway, considering Gira had lost the use of his arms. His face was broken and bruised, and his legs barely held him up. Gira was done. Unless . . . he used what last trick Kirga knew him to have up his sleeve.

			Gira closed his eyes, his black Kanah gathering around his upper body like a swirling cloud.

			Kirga steadied himself. Here we go. Show me . . . and let’s finish this.

			The black clouds above the mountain began to pick up speed as they spun around and around, creating a giant eye like that of a hurricane. The black lightning picked up its pace to about three strikes per second. The red willow trees around the plains were torn from the ground by the strength of the wind and sent flying into the air. The force of the wind was not affecting Gira, Kirga, or Prince Keji, as they were in the safety of the eye. This would not be the case for an actual hurricane; in fact, their situation would be much worse. But due to Gira preparing himself for his most powerful Curse, the location around where he stood was unharmed by the madness around them.

			Massive chunks of ground began to be lifted into the air down on the plains. This beautiful and ancient place was being destroyed second by second. Gira’s Kanah alone was doing enough damage to render the once scenic land unrecognizable. Tourists would be discussing the cause of such upheaval for a hundred years, Kirga was sure of it. 

			Gira’s eyes suddenly changed from a stern silver to a full, solid black. “Seppervein.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Five: Seppervein

			[image: ]

			Gira had only used this Curse once before in his life, and that was when he learned it. It was taught to him by Don-Galaga. It took him four years of near-constant training to acquire it. And even then, the process almost took his life on several occasions. But successfully achieving such a feat made Gira one of the strongest Oracles in the world. He was still not on the level of the Dalada, but he was one of the few mortals who was at least strong enough to make them blink. 

			The first thing that happened after he spoke the Edamirin word aloud was that he got his arms back. His previous injuries from Kirga’s chains were now fully healed. It was as if his shattered bones repaired themselves; molded back together with the power of Kanah alone. He felt them snap back into place, and he flexed his fingers with a wicked smile.

			The next thing that happened was his entire body being consumed by black Kanah. It coated his skin and covered him with dark wisps of cloud and shocks of lightning. His body was transforming in the eye of the hurricane. He was becoming stronger, faster, and nearly indestructible. A terrible heat radiated from him. It was potent enough to cause Kirga to stumble backward as if he had been burned. 

			Not only was Gira’s own Kanah morphing and providing his body with a new form of power, but energy began to seep down from the dark clouds themselves and be absorbed into his body. The weather was adding strength to his Kanah. 

			Now that Gira felt the full absorption of his Kanah, he dashed toward Kirga, covering the space between them in less than half of a single second. He did not disturb Keji’s slumber, either. It was if he phased right through the boy. Seppervein allowed Gira to do strange things to his body. He could become smoke if he wished, making it impossible to strike him. And this process was so seamless and so fast that the average Oracle could not even see the change take place. At the speed Gira was achieving, it appeared as if he was teleporting from one location to the next.

			The black Kanah that Gira wore like a suit looked more like a thin dark flame as the lingering trails of energy billowed above his shoulders and head. Once he was within distance of Kirga, he smashed his fist into the Genmaga’s face, the force of this blow sending Kirga dozens of meters deeper into the vast stone circle of the mountaintop. Gira was pleased by this. It gave them more room to fight without potentially harming Keji.

			Gira glanced back briefly at the Yeryaila prince. He swore he would do right by the boy. He already had enough guilt built within him from the actions he was forced to commit on this day. Before the day was done, he would at least do this right. Keji did not deserve the added vitriol that would come from the rest of the world if they found out he was the reason Kirga obtained Dual Affinity. Most of Wenworld already despised the poor kid for something he had no control over. Gira wanted to spare him from any added misery.

			He dashed again toward Kirga, who was only now struggling to climb to his feet. Blood poured out from his shattered nose. He also spit out a few teeth that bounced upon the stone. Kirga attempted to fight back by throwing a kick that was so fast Gira’s body needed to react on its own for him not to have his head kicked from his shoulders. Seppervein took over by instinct and turned his body to black smoke the moment before Kirga’s foot made contact with the side of Gira’s head. 

			Gira did not wait for another move to come at such impressive speed. He quickly grabbed Kirga’s collar with one hand and yanked him upward, lifting Kirga a foot off the ground. With his other hand he buried a punch into Kirga’s stomach. Blood spewed from Kirga’s mouth at such speed that it launched over Gira’s body completely and coated the ground. Gira then twirled his body and slammed Kirga on the hard rock. 

			What followed was a series of these same actions. He would lift Kirga up, his hand still on his collar, punch him multiple times up and down his body, then slam him down onto the stone. This carried on until Kirga was covered in his own blood, gasping for air as Gira mercilessly pummeled him. 

			After several slams, Gira stopped lifting him back. Now he only stomped upon Kirga’s head multiple times a second. His boot broke many of the bones in Kirga’s face after only a minute of this. When Gira grew bored of that, he grabbed both of Kirga’s legs and swung him in a circle, only letting go when he picked up enough speed to toss Kirga a dozen meters into the air. Then, in a flash of lightning, Gira met him midair and lifted his leg to kick Kirga downward. He was making a sport out of this abuse now. Kirga had beaten Gira nearly senseless at the beginning of their duel. Now he was repaying the favour. 

			He dashed through the air with lightning speed once more, making it to the ground before Kirga’s mangled body even had the time to make contact. Just before Kirga crashed into the stone, Gira punted his chest like a child’s ball, sending him bouncing along the ground. Blood was everywhere by this point. A few times Kirga tried to say something—likely a Curse—but Gira was on him before he could take in a breath sizable enough to voice any Edamirin word. He kicked, he slapped, he punched, and repeated. In every kick there was black lightning, in every slap there came the sound of thunder, and in every punch there was the force of a mountain. 

			Kirga managed to bring forth a giant, celestial white hand to protect him. It was a defensive Curse he used often, and he managed to choke out the word between punches to his face. The huge hand swatted Gira back and closed around Kirga like a guarding fist.

			Gira responded to this new defensive strategy by bending his knees and leaping high into the air. Instead of falling back down upon his guarded opponent, Gira actually hovered there in the sky with black clouds beneath his feet. He raised both arms above his head and the clouds began to churn faster and faster, spurred on by his guidance. The black clouds continued to swirl in a vicious cyclone until they formed what looked from the ground to be a colossal face in the sky.

			It was a face made of black cloud that parted where the eyes should be to let in the blinding rays of the sun beyond the storm. 

			Gira swiftly sliced his open hands downward through the air, screaming, “Seppervein Alenda!” as he did. 

			The eyes of this dark, elemental face flared even brighter, sending beams of gold down to crash upon Kirga and the glowing white hand that attempted to shield him. It was similar to a magnifying glass harnessing the light from the sun to burn something small, such as an insect. Gira harnessed the rays of the sun to burn away Kirga’s defence completely, leaving the Hellcat a bloody, charred mass of meat in the center of Opiana Mountain.

			Seppervein came with multiple layers. It was not a singular attack, but a mixture of several similar abilities that could be molded together to various effects. It was an incredibly diverse Curse that afforded the caster the opportunity to utterly control the pace of a duel.

			Gira dropped back down to the ground as the great face in the sky slowly disappeared. He looked at Kirga for a brief moment of pity before he carried on beating him again.

			The last time Kirga had been beaten this badly was when he fought Hamawyl in the flying city of Porshalla. This was a rare breed of abuse that would normally signal the utter end of a duel between two equal Oracles. But this was Kirga Kenris, the Hellcat, and he was still far from finished. Gira could not help but be impressed by his opponent as he noticed the broken, gap-toothed smile that was on Kirga’s face during this entire bloody process. No matter what he did to Kirga, he would not stop smiling. During a few brief moments of calm before each strike, Kirga would even spit blood into Gira’s dark, burning eyes. It did nothing, but the message was clear enough. 

			The relentless beating carried on for many more minutes. Kirga attempted to gain some distance a few times, dashing away and trying to catch his breath. It was futile. Gira was inescapable in his Seppervein form. Every time Kirga tried to run away, Gira would flash in front of his face and strike him yet again. Again, and again, and again, and again this went on. Kirga was coughing up blood and throwing wild punches at clouds of black smoke, and being answered with a chop to the back of the neck or a kick to the stomach without fail or alteration. 

			“Is this all, brother?” asked Gira as he pushed Kirga to the ground and kicked him in the face. “Is this the man I looked up to for so many years? Is this the boy who was the best of us? Is this father’s favourite?”

			Gira was losing himself in the adrenaline, and in his Affinity. It was not like him to relish in something like this; especially not after he found out that what happened to Genevieve was not even Kirga’s fault. This was grotesque now, and he knew it. 

			He regained himself for a second. He looked at his hand and blinked, shocked by his own brutality. He wished to stop Kirga, but taking such enjoyment in his punishment was not what Gira had in mind when he resumed their duel. He was ashamed.

			This moment of introspection gave Kirga the opportunity he needed to mount some semblance of a counteroffensive. His only chance at doing so, of course, was to bring out the strongest Curse he could think of to combat something as overpowering as Seppervein.

			Kirga spit up blood and smiled again. “Illiriana.”

			Judging by the godlike—there was no other word that sprung to mind—amount of Kanah that suddenly stemmed from Kirga’s body, Gira had a feeling his period of dominance was over.

			Kirga’s eyes stared up at Gira with a bloodshot, hungry wrath. “My turn.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Six: Seppervein vs Illiriana

			[image: ]

			Having been friends with the Dalada for so many years—and having been raised by the Don-Galaga—Gira had witnessed many impressive Curses in his lifetime. He had seen Oracles perform what could only be described as miracles on the battlefield. He had never seen anything close to what Kirga was making use of before his eyes.

			If one were to press Gira on what he experienced after Kirga spoke his Curse aloud, he would not be mentally capable of explaining the initial effect. It appeared, to his stunned eyes, as if the world was flipped upside down. The ground was suddenly the sky, and the sky was suddenly below his feet. But his sight was also inverted so left was right and right was left. And these anomalies were only the beginning of his confusion. Colours also eluded him. The world seemed to lose all colour, becoming paper white. 

			Gira blinked and checked his hands to see if his body was still cloaked in a mixture of black smoke and flame. He appeared to still be normal. He was the only thing in all of Wenworld that seemed to have kept its natural properties.

			“What . . . what is this madness?”

			His voice had even lost its previous boom of resonant power. He felt small and weak, and he could not even see his opponent anywhere. Kirga was no longer lying before him as a charred lump of pummeled flesh. He was simply gone. And so was Prince Keji. Gira was alone in a backward and upside down world with no colour. He had only been there for a total of one minute and already he felt he was losing his sanity.

			“You’ve had your fun,” said Kirga. It sounded as if his deep voice was coming from all locations at once; like the voice was both all around Gira, but also somehow inside his very head. “But now it’s over. Now I will erase you from the world. I hope you got whatever you needed to out of your system.”

			The sound of millions of Kirgas all at once was enough to make Gira lose all composure. He clutched at his head and screamed. “Stop! Get out of my head!”

			“How shall I begin playing with the various aspects of this ability? Gira, there are so many choices. I just don’t know what to do! Since showing me a mockery of my husband has laid waste to whatever might have been left of my heart . . . perhaps your heart is where I will start.”

			Gira’s breath hitched as he clutched at his chest. He felt the pace of his heartbeat pick up to a speed ten times that of his natural heartbeat. His heart began to beat faster and faster and faster, until eventually he was reaching numbers close to four hundred beats a minute. This was, of course, a horrible experience to live through. He was not even sure how he was still alive. The pain was immense and the effect it had on the rest of his body was crippling. He fell to the ground—which, to Gira, looked like the clouds—and began to vomit blood. 

			As quickly as his heart had started beating out of control, now it completely stopped. Not a single beat. Now Gira was really confused how he was not dead. He squirmed around as he felt all of his organs begin to shut down one by one. 

			What is happening to me? I’ve never seen a Curse like this in my life. How am I to fight back against something like this? I don’t even know where Kirga is. And the world itself no longer makes sense! I don’t understand! I have cast Seppervein and yet still I am outclassed. How is that possible? I have to use my head. There must be some way to counter this bizarre ability.

			Gira tried to get back up, nearly stumbling and falling back down when the strange inversion of the world led him into a state of extreme dizziness. Not only was everything pale and strangely textured like paper, but he also had no real control over his muscles. When he told his body to move left, his brain instead moved him right. When he told his body to lift his right arm, instead his brain made him lift his left leg. Nothing made sense.

			“I’m bored of the heart now. Let’s try the stomach, shall we?”

			Gira grabbed at his abdomen and screamed. It suddenly felt like his stomach was being twisted by a pair of firm hands. “STOP!”

			“Oh . . . I don’t think I will, little brother.” Kirga’s voice once again came from every possible direction. It was omnipresent. It was the most frightening sound in the world in that moment. “Making me see Casey again was low . . . even for you. I warned you that I would no longer hold back on you. You will stay in this state forever. I will inflict pain upon you of a kind your darkest nightmares could not conjure. For example, say goodbye to your right kneecap!”

			A loud pop could be heard just before Gira erupted into a shriek so loud it burned his lungs and brought tears to his black eyes. He could not even change into smoke to prevent physical damage. He was trapped as Kirga’s plaything, and Kirga just decided to shatter his kneecap.

			“Ooooh. That looked like that hurt a lot. What about the other kneecap? Perhaps that one will be less painful.”

			Another pop came just before another sobbing scream came from Gira, who was now rendered utterly immobile. Both of his legs were useless now. His knees had been broken so severely that they would never have a chance of properly healing, no matter what Jinx specialist worked on them. Gira would never be able to use his legs again.

			“Stop! Please, please . . . just s-stop!”

			“Ooooooh! Looks like I was incorrect. That one looked just as painful as the other. My apologies.”

			Gira was beginning to realize that this was the end of the line for him. Even his most powerful Curse could do nothing to stop Kirga. If Seppervein had failed, then he had failed. As he suffered through the terrible pain in his knees, he wondered what would become of the world due to his failure. Would the Crystal really be destroyed because of his weakness? What kind of legacy would that be to leave behind? He supposed, upon further thought, that it didn’t really matter. Nobody would have a legacy, because nobody would be around to remember any. 

			Unless Kirga was right. In his blinding pain, Gira began to question many aspects of his life. Kirga was a smart man. Perhaps everyone else was actually wrong on this one. Perhaps Lady Meamara truly was the enemy, and she had locked them all away as some sort of sick game or experiment. Gira could not say the thought had not crossed his mind before. What if Kirga was the hero of the story, and Gira was just getting in his way?

			He didn’t know what to believe anymore. 

			He thought about nothing more as his shoulders burst in the same exact spaces where the chains had shattered them before. Kirga was playing with his food now. He used his strange Curse to completely implode Gira’s collar bone.

			Gira was fading now. He couldn’t take anymore. His consciousness was near to giving up. He had no fight left in him. Why doesn’t he just kill me? There’s nothing I can do to stop him, and I know he is not the type to be so inefficient. Even if he is furious over my trick with Casey, he would never prolong victory like this. He’s too intelligent for that. He would finish it when the chance arose. He let his body relax as he laid upon the floor of billowing clouds that were once dark, but were now pale and lifeless. Unless . . . unless this isn’t real!

			He glanced around at the peculiar nightmare quality to the world, and suddenly everything made sense. He had no control over his body. That in itself made no sense. Seppervein allowed him tighter control of his Kanah than any other ability he new of. He became the master of his own Kanah. And yet now he could not even tell his body parts to behave how he wanted them to? While still having Seppervein cast? It did not add up at all. 

			This is an illusion! None of this is really happening! That explains why Kirga isn’t killing me, but instead inflicting the worst pain he can. He is trying to break my mind, which usually allows illusion-based Curses like this to fully take over the consciousness of the victim. In order for this Curse to best me, it must break me. It’s messing with all of my senses in order to do this! That means my kneecaps are not shattered, and neither are my shoulders!

			“Figuring out this is an illusion will not help you escape, brother.”

			So he can even read my mind.

			“That is correct. You were just wondering for a moment there whether I was the hero of this story. You are smart to ask yourself that question. My mother showed me many things when I was growing up in that lonely tower, locked in there with her for too long. Her prized possession was something she called ‘The Alamine Tablet.’ Do you know what the Alamine Tablet is, Gira?”

			Somehow, knowing the pain Gira was experiencing was not real did not lessen it at all. He could barely think in his agony, but he managed a weak response. He was really just playing for time until he could think up a way to get out of his situation; a way to break from the illusion. “No . . . never heard of it. I’m . . . s-sure you’ll e-enlighten me.”

			Kirga’s divine voice continued to echo in Gira’s skull. “The Alamine Tablet is the oldest form of scripture in Wenworld. It is the oldest historical document ever discovered. Nothing precedes it. It was not found, either, as Don-Galaga famously had it in his hands when he awoke inside the Crystal. He is the only man who was alive before Lady Meamara locked us all inside. Whenever Meamara did what she did, Don-Galaga was holding the black stone tablet to his chest when the event took place. He lost his memory upon waking, but he still had that smooth stone in his arms. Think about that for a moment. It must’ve been quite important, no?”

			Gira was distracted from trying to conjure a strategy. He was actually intrigued by his brother’s tale. Don-Galaga had never told Gira any of this. And Gira had never even heard the story from anyone else.

			“The only reason the tablet can be considered the oldest form of scripture, when other written works still existed in old cities that stood before the making of the Crystal, is because of just how old the stone itself was. Decades of research was done on the Alamine Tablet. It is said to have been carved into a perfect message over four thousand years ago. Think on that for a second, Gira. This Crystal had only existed for a little over a thousand years. The message on the tablet was put there three thousand years prior to that event.”

			Gira fought through the imagined pain in his legs and shoulders to speak as loud as he could. “What . . . w-what did it . . . s-s-say?”

			“It told of my family. It told of the legacy of the Morga bloodline. The Edamirin writings on the stone predicted a certain fate for the Morga family. It made it quite clear that it was the destiny of a Morga to free the world from some great, incoming imprisonment. It spoke of an imprisonment of both the mind and the body. Don’t you see, Gira? This is the oldest form of text we know of! It was in Don-Galaga’s hands when he found himself inside of this accursed Crystal! We have been lied to our entire lives. No more propaganda. No more puppetry. The time has come for me to free us. Belfaris failed. I will not.”

			“But F-f-father . . . he s-stopped Belfaris! He clearly did not believe in the words of this s-stupid stone!”

			“Father . . . how pathetic that you still even call him that. He was barely our father. We raised ourselves.”

			“He . . . l-loved us. You know he did.”

			“Enough. You will not see the truth, and so your mind will be broken. I tried to help you see that you should be supporting me. You are as blind as the Dalada on this subject.”

			The pain returned to Gira. This time it came in the form of the breaking of his fingers. Even aware of the fact that it was not really happening, the agony was all too real. Gira needed to find a way to break himself from the illusion, otherwise he feared his mind truly would break quite soon. He did not fully know how Kirga’s Curse worked, but he had a guess. It was obvious that Kirga was attempting to wear down Gira until his will broke. The breaking of the will must be the final goal of the Curse. It must allow the caster to fully infiltrate the victim’s mind, killing them somehow. 

			But Gira already begged for Kirga to stop hurting him after he felt his knees explode. He pleaded for the pain to end. Was that not the breaking of his will? Did that not count? Gira wondered, upon deeper consideration, whether it was his literal mind that needed to be broken in order for the Curse to best him. He would need to enter a genuine state of insanity for him to lose the duel. 

			If that was the goal, he needed to escape as soon as possible. What could Kirga possibly conjure up to drive Gira to insanity? He shuddered at the thought of discovering it.

			He screamed out until tears came to his eyes as he felt his shin bones crack. I need to get the hell out of here. I need to get out of here! But how? What was it Elra used to tell me about escaping illusions? Why can’t I remember what he said?

			He yelled again; this time due to the concentrated burning in his lungs. He wasn’t sure of what Kirga was doing to him, but he felt blood swim its way up his throat and spew from his mouth. 

			“So you trained with Elra to combat something like this, did you?” said Kirga, continuing to read Gira’s mind. “I did not know that. The Dalada remain a thorn in my side.”

			Many training sessions were shared between Gira and each of the Dalada members over the years. The ones with Belasefka were undoubtedly the most productive. But the ones with Elra often taught Gira things about the manipulation and control of Kanah that he had never considered before. Elra was a master of Kanah in ways the other members of the legendary squad were not. He made many groundbreaking discoveries when it came to how Oracles could make use of their own Kanah. One of those discoveries was how to overcome illusory abilities. He taught this rare technique to Gira, but Gira had not needed to use it in many, many years, as illusory Curses were quite rare.

			I think . . . I think I remember the first part.

			Gira did his best to ignore the anguish he was suffering through. He let his mind fall into a state of meditation. He did his best to make sure this was the deepest form of meditation he was capable of entering. He needed to remove the rest of the world from existence and feel nothing beyond the breath of his own flowing Kanah. 

			He vaguely remembered what it was Elra taught him about tampering with the flow of your Kanah in order to free yourself from the sensory manipulation caused by another Oracle. The first thing Elra spoke of in that regard was the unique kind of Kanah that flowed around and within the brain. According to the Dalada member, the potency of Kanah was thickest at the site of the brain. It was so thick and so copious, in fact, that it was quite easy to manipulate with meditative thought alone. 

			Yes! Now I remember!

			“Stop it!”

			Elra taught Gira that one could escape from a powerful illusion by reversing the flow of Kanah around the brain. Normally, Kanah swirled around an Oracle’s brain in a clockwise fashion. With enough control over one’s own Kanah, one can slow the flow and actually change it so it is flowing counterclockwise. This was an unwise move during most aspects of combat, as it made the flow of Kanah around the body much weaker. However, the only time this technique was very useful was when the victim’s senses were being tampered with.

			Gira ignored the angry protestation of Kirga as he slowed down the Kanah hugging his brain. This was not a difficult process for him, due to his rare mastery of Kanah. An Oracle of Gira’s level only needed to be pushed in the right direction in order to achieve miraculous feats. If he knew what the goal was, he could get the job done. 

			He smirked as his Kanah began to move counterclockwise within him. He immediately felt the pain beginning to fade from his body. Not only that, but he glanced around to see the world coming back into its proper form. Colour returned to Opiana, and the landscape was no longer upside down, nor inverted. 

			Gira was glad to see, and feel, that his Kanah was still in the same state it was when he began the use of Seppervein. He was still in his strongest state, and now he was free from his prison of the mind.

			He looked ahead to see Kirga sitting with his legs crossed. Evidently, a meditative position was required for him to toy with Gira in the way he was. He stood now, his face still covered with blood from Gira’s previous onslaught. “Well done, Gira. Well done.”

			Black Kanah continued to billow above Gira’s body, making him appear as if he were on fire. He held out his right hand and a black bolt of lightning came down from the raging storm and froze in his palm. He held the physical manifestation of the dark, jagged bolt as if he wielded a sword.

			He smirked, feeling his untamable power coursing through him. “This is the end, Kirga.”

			Kirga nodded, letting out a hoarse breath. “Indeed.” He held out his hand as well. “Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella.”

			A magnificent white scythe found its way into Kirga’s steady hand. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Seven: Please Don’t Leave

			[image: ]

			Ika still rode atop Sutugius the great wolf, sitting just behind Elra as he spurred the beast onward toward Opiana Mountain. Ika gaped at the distant sky. Black clouds whirled high above, making up the most severe storm Ika had ever seen. He had not imagined that such a storm could be possible. The part that captured his attention the most was the hundreds of bolts of black lightning that streaked down through the sky. They lashed white as they broke through the dark gale, but then changed to pure black as they danced downward toward the ground. The black lightning could be no one else.

			It was his uncle. He was fighting Kirga alone. 

			“How close are we?” he asked, his hands shaking as they grasped Elra’s sides. “That’s Gira over there! That lightning is coming from him!”

			“I know it is,” said Elra, keeping his head forward. “We are less than an hour away now. Perhaps another thirty or forty minutes. I’m pushing Sutugius as hard as I can, but he is getting tired.”

			Even at their distance, Ika’s chest vibrated from the blood-chilling thunder that boomed over Opiana Mountain. It reminded Ika of the trick his uncle played on him when he first caught up to Chandi, Master Cinnamon, and him when they first ran away from home. Gira’s strange and frightening mastery of the weather was intense then, but it was nothing at all compared to what Ika was looking at now. He was witnessing, from a very safe distance, the true extent of his uncle’s unrestrained strength as an Oracle.

			“I don’t give a damn about the stupid wolf!” shouted Ika, his voice breaking in anger. “Gira’s going to die if we don’t get there sooner than that! Tell your beast to hurry the hell up!”

			Elra’s head turned slightly to the left at this outburst. His voice also lost its usual composure. “Boy, if I push him too hard, he will drop from exhaustion. If he drops, it will take hours for him to recover and be ready to run again. So, either we pace ourselves and get there within the hour, or we push him to go faster and we don’t get there at all. Now sit back and shut your mouth.”

			Ika was overwhelmed with the urge to kill both Elra and his damned wolf. Killing a Dalada member would be, of course, an utter impossibility for him. But his rage convinced him he could make it happen. A part of him knew he was being profoundly ungrateful to someone who was only trying to help, but his Moon Affinity was once again getting the best of the boy.

			He took a few seconds to close his eyes and relax.

			Please don’t leave, Uncle Gira. He didn’t know why he thought those words specifically, but they simply sprang to mind. I need you. Just . . . please don’t leave.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Eight: The Final Clash

			[image: ]

			Gira’s rage threatened to take over his senses when he saw that long white scythe materialize in Kirga’s hand. It was the same weapon that killed Ikarus. This was Kirga’s final card to play. Surely he had other Curses he could use, but he was planning to finally write this last chapter if he was pulling out Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella. Gira was suddenly quite nervous, realizing that Kirga was preparing to see this duel to its end. 

			A torrential rain had begun to fall on Opiana. It drenched both men as they stared each other down. Each drop sizzled on Gira’s shoulders as the water made contact with his burning black Kanah. The blood was being washed from Kirga’s face, revealing the deep purple bruising that covered most of the skin.

			“You gunna kill me with that thing just like you did our brother?”

			Seppervein still amplified Gira’s voice to a horrifying degree.

			Kirga, shocking Gira with his nonchalance, stamped the staff of the scythe onto the ground and shrugged his shoulders. “I figured, if we’re going to ‘write this last chapter of our little saga,’ as you so eloquently put it at the start of our duel, I should try to make things . . . narratively cohesive.”

			Gira, in spite of every shred of animosity between the two men, resisted the urge to laugh. Deep down his brother was still in there. As tragic as their story ended up becoming, Gira took some last bit of comfort in that. 

			Kirga dashed toward Gira, the bright whiteness of the scythe actually blinding Gira for a single second. That second was enough for the swing that came to slice a massive, bloody gash in Gira’s left shoulder. Gira managed, with his impressive speed, to dodge enough to prevent losing the arm completely. But he was not quite quick enough to avoid damage altogether.

			Answering this blow, Gira lifted the black lightning bolt he held in his hand and threw it at Kirga. 

			He was presently making use of another ability that Seppervein provided. Instead of calling thin bolts of lightning down from the sky and letting them crash upon his enemy, Gira was also capable of wielding a more concentrated bolt—which held far more Kanah—and either throw it like a spear, or even use it like a sword. 

			Gira could tell by the look in Kirga’s eyes that he was not expecting this form of Kanah manipulation to be this powerful. Since the thicker, more concentrated bolts were slower when thrown than the ones that came from the sky, Kirga was able to duck his head and dodge the one that Gira whipped his way.

			Even though Kirga just narrowly saved his life by dodging instinctually at the right time, he was knocked to his feet by the blast that came from behind him. When the black bolt struck the stone fifty meters behind where Kirga and Gira were clashing, a gigantic explosion created a mushroom of dark smoke that reached the clouds above that still churned and boomed with thunder. 

			Gira peered over Kirga as he got back to his feet. He was stunned to see that the rocky formation of Opiana Mountain was not harmed at all by the explosion. When the smoke cleared, the smooth stone was entirely spotless. Based on the size of the explosion, Gira was sure a sizable portion of the north side of the mountain would be destroyed. He thought for sure there would at least be a huge crater left over. But there was not. The mountain continued to stupefy Gira with its mysterious nature. 

			Kirga was at Gira’s side within the next second, swing his great scythe through the air so fast it made a high, whining sound as it passed over Gira’s head. Gira ducked the swing with ease, Seppervein still providing him with unmatched speed. Normally it would also provide him with the ability to morph into cloud before he was struck, but Kirga’s scythe actually moved too fast for that automatic ability to be of any use.

			Gira struck Kirga several times in the ribs before Kirga could even react to the first blow. He then lifted his right leg and connected with Kirga’s chin.

			Kirga stumbled for a moment, then leaned on his scythe. Even with the speed of his scythe, it would be difficult to catch Gira off guard as long as Seppervein remained.

			Gira held out his hand and another dark bolt came to him with the crash of thunder. He did not wait for Kirga to regain his composure. Knowing that the lightning would not actually destroy the ground they stood on, Gira jumped backward and threw the bolt at Kirga’s feet.

			He could not see what happened to Kirga after the lightning exploded upon the ground. The blast completely consumed his brother in a bright flash. Gira’s breath hitched as he considered whether the explosion had actually just disintegrated Kirga.

			He scanned the smoke to see if Kirga would leap outward in some place, alive and still prepared to fight. His eyes were drawn away from the smoke and drawn toward his shoulder when a strange sensation came to the area. The gash where Kirga had struck him with the long white blade still bled badly, but it was not the blood, nor even the pain, that confused Gira. It was the feeling of his Kanah leaving his body through the wide cut. Black and purple Kanah was seeping out from him and disappearing in the air at an alarming rate.

			It was then that Gira learned the truly dangerous aspect of Kirga’s favourite weapon. The white scythe was capable of robbing an Oracle, no matter their level of power, of their Kanah. Gira could feel the state his body was sent into by Seppervein becoming weaker and weaker by the second. At the rate his Kanah was exiting his body from the gash, he would only be able to maintain the state for another ten minutes.

			Having his attention drawn away from the smoke of the explosion he caused, Gira did not even see Kirga dash toward him from behind. Gira managed to summon another bolt before Kirga swung his scythe again. A part of his mind asked how in the name of Meamara Kirga survived the blast from his last bolt.

			He got his answer when he tried to use his new blade of pure lightning to block Kirga’s swing. As soon as the blade of Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella clashed with the solid bolt, Gira was blown backward at least a hundred yards, and he felt four of his ribs burst in his chest. His body bounced along the long, flat plane that served as the top of Opiana Mountain. He eventually slid to a stop, coughing up blood. 

			What he had just experienced was the second peskiest ability of Kirga’s favourite weapon. He did not need to be told upfront by his opponent to put together what had just taken place. Based on all evidence before him, Gira came to the obvious conclusion that Ecvelior was also capable of absorbing the damage from another Oracle’s Kanah, both storing that energy within the blade to be turned against the enemy, and to actually protect the wilder of the scythe from external damage. The scythe took in the damage that would’ve killed Kirga, and stored it just in time to save Kirga’s life. And once Kirga swung the scythe at Gira’s block, the gathered energy was released, nearly blasting Gira to pieces.

			Gira tried to get to his feet, failing halfway and coughing up another spray of thick blood. Every breath was pain. Seppervein had healed Gira’s shattered shoulders earlier, but now his currently broken ribs were not, for some reason, healing themselves. He suspected this, too, was a troublesome trait of Ecvelior. Every blow dealt and every cut administered could not be healed. 

			Gira decided to go on the offensive and end this as soon as possible. Using his enhanced speed, he dashed to Kirga’s side so fast it was nearly quicker than teleportation. But it wasn’t quite as fast as before he was cut. Gira gasped as Kirga expertly spun his scythe and cut Gira’s other shoulder this time. Kirga was not even looking at Gira when he did. He simply planted his feet and twirled his weapon, knowing Gira would dash right to the spot he needed him to be in order for the blade to make clean contact. 

			Gira cried out as more blood spewed from the brand new gash. Before, Gira was moving too fast for Kirga to have any hope of defending against the blitz. But now that his Kanah was steadily leaving him, he was slow enough to counter. And he was getting slower by the second.

			He tried a desperate punch to the side of Kirga’s head, but Kirga was fast enough to duck and quickly spin his scythe yet again. This time, with the white blade flashing in front of Gira’s face with its own impressive speed, the scythe carved a chunk out of Gira’s right leg. Before Gira could even cry out in pain, Kirga jumped into the air, spun once, and planted a kick into Gira’s sternum.

			Gira was thrown backward, where he slid across the wet stone yet again. His ribs were still broken, and now he was sure his sternum was cracked. He needed to come up with a way to change the tide. If things kept going at this pace, he would be dead within the next few minutes. He could feel his body losing control of Seppervein. This Curse was Gira’s deadliest. Without it, he was doomed.

			From where he lied on his back, he raised his head and stared at his brother. Kirga was standing in the midst of the harsh downpour, proudly twirling his scythe; the same damn one that killed Ikarus. Black lightning flickered in the sky in the background, and the thunder was louder than ever. Gira could feel it shaking the ground pressed against his back. 

			Here goes everything. If it fails . . . I hope I’ll see you soon, Ikarus. I can hand you back your bandana. 

			Gira held his right hand up above his head, where Ikarus’ white bandana still remained tightly tied. “Benjeda Seppervein!”

			The petrifying face made from the black clouds found its way into the sky above Opiana Mountain yet again. The eyes of this deific being were not bright gold with the light of the sun anymore. Now they were dark blue. Dark blue light coming from the holes in the eyes could only mean one thing: the Morphing had begun. The sun that was hiding beyond the great storm was now turning into the pale moon. That blue light gave away the process. 

			Gira just needed to stall Kirga a little bit longer. He could end all of Kirga’s plans right here. He just needed to hold on. He was too close to victory now. Even if he died, it would be worth it if he could prevent Kirga from taking the blood of Keji before the moon came out in full. This was, undoubtedly, the most important moment in all of Gira’s life. The future of the world depended on whether he could draw things out long enough for the Morphing to be over. 

			Kirga looked up in awe at the face that descended over his head, bringing a wide web of dark lightning down with it. He bent his hips and prepared his scythe. Gira could not believe what he was seeing. 

			Kirga was preparing to attack the looming, elemental face. He was preparing to meet its Kanah with his own. The bravery, or blunt stupidity of that, was enough to mesmerize Gira as he remained on his back. 

			Dense white Kanah began to gather around the blade of Ecvelior, swirling and building up its strength. Yet another unique ability of the scythe was about to be put on display. Above Kirga, the face opened its mouth, letting more blue light shine down through the gap in the clouds. Kirga was smart enough to put together what that colour of light meant. He had no time to waste. 

			Purple Kanah began to obscure the light coming through the mouth. It gathered in a massive ball of pulsing energy. The face of the Curse was preparing a final blast that would turn Kirga Kenris, the Genmaga of Generation Purple, to dust.

			Kirga yelled out at the top of his lungs as most of his remaining Kanah found its way into his blade. The attack he was getting ready to use signaled its readiness when the Kanah churning around the long, curved blade turned into shining gold ribbons that danced up and down Ecvelior.

			The two attacks met each other at the same time. Kirga screamed out his fury to meet the thundering voice of the storm as it fired its ball of Purple Kanah down toward him. Kirga swung Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella upward, letting loose all of the Kanah it had gathered in the form of a golden arc that lit the dark sky and even evaporated the falling rain with its heat, creating a small circle in the downpour where Kirga was untouched and dry.

			Gira’s mouth hung open as the two condensed forms of Kanah met in the air high above Opiana Mountain. The two colours met to create a gigantic brown ball of Kanah. Brown Kanah. Now that was something Gira had never seen before in his life. The ball brought both heat and cold with it. It took the breath away, both in the literal sense of the failure of the lungs, and in the metaphorical sense of the poet’s verse. 

			The ball of warring energy expanded within the next second, consuming everything. Gira did not have time to hold up his hand to shield his face before his body was consumed. 

			 

			D

			 

			Gira sat up and coughed. He looked down at his body to see that he was covered in what looked like light brown dust. He had seen this effect before. When two powerful enough forms of Kanah clashed, and they were both rendered nullified, sometimes dust would be the result. It meant both attacks were made useless. No damage was done to either party. Judging by the fact that all of Opiana, including the vast plains surrounding the mountain itself, were now coated in that sandy dust, Kirga’s final attack managed to be strong enough to negate that of Seppervein’s. 

			He winced and bit down on his cheek as he pushed off of his propped knee to get to his feet. He could only take shallow breaths, as his ribs were severely damaged, as was his sternum. He was in no condition to carry on fighting. He looked down at his body to see that he was no longer coated in black Kanah. Seppervein was completely gone. He had his chance to kill Kirga, and he failed.

			He glanced upward as he just then noticed that the storm he gathered for his Curse had not fully dispersed yet. The clouds were still dark, but not as pitch black as they had been. It still rained quite heavily, however, and the downpour was quickly turning the brown dust into a darker, muddier shade. 

			Gira tried to look around for any sign of Kirga as he limped forward, clutching onto his aching chest. Due to the previous Kanah clash above the mountain causing a sudden mixture of heat and cold, there was a thick grey mist covering the mountain now. It was difficult to see even a few feet in front of him in the slightly humid fog. 

			Gira only stopped limping when he felt something begin to come apart around his head. He wiped the dry blood from his face and reached upward to catch a few pieces of white fabric before they fell to the ground. Seeing what he was holding, Gira’s heart broke.

			It was Ikarus’ bandana. It was destroyed. 

			After so many years of duels and adventures, the bandana finally reached its limit. It was burned in several spots, and the fabric began to tear apart in Gira’s fingers. It was as if each thread gave up its hold and let itself come apart. Gira watched the last piece he had of his older brother crumble apart in his trembling hands. For so long he had cherished the arbitrary piece of clothing. Wearing it made him feel like Ikarus was never truly far away. Now, in the end, he was reminded that Ikarus had been gone for a long time. He was just holding a stupid cloth of headwear. It was old, dirty, and meaningless. And now it was gone. And with it, whatever Gira had left of his old life.

			He looked up for a moment when he thought he saw a brief flash of white in the fog. There was a thin glimmer that seemed to be moving. It was hard to tell through his tears whether something was really there or not.

			After waiting a few moments with no other sign of white, Gira looked back down at what was left of the bandana. Forgive me, brother. I really wanted to take care of this old thing. And even if I did die . . . I wanted it to somehow make its way into your son’s hands. I probably should’ve given Ika this thing years ago. It belongs to him more than it ever belonged to me. 

			Gira gasped and snapped his head up when he heard fast footsteps behind his back. He tried to rotate his body, but his broken ribs prevented him from even being able to look backwards fast enough. 

			The last shreds of the white bandana fell to the dusty floor, slipping through Gira’s fingers. Gira spit up blood and flicked his eyes down toward his chest. What he saw there brought him both a sense of heavy dread, and somehow . . . a small sense of peace.

			The curved blade of Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella was sticking out from the middle of his chest, just to the right of his slowly beating heart. He had been impaled from behind. 

			Huh. I guess this really is it, then. 

		

	
		
			PART V: All But Death, Can Be Adjusted

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Interlude: Dual Affinity

			[image: ]

			Kirga tried to keep his hands stable as they gripped his scythe, but his fingers quivered upon the staff. He was staring at Gira’s back as the blade pierced through. Kirga could see the bloody end of the pure white blade glittering over his shoulder as it curved upward toward the sky. The still-falling rain was quickly cleaning the blood from the deadly arc. 

			Kirga closed his eyes for only a moment when he heard Gira spit up a glob of blood. He could hear Gira’s breathing slowing down as he stared down at the massive hole that was now in his chest. 

			Kirga felt his own lip trembling as the tears began to stream down his face. He tried to fight them, but he could only hold them back for the first few seconds after the blade made its way through Gira’s back. 

			He gave him the opportunity to leave. In fact, he gave him more than one. He tried to spare him using the chains, but Gira was too stubborn for that. And Kirga made it clear that he would not pass up another chance to kill him after Gira forced him to see some fake version of Casey. That was a level of cruelty Kirga was not going to forgive. He found his opening for a kill, and he took it. But now, seeing Gira dying in front of him, it hurt so damn much.

			Gira slowly turned his head to look back at Kirga with his left eye. He was smirking, the blood running down from the side of his mouth. “You k-know . . . I’m not sure i-it m-means anything to you . . . b-but . . . I still love you. Even now. I tried . . . not to . . . for so long. But . . . I s-still . . . d-do.” He coughed out a last spray of blood into the rain. “And . . . I’m . . . s-s-sorry about . . . what w-we . . . did.”

			Kirga watched the expression slowly leave Gira’s face as he let out one last, shaking breath, then fell forward, his body sliding off of the scythe. Kirga did not miss the tears he could see in his brother’s eyes, even in the midst of the storm. 

			Gira Ivory was dead before his body hit the stone.

			Kirga stood for a few seconds, looking down at the body and listening to the sound of the rain. He kept on staring at Gira, as if a part of his brain expected him to just leap back up again, perfectly fine. He discovered then that part of him actually wished that were true. 

			When those few seconds passed, and it was evident that Gira was not going to get up ever again, Kirga fell to his knees, the last of his strength—both of body and of will—leaving him. His scythe dissipated in the air as he released the Curse needed to summon it. He slowly placed a shaking hand on the bloodied back of his brother.

			Here was the man who betrayed Casey and willingly gave him to Migra. Here was the man who betrayed Kirga also by doing so. And yet Kirga did not want him to be dead. He wanted Gira to go back to Turquoise Town and live a quiet life with Alice and Ika. He wanted Gira to be happy, even if he was not. 

			He just took the life of his little brother. This was something Kirga had been trying to avoid doing for so many years. He was always closer to Gira than he was to Ikarus. Killing Ikarus hurt, but this was a whole new breed of pain. The sight of Gira lying in his own blood, unmoving and unbreathing, felt so fundamentally wrong. It was never supposed to go like this. Kirga always assumed Gira would outlive everyone who lived at the Hill of Memories. Seeing his chest remain still, without the gentle rising and falling of breath, felt like reality had broken somehow. 

			He loved Gira. And now he, too, was gone.

			But Casey was waiting for him. Even in his sorrow, Kirga’s resolve did not falter. Gira tried to keep him from seeing his husband again, and therefore he was another name added to the list of those Kirga killed on his journey to Casey. 

			He looked up to see the blue light of the moon shine down on him now that the clouds were beginning to part. A sliver of the sun still remained, however. The Morphing was not complete. 

			Kirga hurriedly got to his feet, wiping the tears as he jogged toward Prince Keji, who still, despite everything, was lying in his same spot by the top of the stairs. Kirga’s body ached all over as he ran to reach the boy. 

			“The cup, the cup!” Kirga wiped the rain and blood from his face, looking around. He could not remember where the bag was with the cup. He thought he remembered placing the cup into the pocket of his jacket, but he was not even wearing a jacket anymore. It had been blown off during the duel. He was now wearing only a tight white undershirt. “Forget it. I apologize for this, boy.”

			Kirga reached down and lifted the boy’s pale left arm. He focused a small amount of white Kanah to his right index finger as he made a thin cut into the vein of the boy’s forearm. He lifted Keji’s arm above where he lowered his head to meet it, and under the light of the near-full moon, Kirga drank what leaked from the vein. 

			He was not certain how much of the royal blood he was meant to drink. Did he need a specific amount, or would the same process still take place even with only a few drops? He was not willing to risk consuming too much, but he also did not like the idea of draining the Prince to the point where he would die.

			The metallic taste of the blood on Kirga’s tongue was entirely unpleasant. It was difficult for him to even focus on holding the boy’s arm straight through the trembling in his hands brought about by the guilt of killing Gira only moments prior. He kept his eyes closed and tried not to think about it. This had turned out to be one of the worst days in Kirga’s life, but still he would stay the path. He was too determined to stop now; not after his mother already forced him onto the path to Dual Affinity to begin with. 

			Kirga stopped consuming the thin stream of blood when his body froze up and he lost control of his hands, letting Keji’s arm drop to the floor. The cut was not deep enough to kill him on its own. 

			Kirga had a sudden sensation of his Kanah completely freezing in his body. It was as if it decided to stop flowing. And not only that, but it became so warm under his skin that he began to turn red and sweat profusely.

			The pain from the heat became grave enough to force him onto this back. He writhed around on the floor, unable to even scream. What . . . what is happening to me? 

			Just as Kirga’s pale skin became one shade shy of being apple red, a feeling of swift coolness swept over him. Now his skin was rapidly becoming colder and colder, until the shade changed from red to a light blue, then into a deep purple. Kirga could hardly take in a single breath during this process. He scratched desperately at the skin of his face, trying to think of some way he could lessen the building sting.

			It finally stopped. His flow of Kanah returned to normal and his body temperature was regulated. He was calm enough now to get to his feet. His knees wobbled as he steadied himself, looking down at his hands. He didn’t feel any different yet. 

			Did . . . did it work? Do I have mastery of both Moon and Sun Affinities? I don’t . . . I don’t understand! Why don’t I feel any different? I should be in command of the greatest Kanah in the world! My Kanah does not feel any stron—

			His eyes went wide and he halted all thought for a time. He noticed a tingling sensation had started around his heart, and was now slowly making its way through his entire body. It was one of the most pleasant sensations he had ever experienced. It almost robbed him of his grief, as well as the pain from the duel. 

			He blinked in surprise as white and black Kanah began to dance around his arms and down to his hands, weaving between each long finger. 

			White and black Kanahs . . . together. He did it. He really did it. Kirga’s body was assimilating both energies into him. He could feel his power growing with every intake of air. He drew in breath through his nose, felt his Kanah becoming at least three times stronger, then he slowly exhaled through his mouth. He did this several times before his Kanah was so internally powerful that he marveled at the fact he did not explode. 

			This . . . this is magnificent. How can so much power even be possible? What . . . am I becoming?

			His hands began to tremble faster and faster as the two streams of opposite Kanah began to snake their way around Kirga’s body, from top to toe. He became slightly concerned when the Kanahs began to balloon outward, as if they could no longer be contained by his feeble body. It appeared as if the light and dark energies were taking on a mind of their own, leaving him behind. This branching effect brought a deep pain to Kirga’s chest. 

			He hissed and tried to will the Kanahs back to him with sheer mental intention. He hoped the streams of Kanah would listen to his internal command. They did not. What is going on here? Why can’t I . . . I don’t understand. This power is . . . I can’t control it!

			He grunted louder in pain as the Kanahs twirled around each other in the sky above his head. They danced together, creating a picturesque show of mirrored light. They were joined by purple and green Kanahs that sprouted from Kirga’s spine. A few moments later they were joined by red and blue Kanahs that sprung out from the top of Kirga’s head. 

			Kirga was brought to his knees now by the agony this caused. He was somehow acting as the source for dozens of different streams of light to burst free from his body. I . . . I can’t bear this! What’s going on? I don’t . . . Euripides never mentioned anything like this! That damned armadillo cheated me somehow! He must have! 

			His entire abdomen began to tingle unbearably. The tingling eventually reached a fever pitch. Kirga threw back his head and screamed as hundreds of streams of Kanah flew out of his mouth. He was utterly possessed by their power. 

			After the streams had finally stopped flowing, Kirga leaned forward and vomited pallid bile onto the stone next to Prince Keji. He panted heavily and stared back up at the Kanahs that eddied above him. 

			This can’t be happening. It just can’t be! Not after everything.

			The swirling Kanahs joined together as one and fell down upon Kirga as a vast blanket of burning Kanah. 

			Kirga closed his eyes and lowered his head. He had no clue what was happening, but he resigned himself to it. He knew it was impossible to fight back against Kanah like this. He would let it do whatever it wanted to do to him; if that happened to be his brutal disposal, then so be it. There was nothing he could do to evade Kanah this powerful.

			The Kanah crashed down and enveloped his body. There was no longer any pain. If anything, Kirga was left numb by this process. He opened his eyes slowly to see that his hands were disintegrating before his eyes. His body was beginning to glow white and gradually crumble away into a kind of shining dust.

			Kirga shook his head and smirked as whatever strange Kanah now surrounded him eroded away what was left of him. As his body was being gradually worn away, he put together a theory. Ah . . . I think I see what is going on here. Very interesting. Let’s see what happens.

			He closed his eyes and let the Kanah have its way with him. The last part of his body to disintegrate and turn into flowery petals of white light was his left foot. By the time the Morphing was over and the moon was out in full, Prince Keji Aberdam was alone at the top of the stairs, and the only living person left on Opiana Mountain. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Nine: He’s Gone

			[image: ]

			“Trena, please stop for a moment. I can’t go on any longer. I just . . . I just need a minute to catch my breath.”

			The large black Pommer Cat was helping Chandi along by letting her wrap an arm around her broad shoulder. Chandi was barely capable of walking on her own anymore. 

			“Okay, okay, but we runnin outta time.” 

			Chandi could sympathize with the cat’s desire for speed, but she could not continue to push herself. Her two duels had taken too much from her. She found it a miracle she hadn’t passed out yet. She would be no help to Gira if she fell into a coma on her way to save him. The more she struggled with reaching Opiana Mountain, the more she found the idea of saving him at all ridiculous. 

			They were currently in a snowy field not far from Opiana. Chandi suspected they only had another hour or so of travel ahead of them. But she could not actually tell what time it was. There were dense snow clouds above their heads. It was dark, but Chandi hoped that was just because of the deep grey of the sky, and not the fact that the Morphing had already begun. It was too hard to tell whether it was in the process, or still far off. 

			She decided to stare up at the clouds as she sat in the freezing snow. She wanted to see if she could catch a glimpse of light peering through the clouds. If that light was soft and gold, then they still had some time left. If that light was pale and blue, however, they would never make it. 

			The most pathetic part about Chandi staring up at the sky with hope still stirring in her chest was that she already knew quite well what colour the light would be. She was not stupid. She had been keeping mental track of the time they had been wasting since her first collapse. She was hoping against the inevitable, and she could tell by the look on Trena’s face that she knew it too. They both knew exactly what colour light was going to stream through those clouds. And yet they silently watched, as if they waited to see if time in Wenworld had decided to slow down specifically for them. 

			For whatever reason, Chandi reached up with her right hand and removed her tiger mask. She wanted to feel the cool air on her scarred face. She placed Makenna’s mask upon her lap as her gaze remained fixed on the dark sky. 

			The inevitable eventually happened. Chandi closed her eyes and sighed as the first solid ray of soft blue light filtered through the clouds fell upon her face. She was directly sitting in the path of it. And there was no hint of gold or white light peeking through anywhere else. The moon was fully out.

			They were too late. The Morphing was over. This meant that either Gira was successful in stopping Kirga by himself . . . or he was dead. There was no other meaning behind that blue light. 

			Chandi opened her mouth to speak, but could not think of anything useful to say. She struggled to breathe as she thought about the potential consequences of her failure to save Pelopidas. 

			“I’m sorry, Chandi,” said Trena, rubbing her paws together nervously and looking downward.

			Chandi shook her head, a numb sensation in her heart. “It’s not you who needs to apologize, Trena. It’s me.”

			Both their heads snapped to the left as a new Kanah was felt on the air. “Did you just sense that?” asked Chandi, inspecting the snowy landscape around them in search of a figure. 

			Trena nodded. “Uh-huh. That’s some . . . funky Kanah.”

			Chandi focused on the feeling of it for a few seconds before she relaxed. “It sure is. And it’s a Kanah I’ve felt before.”

			Chandi watched carefully as a thin, dark figure slowly approached them. It didn’t take long for Chandi to recognize the doglike features and the worn, brown leather jacket.

			Phiggy walked up to the two of them with his hands in the pockets of his jacket. He was not smoking his favourite cigar, and his overall mood was far less dramatic than Chandi had begun to expect from him. There was a look in his golden eyes that she had not seen before. It suddenly made her very nervous.

			She swallowed. “What . . . what are you doing here, Phiggy?”

			Trena looked back and forth between Chandi and the mangy yellow Gast. “You know this fella, Chandi?”

			Chandi nodded. “Yes. Don’t worry. You can trust him.”

			Trena’s expression made it seem as if she highly doubted that statement. She narrowed her eyes at Phiggy, carefully choosing to step closer to where Chandi was still sitting in the snow. 

			“Spit it out,” said Chandi. “Why are you here? Trena is a Runeworker, so she can help me get home.”

			Phiggy took in a breath and ran a hand over his snout. “I just came from watching over Alice. She is in . . . poor condition. Cinnamon is watching over her now.”

			Chandi almost breathed a sigh of relief that Phiggy was not there to tell her something about Gira. But now she was scared for Alice. “What do you mean? Why is she in poor condition? What happened? Is Ika there with her? Is he okay?”

			Phiggy nodded, pulling his hands from his pockets and clasping them behind his back. “Ika is fine, yes. In fact, he is much better than fine. Thanks to my brilliance, he has his spine back. I freed him from Kirga’s Curse. Ika can now freely use his legs again. He only needs to rest. But you know Ika. He already isn’t listening to that request.”

			Chandi sprung to her feet, completely ignoring the searing pain that came with the sudden motion. “Are you serious! Ika has his legs back! Oh my God, Phiggy, you’re my hero.” She ran over to him—limped over would be a more accurate description—and hugged him tightly. “Thank you so much. I don’t know how you pulled it off, but thank you once again. From this day forward, I will never let anyone doubt your goodness. You are our friend. Never forget that.”

			Phiggy tentatively patted her back. “Um . . . thank you, Chandi. I . . . I appreciate that. It’s been . . . a very long time since someone has called me their friend. You have no idea.”

			Chandi pulled back and looked into his eyes again. “But what’s wrong with Alice?”

			“She helped me heal the boy, of course, but she pushed herself too hard. She has entered some kind of coma. I am not sure when, or if, she will wake.”

			Chandi let her hands drop to her side. “That’s awful. Is Ika at least with her?”

			Phiggy glanced down for a moment, which made Chandi’s pulse quicken. “Ika has gone with Elra to . . . to save Gira.”

			Chandi thought about asking Phiggy if he could bring Trena and her to Opiana any faster, but she recalled that even he had to use regular Runes to take other people with him when he traveled. And he was incapable of travelling to Opiana. It was a sacred place that Runes could not exist within. 

			She looked up once to the moon peeking through the clouds. “Phiggy, we were too late. The battle has already happened. Did they make it in time? Did they save Gira?”

			Phiggy’s long hesitation in answering this question had Chandi ready to faint. She was dizzy with worry. 

			“Phiggy, please answer me.”

			He sighed and held her stare with pitying eyes. “Ika and Elra . . . did not make it in time, either. They were close, but not quite fast enough to reach Kirga before the Morphing. I . . . I am so sorry to bring you this news, Chandi.”

			Chandi grabbed onto Phiggy’s arms with both hands. She mostly did this to steady her legs and prevent them from giving out. “What news?” 

			The look of pure pity in Phiggy’s eyes once again made Chandi feel ill. “I am sorry, Chandi. He’s gone.”

			Those last two words were all that Chandi heard. She repeated them over and over again in her head. They seemed to echo forever in her mind. But what did they mean, specifically?

			She gripped his arms tighter. “What . . . what do you mean? Who’s gone?”

			Phiggy did not blink, and his pitying expression did not falter. “You know what I mean. And you know whom I speak of.”

			Chandi held Phiggy’s gaze for a few solid seconds. She knew exactly what he meant, but she did not want to believe it. She couldn’t bring herself to believe what she knew to be true.

			“He failed. Unfortunately, he could not stop Kirga.”

			He’s gone.

			He’s gone.

			He’s gone.

			Chandi let the weight behind the words truly settle in her mind. As soon as her brain accepted the words as fact, she let go of Phiggy and fell to her knees, sobbing into the snow. She wept loudly and unashamedly. She let out ugly, guilt-ridden wails of raw, possessing grief. 

			Gira was dead. And it was her fault.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 60: The Greatest Regret of Ika Ivory
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			They missed it. The moon was already out, and Ika and Elra had yet to reach Opiana Mountain. They were only minutes away now, but that didn’t even matter anymore. They missed the duel. Gira was left completely alone to stop Kirga. 

			“I am sorry we could not make it,” said Elra. “I did my best. Sutugius was only slightly too slow. But as I said earlier, he would have passed out if I pushed him too hard. Let us hope that Gira was strong enough to handle Kirga on his own. I have faith in him. You should as well.”

			Ika leaned to the left to look forward past Elra’s muscular shoulder. He could see that they were quickly approaching Opiana. The grass beneath the feet of the great wolf was now a lifeless grey. Strangely, it seemed like the field became brown up ahead. That made no sense. Ika had been to Opiana before. He could not recall the grass being light brown surrounding the mountain. 

			It only took a few more seconds for Sutugius to glide effortlessly into the brown section of the plains. Ika looked down to notice that the grass was actually covered in a strange kind of dust. He looked up to see that a strong storm was clearing. Black clouds were parting to let the bluish light of the moon bathe the damaged landscape in its soothing hue.

			Sutugius slowed down until he was trotting along at the normal pace the average horse might. Ika scanned the area with clearer vision now that their speed had been reduced. Before, most of the world was just a blur. But now he could see the damage caused by the duel between Kirga and his uncle.

			It was a horrific sight. 

			The thing that caught Ika’s gaze immediately was a mass of fur and protruding bones. It looked like dozens of wild animals had been butchered and thrown into a massive pile. But upon deeper inspection, it looked to be actually one animal that had been so cruelly mangled that it was unrecognizable.

			“What is that thing?” asked Ika.

			Elra looked over at the disgusting corpse of the strange being. “Likely a Blood Summon of some kind. It was clearly not very effective in the duel. I cannot even tell what beast it may have been. It is desecrated beyond comprehension.”

			The next thing Ika saw were bodies scattered about the field in front of the grand staircase that led to the top of the mountain. It looked like a bloody massacre had taken place. Ika spotted the lifeless corpse of a large man cradling the decapitated head of a young woman. That sight was the most gruesome. The rest of the bodies appeared as if they were electrocuted. They were cooked black, and their hair stood out in all directions. Their limbs were also rigid and bent in awkward ways, as if they were frozen in ice. 

			Sutugius came to a leisurely stop at the first wide step of the mountain. He was breathing heavily. His long legs wobbled before he fell onto his stomach.

			Ika stepped off of the wolf’s back and planted his feet firmly in the grass. The air was cool, but only barely cold enough for him to see his breath. Opiana was peculiarly warm for late December. 

			“I do not see any sign that Kirga or Gira are still here,” said Elra, also stepping off of Sutugius’ back. “But I do sense some very powerful and very odd remnants of Kanah on the wind. I have . . . never sensed anything like this before. I cannot quite describe it.”

			Ika was barely paying any attention to the Dalada member. He was too busy trying to slow his heartbeat. He was so worried about his uncle he feared he would go mad. “I’m checking the top of the stairs. Maybe Gira is up there right now, sitting on Kirga’s corpse and waiting for us.”

			He forced a confident smile as he looked to Elra for permission to wander.

			Elra remained solemn. There was no optimism in his nature. “Go . . . but do not expect to like what you find at the top of this mountain, boy. I trust Gira’s strength, but I also feel that something is very wrong here. I do not find myself hopeful.”

			Even if the words were realistic, Ika wanted to slap Elra for saying them. He turned his back on the man and his wolf and mustered the strength to run up the stairs. His spine still burned as he reached each step ahead of him. He was supposed to be at home recovering. After a surgery as horrendous as the one he went through, it was a miracle he was even on his feet. But he ignored the physical pain. It meant nothing to Ika in this moment. It was the potential mental pain that Ika feared.

			He jumped each step, grunting loudly from the sting in his lower spine. Please, thought Ika. Please be waiting up here for me, Uncle Gira. Please, please, please. We can’t do this without you. I can’t do this without you. He stumbled on one of the steps that was still wet with rain. He needs to be okay. He can’t be gone. I refuse. Not him. Out of everybody, I refuse to believe Uncle Gira couldn’t have found a way to beat Kirga. And even if he couldn’t, there’s no way he wouldn’t be strong enough to at least escape. I’m worried for nothing. I need to calm down before the stitches burst.

			It took a while for Ika to actually reach the shaved-off point of the mountain, but it certainly did not take as long as it felt. Ika needed to take a few breaks near the top. His last break, where he could actually see the final step, lit by the two tall torches that stood at the flat precipice, was the most agonizing. 

			Working up his last bit of strength and willpower, Ika walked up the final eighteen steps of the staircase, at last reaching the top.

			He almost slipped and fell back down when he spotted something that made his breath catch in his throat. “KEJI!” 

			He ran forward and knelt down next to the still-unconscious prince. He gripped his slender shoulders and shook his body. “Keji! Keji, get up!”

			Keji began to groan. He appeared to be somewhat sick. He was under the influence of something, to be sure. Ika spotted blood on his arm. There was a thin cut across a thick vein. Most of the blood had dried up by this point. 

			His blood. Kirga needed his blood. Is this evidence that he . . . got what he needed? This is not a good sign. Does this mean that Uncle Gira really failed? He quickly glanced around the vast stone plain, searching for any sign of Kirga still lingering in the area. He couldn’t sense any Kanah like Elra seemed to. Come on, Uncle Gira. Please tell me you’re around here somewhere. I know you would never just leave poor Keji lying here like—

			His body completely froze and his breathing halted as he noticed what appeared to be a body lying on the ground in the far distance, toward the center of the mountain. Ika got to his feet and mindlessly walked toward the body, not even noticing that he had left Keji behind. 

			Ika feverishly walked toward this dark mound of unmoving flesh. His feet splashed in the puddles that gathered after the storm he and Elra could see while they were still on their way to the mountain. Surrounding every puddle was a thin layer of that strange brown dust, but it was steadily being blown away into the air by the soft, hissing breeze that swept over the stump of the mountain. 

			Every step closer to this body made Ika’s heart pick up its beat. 

			No, no, no, no, no, no.

			He grew close enough to see there was a wide puddle of blood that the body was stewing in.

			Please no, please no, please no. There’s no way. There’s just no way.

			Ika eventually walked close enough to the body to see long, mangy black hair that was soaking in the blood that was still fresh. 

			This can’t be happening. This just can’t be happening. No way, no way. Please, please, please, please, please, Lady Meamara, I’m begging you. Please, please, please, no, no, no. 

			Ika reached the point where he was standing right next to the dead body. By this point, he knew. He knew exactly who he was looking at. And yet, in a true testament to the human mind’s profound capability in regard to the subject of denial, Ika still did not process that his uncle was lying dead in front of him, rotting in a pool of his own blood.

			He did process it, however, when he bent down and rolled Gira over to see his lifeless grey eyes staring up at the sky. 

			The scream that left Ika’s lungs was the most heartrending, loud, passionate, broken, and disturbing sound one could possibly imagine. The agony, and the debilitating guilt, that festered in Ika’s heart as he held Gira’s bloodied body eclipsed any other negative emotion the boy had experienced in his life. This pain went even beyond that which he felt when he watched Genevieve die in front of his eyes. 

			The reason for this pain being far worse was quite simple: Genevieve knew, in her last moments, that her brother loved her with all his heart. Gira Ivory, however, died believing that Ika hated him.

			This was too much to stomach. This was too much to live with. This was his greatest regret. 

			Ika cradled Gira’s pale face to his chest and wept into his hair, the blood smearing Ika’s contorted face. “I’m sorry, Uncle Gira. I’m s-s-sorry! I’m so sorry!” He could hardly form the words through his sniveling. “I don’t hate you. I don’t, I don’t, I don’t! I love you so much! I’m sorry, please, please, please come back! I love you! PLEASE!”

			He squeezed Gira tightly and screamed into his damp cloak. He screamed until his voice cracked and eventually died. 

			 

			D

			 

			Ika completely lost his comprehension of time. One second, he was screaming into Gira’s cloak, and the next he was simply staring blanky forward and shivering. He did not shiver from the cold, however. This was the first time in Ika’s life where he was shivering to the point of near convulsion merely from his grief alone. He stared into the distance and felt a part of his soul wither and die.

			“Ika?”

			He blinked a few times and looked over to see Keji, awake and healthy, standing a few meters to the left of where Ika was cradling Gira’s dead body. There were tears in his wide eyes. 

			“Is . . . is he . . .”

			Ika swallowed and nodded. “He’s gone. I’m . . . I’m sorry, Keji.”

			Ika knew Keji was also very close with Uncle Gira. Keji never had a proper father figure. King Stultis was an abysmal example of the kind of figure the boy deserved. Gira provided the Prince with something that was now ripped from him, as well as from Ika himself. The tragedy of Gira’s passing would affect more people than Ika could ever know. His influence was felt in many places throughout the world. 

			Keji wandered forward, as if lost in a dream, and sat down next to Ika. The first thing he did once he hit the ground was hug Ika and bury his face into Ika’s shoulder. He said no words. He merely wept without shame. 

			Ika was too numb by this point to even join him in his tears. He had already shed all the tears he figured possible. He subconsciously understood that he was a new person now. There was the Ika Ivory before the death of Gira, and now there was the Ika Ivory who would carry on after. Who that new person would be was unknown to Ika. All he knew was that who he was only a single hour prior could never be recovered.

			Ika blinked again and jerked his head to the right when he heard a thundering, mournful howl ring in the air. It was Sutugius, his heart broken at the sight of Gira.

			Elra stood next to his wolf, bowing his head with his eyes closed. There were no tears on his face. He was very old, and had no doubt seen many friends pass over the years. And yet, his grief could still be clearly felt and recognized. 

			After another minute of passionate tears from Keji, and Sutugius’ howling finally came to an end, Elra raised his head and opened his eyes. “We must go now, boy. We should take Gira’s body back to Turquoise Town. It is good that we have the Prince as well. He is safe. We must take heart in that fact.”

			Ika glanced back down at his uncle’s slack face. Gira’s previously brilliant silver eyes were now just empty and grey as autumn rain. There was no soul behind the eyes. There was no trace of life left in his features. He really was gone. And he was never coming back. 

			Ika clutched at the fabric of Gira’s cloak, a deep anger boiling in him. “Where . . . where is Kirga?”

			He already hated Kirga more than anyone else in the world. Now that hatred was all-encompassing. Now that hatred was most of what Ika consisted of. It was his very nature now; his very foundation. 

			“I believe . . .” said Elra, “. . .  that there is a decent chance that Kirga is dead.”

			Ika took a few seconds to process those words in the order that they were spoken. “I . . . what? What do you mean he’s dead? How can he be d-dead?”

			Elra raised his head, as if preparing to smell the wind. “This lingering Kanah I sense. I recall Kirga’s Kanah from the last time I crossed his path, quite a few years ago now. I can sense it still in the air now. But it seems to have been . . . snuffed out by some new, bizarre Kanah. I shouldn’t be able to sense Kirga’s Kanah at all if he is not present on this mountain. And yet he is not here, and I can still sense a lingering trace of his energy. My theory is that he could not control the new power given to him by Dual Affinity, and that the magnanimous, rare, godlike Kanah that came with this mythical state. My theory is that it devoured him. He is gone.”

			Ika wanted to kill Kirga more than anything, and yet he hardly processed the fact that, if Elra was correct in his theory, he would never get the chance to. For some reason, with Gira lying cold in his hands, he pushed the state of Kirga to the back of his mind. And yet, even so, this fresh anger in him remained. He did not know, especially now, where to put all this anger.

			He nodded, still recovering from a state of shock. “I . . . uh . . . how long will it take to get home?”

			“Since I have already pushed Sutugius quite hard, we will be travelling at a less frantic pace. I would say, at most, two days.”

			Ika raised one hand to pat Keji’s back. The boy was still lost in his grief, refusing to raise his head from Ika’s shoulder. “. . .  Okay. Help me . . . help me get his b-body onto the wolf. Can we borrow some of the cloaks from the dead people down there to wrap him in? I don’t w-want to just . . . leave him all bloody and bruised like this.”

			“Of course,” said Elra. “I would never travel with him in that state. I will gather any clean material I can find and make sure he is treated with the greatest respect. The respect that a man of his stature deserves.”

			Ika cared nothing for his flowered words. He cared very little for anything at present. His uncle was dead. Nothing mattered anymore.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-One: I Shall Know Why, When Time Is Over

			[image: ]

			The solemn and quiet journey back to Turquoise Town took slightly less than two full days. Sutugius was easily large enough to fit Elra, Ika, Prince Keji, and the wrapped body of Gira on his back as they rode. 

			Keji spent most of the two days either crying or sleeping. The only time he did sleep was when the exhaustion of his tears drove him into uneasy slumber. Ika, on the other hand, said hardly a word for the entire trip. He was utterly lost in his regrets and his grief. He formed only a few lonely tears in the silent hours of the night as they traveled. He hid the tears well. He did his best to hide what was left of his mental state. His endless thoughts were tearing him apart. But he did not wish to frighten or disturb Keji any more than he already was, so he hugged the boy when he could muster the strength to care for another. He said little, but his physical presence seemed to soothe the Prince. He made sure that Keji was sandwiched between Elra and him on the wolf. Ika was at the back with Gira’s body. He did not want Keji to be able to easily see it. Ika, however, was forced to spend two long days pressed up against his dead uncle. 

			The two days came to a blissful end when Ika spotted the great arch that welcomed visitors to the town upon the hill. Elra stopped at the border of the forest, jumping down from Sutugius and looking around. There were no people near enough to see them. It was likely people in town would feel the pressure of Elra’s substantial Kanah, however, and so he moved quickly.

			“I will allow you to bury Gira in any way your family sees fit,” he said, walking around to the back of the wolf and gently lifting Gira’s body.

			Ika climbed down from Sutugius. He turned around and made sure to help Keji get down as well. The Prince’s face was blank by this point. It seemed he had cried himself dry. Now came the empty numbness of loss. Ika made sure to kiss Keji once on the top of the head before he spun to address Elra again.

			He held out his arms. He was easily large enough and strong enough, even while recovering from his surgery, to be able to carry his uncle back to his house. “I will take my uncle. We will bury him next to Uncle Casey and my father. That is his proper resting place.”

			Elra gingerly handed the body over. Gira was gracefully swathed in thick grey cloth from head to toe. He was intombed in the soft fabric. “Very well. I am . . . sorry we did not make it in time, Ika. I cared deeply for Gira. He was a good man. A complicated man . . . but a good one. I will miss him.”

			Ika took the body into his hands, suddenly needing to resist the urge to weep again. “So will I.”

			 

			D

			 

			Ika and Keji walked together up the hill and under the arch. Ika didn’t turn to see Elra leave, but he could sense his Kanah getting further and further away. He did not even say goodbye. 

			Ika’s eyes were drawn to what appeared to be a crowd of people gathering on the first street he and Keji walked onto while heading toward the Ivory house. There were at least two hundred people, all staring at what Ika was holding in his hands. Ika suspected they came out of their homes when they sensed the pressure from Elra’s arrival. The weather was not cold enough today to keep them inside this time. They were a curious bunch. 

			Ika was not at all in the mood to deal with these people. He loved everyone in Turquoise Town dearly. Each of them were lovely people on their own, but now was the last time for jolly conversation. He also didn’t want to have to explain to the crowd that he was carrying a dead Gira. They would all weep for him, and Ika had his fill of sorrow. He just wanted the day to be over.

			The first person to come up to him was a spindly man Ika recognized. His name was Mr. Goldweather. Goldweather owned one of the two bookshops in town. He was an old friend of Gira’s, as many people in Turquoise Town were.

			“Ika?” Goldweather waddled forward, pushing a few people gently aside to make sure he stood in front. He was a man in his eighties, and his legs quivered as he stood upon the curb. “What is this you’re holding? Is this . . . a person? Is it . . .”

			The looks on the faces of Ika and Keji must’ve given away the obvious answer.

			Mr. Goldweather shook his head, his throat bobbing up and down in his trepidation. “Surely this is not . . . your uncle?”

			Ika closed his eyes for a single moment, nodding his head only slightly. The entire crowd gasped. Many people burst into tears. This was precisely the kind of public event Ika was trying to avoid.

			Goldweather ran a bony hand over his face. “I am . . . I am so sorry, my boy. So, so, sorry.”

			The throng of people suddenly started hurling questions Ika’s way. Their sorrow could be heard in their confused voices as they demanded to know how such a thing could have happened; especially to an Oracle as strong as Gira Ivory.

			Ika looked down at his uncle in his arms and said nothing. He would not let himself become angry enough to yell at them, but he did want them all to just go away and leave him alone in his grief. He did not deserve a public interrogation. They would get their answers in time. For now, his family needed to mourn.  

			Mr. Goldweather evidently sensed this need for privacy in Ika, because he gestured for Ika to follow him as he cut a clear path through the mass of people. “Everyone, get out of the poor boy’s way! He has been through enough. Shut your mouths and hold your pestering, for Meamara’s sake! You should all be ashamed of yourselves. This entire town will be in a week of mourning. Show some respect!”

			The crowd quieted down all at once. They moved aside to let Goldweather, Ika, and Keji walk down the middle. A few people at the front of this new aisle kissed their fingers and placed them briefly upon Gira as Ika passed them by. Noticing the trend, the rest of the people on either side did the same. Every person Ika passed would kiss the tips of their fingers and place a gentle hand on Gira’s feet or head, depending on which side they were on in the aisle. It was a deeply moving experience for Ika. It acted as a visual representation of the effect his uncle had on so many people’s lives. 

			Ika managed to hold back tears for the entire journey through the memorial path of townsfolk. Goldweather was kind enough to walk with Ika and Keji all the way to the front gate to the Ivory house.

			He placed a hand on Ika’s shoulder, squeezing lightly. “He was proud of you. I want you to know that. You were nearly the only thing he ever talked about when he visited my bookshop for coffee some days. The smile on his face when I asked how you were doing always told me everything I needed to know. I hope you know how much he loved you.”

			Ika swallowed hard and managed a dip of his chin. “I know. Thank you, Mr. Goldweather. I hope you’ll forgive us if the funeral is a . . . private one.”

			The old man patted Ika softly. “Of course, dear boy. Of course.” He turned to leave, holding up a fist. “Be well, young prince. Be strong.”

			Keji held up a weak hand to wave back. “T-t-thank you, Mr. Goldweather.”

			When the old man was down the street, Ika took in a deep breath and stared at the gate. “Okay. Let’s get him inside. I’d like to see if my mother is awake. And we have to tell Master Cinnamon about this. I’d also like to find out where Chandi is before we bury Gira. We have a lot to do.”

			His voice was barren of all emotion. He sounded as he figured a dead man might, if by some strange miracle a corpse could speak. “Keji, could you please get the gate for me.”

			The Prince blinked and shook his head, seeming to need that shake to snap himself out of a daze. He opened the small gate with trembling hands. “S-sorry.”

			Before Ika could begin the walk down the slim stone path to his front door, he watched as the front door creaked open. Standing in the frame was Phiggy.

			The tall, doglike creature sighed when he met Ika’s gaze. “I’m sorry, kid. I really am.”

			Ika walked forward slowly, only meeting Phiggy’s golden eyes for a second before lowering them back to his uncle. “I don’t believe you, but thank you.”

			Phiggy didn’t bother to bite back about nobody ever trusting him. Not now. The simple fact was that Ika, as well as pretty much everybody else who ever spoke with Phiggy for more than a minute, could tell that there was something off about him. He was not who he said he was, and Phiggy himself did little to even attempt to cover that fact. If anything, he leaned into at times with a childish glee. He was someone who would ally with whoever can further his own goals, whatever those may be. Ika did not doubt that Phiggy would ally himself with Kirga in a heartbeat if Kirga happened to align with Phiggy on certain philosophical points. Phiggy’s goals were beyond any of their petty lives and dramas, and so Ika figured it wise not to trust an individual like that.

			But even so, he had a lot to be grateful toward Phiggy for. 

			Ika made his way into the warm and dimly lit house. The first thing he spotted was his mother, still lying comatose on the living room couch. The next thing he spotted was Master Cinnamon standing next to the couch with his violet staff in hand.

			The rabbit bowed his head at the sight of Gira in Ika’s arms. The two Oracles had a very strange relationship. They started off despising each other, but by the end, there was a level of deep mutual respect there. “I’m sorry, Ika. You don’t deserve yet another loss. I wish I could’ve saved you from this.”

			Ika was getting a little sick of everyone saying sorry to him. But he refrained from voicing any frustration at the rabbit. Noticing that there were tears in his master’s eyes stunned him out of his anger. He never would’ve expected Master Cinnamon, of all people, to weep for the death of Gira Ivory. But he was. 

			Ika was almost grateful that his mother was not awake to see Gira like this. She grew up with him. They had a passionate bond that could never be broken, no matter what. And Alice Ivory was fully aware of just how in love Gira was with her. It complicated things between them, but never soured things. Ika knew his mother’s heart would burst at the sight of her son carrying the corpse of Gira in his arms. She would likely never recover from that sight. Ika had no idea how he was going to break this news to her when she finally woke. And she would wake. He refused to even entertain the prospect of her coma being eternal. 

			“Come with me,” said Phiggy. “You can place Gira on Alice’s bed until we are ready to put him to rest, which I assume you will want done next to your father.”

			“Yes,” answered Ika, with a heavy heart. 

			Phiggy began to climb the central staircase. There was still a side ramp custom made by Gira for Ika’s wheelchair. “You should get some rest up here as well. There is actually someone resting up here now who would really like to see you.”

			Ika’s ears twitched at that. He had a guess at who Phiggy may have been referencing. He followed the Gast up the stairs and into his mother’s room. He recalled the area being splattered in his blood the last time he was there. Now it seemed relatively clean, though there were a few dark stains in the wood and on the walls. His surgery really made a mess of things. 

			He walked over to the bed and gently placed the body of Gira down. He held his hand over Gira’s heart—which, still to his great pain, was no longer beating—before turning around and looking at Phiggy again. “Take me to her.”

			Phiggy smiled. “This way. She’s sleeping in your room, actually. Though, she has a visitor with her.”

			“A visitor? What do you mean?”

			Phiggy said nothing. He walked through the hall to Ika’s bedroom door, softly pushing it open.

			Ika followed and quietly slipped his way inside the room just behind Phiggy. He nearly stubbed his toe on a fat, fuzzy Pommer Cat sleeping on the floor in the center of his room. He could tell she was female by her facial features. Pommer Cats had very distinctive differences between the sexes when it came to their bone structure. She had a beige blanket draped over her belly, and she was snoring loudly. She kicked her feet out between every inhale. Her round stomach rose and fell as she slept soundly. 

			Ika shook his head and ignored this peculiar sight when he spotted Chandi MorrowHill sleeping on his bed. It made him quite sad to notice that she was still wearing that blue tiger mask that Master Cinnamon gave her. She was so ashamed of how she looked after her burns. He hated that she was so self-conscious.

			“Go on,” said Phiggy. “You should wake her.”

			Ika assumed Phiggy was speaking of Chandi, and not the giant black cat that was drooling onto his floor. “All right. But when everyone is caught up, I’d like you to explain why there is a Pommer Cat on my floor.”

			“You’ll need to ask Chandi about that one,” said Phiggy. “I’m still not quite sure why I brought her along with us when I picked Chandi up. Chandi insisted that the cat come along. The two of them appeared quite friendly. I suppose she was not ready to say goodbye.” He placed his hands in the pockets of his pants. “Chandi has been mostly sleeping for the past two days. She did not take the news of Gira’s death well.”

			Ika’s nostrils flared. “You already told her Gira is dead?”

			Phiggy shrugged. “Of course I did. I swung by the mountain to catch the last exchange of the duel. Kirga killed your uncle using that white scythe of his.”

			Ika was not surprised to hear that at all. But it still made his blood boil. Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella. The same weapon he used to kill Ika’s father. Ika suspected he would see that glimmering scythe in his nightmares for the rest of his life. 

			“I told Chandi as soon as I picked her up,” continued Phiggy. “It didn’t feel right to keep something like that from her. She thinks . . . she thinks it’s her fault.”

			Ika did a double take. “What? How in the hell could she possibly blame herself for Kirga murdering Gira? How, by any measure, could that be her fault?”

			Phiggy shrugged again, this time barely noticeable. “She couldn’t stop Wriliara from killing Pelopidas. If Pelopidas lived, chances are the Dalada could’ve stopped Kirga before he made it to the mountain.”

			Ika’s heart hurt imagining her guilt. “That’s absurd. This is Kirga’s fault. Nobody else’s. I’ll make sure to remind her of that if she’s stupid enough to apologize to me.” He met Phiggy’s stare without blinking. “Did she . . . you know . . . end up dueling Wriliara?”

			Phiggy nodded. Ika would’ve sworn he noticed a glint of pride in those golden eyes. “They did duel. She was too slow to stop him from killing the golden lion . . . but she still managed to kill him afterward. She actually did it. Wriliara Bondiley is dead. Eliminating Kirga’s strongest Apostle is a huge win for our cause. She should be very proud of that.”

			Ika looked over at the sleeping Chandi, smiling softly for the first time since he saw Gira lying dead. He was so proud of her. He had no words to describe how much. She finally got her revenge; though, knowing her, he somehow doubted she was taking any joy in it. Chances are she was tearing herself apart with the guilt of taking life. He was sure she would not be one to celebrate something like that. He wouldn’t have her any other way. 

			Ika trusted Chandi enough to assume this cat in the middle of his floor had to be trustworthy as well. Chandi was always a good judge of character, and she would never bring someone all the way back to Turquoise Town if she didn’t see something special in them. They all took a chance on Keji, and that ended up being the best decision they ever made. They granted themselves a new member of the family. 

			He walked over to his bed, careful to step over the sleeping Pommer. He leaned down and lightly shook Chandi’s shoulder.

			She shot up immediately. She scanned around her, ready to assess any threat. After two days in the tranquility of Turquoise Town, she was still this on edge. That concerned Ika. 

			“Chandi, it’s me. Calm down. You’re okay.”

			Chandi slowly got up from bed, looking Ika up and down as if he were a ghost. She gripped his shoulders. “Ika?”

			Ika nodded. “Yes. I’m home.”

			Ika stared into the tiger mask while Chandi stared back into his pale eyes. The look she found there must’ve been enough to portray his intense sorrow, because she pulled him into a tight hug. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Ika.”

			For some reason, he didn’t get annoyed when she said it. He didn’t cry. He only let his head rest on her shoulder. “He’s really gone.”

			She placed a hand on the back of Ika’s head. “He loved you so much.”

			“He loved us all so much,” replied Ika. “And now he’s gone forever. Kirga will pay for it. I swear it on my life. He’ll pay.”

			Ika felt Chandi nod next to his head. “Yes . . . yes he will.”

			 

			D

			 

			Ika only half remembered being introduced to Trena, which happened to be the name of the Pommer Cat. Chandi did her best to give him the brief version of how they met, and why Chandi came to like Trena so much. Ika vaguely recalled Chandi saying she saw something special in Trena; something akin to what they both noticed in Prince Keji. She didn’t entirely know why, but she felt it was right to take Trena back to Turquoise Town with her. Ika was willing to trust her intuition. 

			Trena was very polite to Ika, but he could only muster a shallow greeting in return. He would get to know her better at a better time. The cat seemed to understand the nature of his situation, and did her best to stay out of everyone’s way. Ika appreciated that. And he considered it a good sign out of the gate for her character. She had an understanding of how grief worked, and how best to navigate it. 

			Ika had to also explain things to Pattamis, who spent several minutes yelling for someone to come and get him from his room. He was beside himself with worry for Keji. Seeing that the Prince was safe and sound, Pattamis finally relaxed enough for Ika to tell him that Gira was dead. The main news Ika delivered, to everyone, was that Elra assumed that Kirga was also dead.

			This took everyone by surprise. After all the trouble Kirga had caused, it was very hard to believe that he was just wiped out by the exact power he had been trying to obtain. None of them bought Elra’s theory; Ika least of all. He had no idea where Kirga disappeared to, but there was just no way he was dead.

			Kirga was far too stubborn to die like that. 

			There was some debate among the people of the Ivory house whether Gira’s funeral should be public or private. There was even some debate whether they should wait to put him to rest until Alice woke from her coma, but no one had any guess as to when that would be. There were special ways for an Oracle’s body to be preserved, so they could essentially wait several months before a proper burial if they really wanted to.

			Master Cinnamon suggested sending out letters to old friends of Gira’s. It was known that he had many contacts and close acquaintances across Wenworld. Samritala the blue Gast from Grematorga came immediately to mind. He seemed extremely close with Gira when Ika and Chandi first visited the great black tower of the Gast. 

			Prince Keji even suggested finding a way for Don-Galaga to show up for the burial. But that not only would’ve been impossible—since he was needed to stabilize the north, now that Pelopidas was dead—but bringing him to Turquoise Town would put Master Cinnamon in too much danger. And the rabbit wouldn’t be able to attend the burial that way, and that was not fair.

			Ika put all of the bickering to rest when he told them the burial would be a quiet, private thing. The whole town would not be invited. It would not be made into a huge spectacle. They would do it at night, when the rest of the town was sleeping. They would visit Frank Macdonna sometime during the following few days and get him to make a proper tombstone out of the same pale stone. Ika suspected that would take Frank about a week to finish. Then, with only the small group within the Ivory house, they would put Gira to rest. 

			Nobody argued with Ika. He was the only one, other than Alice, who could sensibly be given the right to how the procedure would take place. He was the closest one to Gira who was still conscious. 

			And so they did as Ika declared. Frank Macdonna was contacted early the next week to arrange a stone, and it was done within five days. Frank worked overtime after hearing the news about Gira. He wept when Ika and Chandi paid a visit to his coffin shop to tell him the news. He already knew what kind of stone Ika would want, since he was the same man who made the other two for Uncle Casey and Ikarus. He had been making tombstones and coffins in Turquoise Town for nearly thirty years. 

			Gira Marlon Isaac Ivory—which happened to be Gira’s entire name, which was very rarely spoken aloud or even recorded by Kanakonian documents—was laid to rest on January 8th, 1056. Very few words were said by those who attended. Frank Macdonna, Ika Ivory, Chandi MorrowHill, Phiggy, Master Cinnamon, Prince Keji, Trena, and Pattamis the hat were the only people present for the burial. 

			Frank could be trusted on seeing Cinnamon. Ika knew he was the last person who would snitch to Kanakon somehow on his whereabouts. And Ika was, perhaps, even more convinced that someone like Frank wouldn’t even know who Cinnamon was or why he was wanted.

			Chandi, still wearing Makenna Milton’s mask, tried to convince Ika to say some final words to his uncle before his coffin was covered up with dirt. 

			Ika said nothing. He knew Gira wouldn’t be able to hear him anyway. He would be talking to nobody but the wind. Gira died thinking that Ika hated him. Nothing could change that now. 

			He did, however, place one gentle kiss on the top of the new tombstone. It was the third in the line of graves under the lonely tree behind the Ivory house. 

			 

			Here Lies

			Gira Ivory

			A Hero to Many

			He was Loved by all who Were Lucky Enough to Know Him

			1009 – 1055

			 

			Chandi said some solemn words, trying her best to convey how much Gira meant to her. How he was her only father figure after the murder of her blood father. She could barely get the very short speech out through her tears.

			Prince Keji also said a few brief words of love and gratitude. 

			Master Cinnamon was the last one to give a speech. 

			Ika barely heard any of it. He paid little attention to their heartfelt words. There was a fire burning in his eyes that had never been seen before. From that day forward, he would be an entirely different person, and an entirely different Oracle. This was the moment Ika truly went from a boy to a man.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Two: A New Chapter
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			Six hours after the quiet nighttime burial of Gira Ivory, Ika walked into the living room of the Ivory house, where Chandi was currently sleeping. Alice had been moved into the bed of her own room for her comfort while she fought through her coma. Chandi did not want to go back to her own place, where Ajith was sadly missing. Without Ajith at the MorrowHill house, it was no longer a place that brought Chandi any peace.

			Ika sighed. It was remarkable how much the both of them had lost in only a single month.

			He looked at Chandi sleeping, wondering if he should wake her. He had some things he wanted to discuss with her. They had both been through so much recently. Things were moving so fast that they really had no time to even check in on each other. Even in his own turmoil, he was worried about her mental state. It only made him worry more noticing the fact that she was still wearing her tiger mask. She actively refused to remove it. She was that traumatized by her own face.

			“Ika?”

			Ika looked to the other side of the living room, squinting as he peered into the darkness, trying to find the source of the voice.

			Keji stepped into the soft white light coming from the main window. He was wiping the sleep from his eyes, and Pattamis was blinking sleepily on his head as well. “What are you doing up still? Are you okay?”

			“What’s the deal, kid?” added Pattamis. “You’ve been through a lot. You should get some rest.”

			Ika wasn’t sure how to respond. They were probably right. He should be in bed. But he snuck out to stand by Gira’s grave for a bit after everyone called it a night. He just wanted to spend some time alone with his uncle. He still had nothing to say, but the simple presence was enough to calm him down. He felt like Gira was somehow still with him. 

			He breathed out through his nose. “I . . . I don’t know. I just wanted to talk to Chandi for a bit. I want to make sure that she’s okay. I’m not the only person who lost Gira. And she already lost her grandmother.”

			Keji stepped forward, careful to be quiet and not wake Chandi, who still softly snored on the couch. “I want to know how you’re doing, Ika. You seem kinda . . . distant. I’m really worried about you.”

			Ika worked up a smile. “Thank you, Keji. I appreciate your concern. But I’m a big boy. I’ll live. People die. It is what it is.”

			Both Keji and Pattamis gave Ika the same, pitying look. They did not buy his act for a single moment. They knew Ika well enough by this point, after all they had been through together, to know that he was dying inside from Gira’s death. They were not about to play this little game.

			Keji walked forward a little more and took one of Ika’s hands. “Ika . . . I don’t want you to lose yourself. It’s what I worry about the most. I loved Gira too. So much. But there’s a reason I hugged you first as soon as I saw that Gira was dead. I wasn’t trying to get you to comfort me. I was trying to comfort you.”

			Ika blinked quickly, the hand that Keji took was shaking slightly.

			“I love you, Ika,” said Keji. “Please don’t let all of this turn you into a monster.”

			He was surprised to hear this from the boy. He was constantly impressed by the emotional maturity of the young prince. He often wondered if, in some ways, Keji was even more mature than himself in that fashion. 

			He did not want to worry Keji, but he also felt himself slipping in ways that worried him. His anger was worse than he could ever recall. It was burning him alive. Even so, he placed a hand on Keji’s shoulder. “I won’t. I promise.”

			Keji did not seem very convinced by this assurance. 

			“Ika?” Chandi shifted in her spot on the couch. “What are you guys doing still up? Is something wrong?”

			“Actually, I was just coming to wake you up,” said Ika. “I was wondering if you would like to take a quick little walk with me. I just wanted to talk.”

			“You pick some strange times for private talks, kid,” said Pattamis, fighting through a yawn.

			Chandi adjusted her mask and gradually got up from the couch. “Absolutely. I don’t mind a little walk.”

			 

			D

			 

			Ika sent Keji and Pattamis back to bed before he and Chandi silently slipped away from the house together. They made their way to the place everyone in Turquoise Town seemed to naturally go to when they needed to discuss something important: the crystal fountain in the center of town. 

			Ika sat upon the smooth, transparent rim of the wide fountain. It felt strange to be there again. The last time he sat at the fountain was when he had that long conversation with his uncle regarding the truth about Kirga Kenris. Ika didn’t have his legs back then. He had gained those back, but lost his uncle. If he had the choice, he would gladly get back into his wheelchair if he could only be sitting at this fountain with Gira again.

			Chandi looked around before sitting next to Ika. She was wearing a thick blue jacket with white fur rimming the hood. She rubbed her hands together, which were warmed by silky white gloves. “Okay. Here we are. What is it you wanted to talk about, Ika?”

			Ika glanced around the town square. Everybody would be asleep at this time. Ika suspected the morning Morphing would begin any minute now. “Firstly, I would like you to remove that mask before we speak.”

			Chandi looked downward and rubbed her gloved hands over her knees. “Ika . . . I really don’t want to do that. I’m . . . ashamed of how I look. I’m a monster.”

			“Would I have kissed you if I thought you were a monster?” Ika was wondering when the proper time would come for him to bring up that special moment shared between them before she left to hunt Wriliara. He decided to just dive in. “When my mother wakes, she will fix what has happened to you. And even if she can’t . . . I like you the way you are. Please take the mask off. I want to be able to look in your eyes when I speak to you.”

			Chandi sighed. She lifted her hands and began to pull the mask upward off her face, the wide thread in the back releasing her black hair. There was not much of it left. It was already growing back, but it would take some time before she had her ponytail again. 

			Ika was glad to see her real face, but was, in fact, disturbed by what he saw. But he was not disturbed for the reason he suspected she thought he would be. He was disturbed because he hated that she needed to go through this at all. He hated that she was wounded so badly. He hated that she was so miserable and self-conscious. 

			Her sapphire eyes were wet in her embarrassment. “There. Are you happy now?”

			“Yes,” replied Ika, not missing a beat. “Now . . . talk to me about Wriliara. How did it go? I’ve been told he’s dead. Are you doing okay?”

			Chandi scratched at the deeply scarred brown skin of her face. “I . . . I killed him, yes. I also killed Percy Coldshire. He was Kirga’s newest Apostle; the same guy who abducted Keji.” She rubbed at her knees again. Her breath was a white cloud in the cool air. “I’m not doing so great, if I’m honest. I killed two people, Ika. I’m just not built for that. I’m not built for blood. I’m not built for death. I don’t think I was ever built for revenge.”

			Ika had to agree with her assertion. He always wondered how Chandi would deal with killing someone. He himself, even with his Affinity, had trouble dealing with the killing of Barrick Tendiga. Hearing what Chandi had been through since setting off on her mission, Ika was struck with the fact that she has now killed more people than him.

			He nodded, clearing his throat. “You feel bad because you’re a good person with a good soul. I’m glad you feel this certain way about what you were forced to do. I would be worried if you didn’t care. And you were forced, Chandi. Make no mistake on that. You were not just pursuing revenge. You were also doing your part to save the world from Kirga. Anyone who supports Kirga at this point, in my view, deserves to die. His obsession with his husband has already caused enough damage. And it’s going to destroy the world if we let it. You’ve done good. You are good.”

			The first tear worked its way down Chandi’s pocketed cheek. “Thank you, Ika. Your opinion of me matters the most in the world. I never want you to look at me and dislike what you see. It’s the reason I want to keep my mask on.”

			He shook his head. “Don’t be absurd. I will always like what I see when I look at you.” He cleared his throat again, fearing he might be pushing too hard now. “Tell me more about Trena. She seems like a genuine enough cat, but what made you want to take her back to town? Help me understand why she’s here. And more importantly, why I should trust her. I don’t trust anyone these days.”

			Chandi seemed stunned by his earlier words. She stammered and shifted where she sat. “Trena . . . she’s a really g-good person, I think. There is something very genuine about her. She has a rare and special personality. And she also happens to be a really gifted Runeworker. Think about that for a second. Now we don’t have to rely on Phiggy all the time. Phiggy shows up and disappears whenever he wants. We shouldn’t really have all our eggs in that kind of basket, you know? If we are in desperate need of transportation, we don’t have to just cross our fingers and hope that Phiggy will pop up somewhere anymore. Now we have Trena. She has Runes all over Wenworld.”

			Ika did see the usefulness in having a Runeworker be a part of their little crew. “Well, if you trust her, then I suppose I trust her as well.”

			A long silence passed. There was an awkward air between them. Ika began to worry that Chandi was upset with him for kissing her. Had he ruined things between them? Had he misread the various signs over the years that she felt something for him that went beyond simple friendship? He was beginning to feel a gnawing anxiety in his stomach.

			Chandi finally broke the silence. “The Curse I burned my own body to learn can never be used again, by the way.”

			Ika stared at her for a few seconds without blinking. “What? What are you talking about? You can’t use Filiorvis anymore?”

			She shook her head. “No. I read through the origin book once Phiggy brought Trena and I back to Turquoise Town. I needed to do something while I waited those two days for you to get back. And I discovered in the book that the Curse can only be used a single time by any Oracle who uses it. You’d think there would be an entire section of the book dedicated to explain that fact in clear terms. But nope. It got a few damn sentences near the end of the book. Just my luck.”

			Ika leaned forward on his knees. “Only one use. That’s just insane. It must’ve been an incredibly powerful Curse.”

			“Oh, it was,” said Chandi. “I don’t think I could possibly overstate just how damaging it was. It made me feel, very briefly, as if I really were Lady Meamara herself. I felt like God, Ika. I was not at all prepared for how strong the Curse would be. But now it’s gone. And so is Wriliara.”

			He looked over at her. “Was it . . . worth it? All of it? The training, the journey, the pain, the guilt, the blood. Would you do it all again if you could travel back in time? I think I really need to hear the answer to that question in particular.”

			Chandi tilted her head to stare upward at a wide, thick cloud that swept over the town. It looked as if it might snow again quite soon. She took her time answering this heavy question. “I wish I could give you some kind of philosophical insight on revenge, Ika. I really do. But the truth is that I do not, in truth, even know the answer to your question. I’ve been asking myself the same thing since Wriliara’s death. I simply cannot come to a satisfying answer.

			“In order to deal with this problem, I tried a few mental exercises. I tried to live as if I regretted every choice I made that brought me to my duels with Percy and Wriliara. I actually tested this out on the first day of Phiggy bringing me back. I traced through all of my choices and all of my training, trying to actively tell myself that I regretted it, and that I was a damn fool for ever thinking taking another person’s life would bring me internal peace. And then, on day two, I tried the precise opposite.

			“I awoke and retraced my actions—and, naturally, their outcome—and tried to convince myself that everything happened for a reason. I told myself that losing my grandmother, and horribly disfiguring myself, were all for the greater good. I told myself that my parents, in spite of their flaws, deserved to be avenged for their brutal murder.”

			Ika suddenly became nervous when he heard her mention her parents’ faults. Did Wriliara tell her the truth about them? The same thing he told Ika in Porshalla during the heist? “And?”

			Chandi slid her gloved hands into the large pockets of her winter jacket. “Like I said: I really don’t know, Ika. I’ve got nothing to say on the matter. It makes me feel sick that I cannot even decide whether I feel positively or negatively about the killing of two men. I don’t . . . I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

			Ika stared at her and felt nothing but the purest admiration. He was overwhelmed by his gratitude that she survived those duels. He needed her; now more than ever. “My opinion, if it matters at all to you, is that you are far from in the wrong regarding what you did to Wriliara. And if Percy kidnapped Keji, and was actively assisting Kirga in his goal, then he also deserved to die. Here’s the thing about guilt, Chandi. Since Gira’s death, I think I’ve discovered that—”

			“You lied to me.”

			He froze. “What?”

			She looked at him with a mixture of sadness and hidden frustration. “You lied to me, Ika. Wriliara told me the truth about my parents. He told me they senselessly and mercilessly murdered his sister. She was a little girl. And my parents, who I loved very much, butchered her like a pig. And you knew. You knew and you didn’t tell me. Why?”

			He worried she would take offence to that fact. He figured it best to answer by simply telling the truth. It was about time he stopped dancing around it anyway. “Because I love you, Chandi.”

			She gasped quietly. After a few seconds, she nearly whispered. “I know, Ika. But t-that’s not a good enough reason.”

			He held her gaze. “No, Chandi. You know what I mean when I say it.”

			He was trying to say that he loved her in a way that went beyond mere family. 

			She looked down at her lap. “Don’t . . .” Her breathing became heavy. “Don’t say that to me unless you mean it.”

			He frowned. “What? I do mean it, Chandi. Would I really have said it if I didn’t? You have to know I mean it. You have to . . . feel that. Can’t you?”

			Her face scrunched inward as she fought back tears. They came anyway. “I . . .”

			“Chandi, you are the only thing left in my life that brings me true happiness. I’m not asking you to say it back. You don’t have to. I just want you to understand that—”

			“I love you, too.”

			He did a poor job at hiding his joy. There was only a faint breeze coming through the town square, but it was icy enough to reach the bones. “Really? I mean . . . in the way I love you?”

			She laughed, wiping her face with a hand. “Of course, you fool. I’ve loved you that way since we left Turquoise Town the first time. You were too oblivious to ever notice, of course. The way I look at you is different to the way I look at anybody else.”

			Ika had to admit that he noticed a few signs. But he was never certain whether they were just in his head. He knew he loved her, but until this point, he worried that it may have been one-sided. “I’m so sorry for not telling you about your parents. I didn’t even know if Wriliara was telling the truth. I figured it would be pointless telling you something that would obviously hurt you so much, while not even knowing for sure whether it were true. So I kept it to myself.”

			She shook her head. “No. I understand why you didn’t say anything. He could’ve been lying. Unfortunately . . . he wasn’t. My parents were monsters. And yet . . . I still miss them so much. And I still love them.”

			Ika could relate to her complex feelings toward her family. But her situation, in regard to the moral foundation of those she loved, seemed even more severe than his own. The betrayal of Casey disturbed Ika, but it wasn’t quite the same as the brutal murder of a child. “Chandi, I understand a thing or two about conflicting thoughts on your parents. Trust me. Your situation is even beyond what I can imagine grappling with, though. If there’s anything I can do to . . .”

			“Just shut up and kiss me already.”

			He smiled at her, taking her face in his hands. He kissed her for the second time. This kiss was far superior to the first. The reason being that she really kissed back this time.

			It was true that Ika felt an anger growing in him that made him wonder, with abstract fear, what kind of man he would become in the coming years. The hatred for Kirga that boiled inside him threatened to devour every other aspect of his personality. He was worried about his mother’s health as well, which really didn’t help things. He was crumbling inside from his negative emotions.

			But Chandi held him together. He knew Kirga was still alive somehow. He didn’t know how, but he just knew. The man who killed Uncle Gira was still somewhere in Wenworld. Continuing to pursue him would lead Ika down a dangerous road. This road was not dangerous for his physical health. He had already crossed that threshold, to be sure. This next stage of his quest would place his mental stability at its greatest point of danger. 

			He wanted to keep his desultory promise to Keji about not becoming a monster. As long as he had Chandi by his side, he was confident happiness was still a possibility in his life; even after all he had been through. Without her, he would crumble. With her, he would endure.

			He could tell by the way she kissed him back that she felt the same way about him.  

		

	
		
			Epilogue: A Cap of Lead Across the Sky

			[image: ]

			Don-Galaga stared out at the pinkish hue of the morning sky, pacifying in its stillness. He was in the far north, sitting upon a lonely stone under a dead white tree. The snow was only vaguely covering the long, dark green grass in the field outside the tall red walls of the city of Tankam. There was deep unrest in this region, and the entire Dalada was present to subdue it. 

			The endless politics of the next few weeks would be tiresome. Many meetings between leaders of Tankam and Old Umbra would need to take place. The two cities still hated each other, and the power vacuum left by the murder of Pelopidas would make things very tense for the next while. Tankam would need some kind of assurance from the Capital that Old Umbra will not attack them or seek to annex any of their territory. Pelopidas took the weight of that stress off their shoulders. Now they would require either some kind of official treaty—which would severely punish Old Umbra if the terms were broken—or they would need to replace Pelopidas with some other powerful creature beholden to the Red City and its laws. Some officials from Tankam suggested having a member of the Dalada permanently patrol the territories owned by the city. That, of course, was absurd. But they would need to come up with something soon, because Elra just provided Don-Galaga with some terrible news.

			Kirga achieved the mythical state known as Dual Affinity. However, according to Elra’s estimation, he was killed in the process. His body was not able to control that amount of powerful Kanah at once. The sheer weight of the new Kanah tore him apart from the inside. And not only was this unsettling news delivered, but also the news that Gira Ivory was killed by Kirga upon Opiana Mountain. 

			If Elra spoke true, then the last of Don-Galaga’s sons were dead. 

			“Are you all right?”

			Don-Galaga took in a long breath of crisp, cool air before turning his head. He saw Hamawyl walk up to the white tree and lean his broad shoulder against it. Don-Galaga already sensed the man coming. He didn’t mind a little company to steady his thoughts. 

			Hamawyl rested his great golden hammer, Glaurung, against the tree as well. He placed the head of the weapon just in front of his foot while he warmed his hands. “I know you loved him. And now he’s gone.”

			Don-Galaga ran his hand along his pale staff. The jewel at the end reflected the light from the early sun. “Of whom do you speak?”

			Hamawyl crossed his arms, his thick biceps bulging. “Gira. But I know you loved Kirga as well. Please don’t pretend you’re having no feelings at all right now. I’ll get quite annoyed. I think we’ve known each other long enough for me to smell a lie from you. I think a thousand years is enough time for me to put together when you are grieving. So spit it out. How are you feeling?”

			Don-Galaga knew it would be unwise to try lying to any of the Dalada members. Hamawyl was right; they all knew each other too well for lies or evasions. “I am . . . unwell, in truth. I loved those boys. Both of them. I never wished for things to end this way. I have come to realize that my blood is cursed. Things appear to end this way whenever I am foolish enough to have offspring of my own.”

			Hamawyl gazed past Don-Galaga, out into the frozen plain. He sighed through his nose. “I think I’m right there with you. I should’ve probably learned at the hundredth or so child that fatherhood was just . . . not for me.”

			Don-Galaga smirked, staring out at the landscape as well. A lone white deer pranced by the front of Tankam’s main gate. It seemed so uncaring. So free. “Yes, I recall your countless escapades into fatherhood. I came to the conclusion that family life was not meant for you at around the eighteenth son who did not turn out how you seemed to want him to.”

			“Too weak,” grumbled Hamawyl. “If I’m going to have a proper son, he’s going to need to be stronger than me. Nothing else will do.”

			“That is quite literally an impossibility,” replied Don-Galaga, dryly. “I was the one who bestowed your power upon you, if you recall. No son will ever surpass you. Just because you have such a prolonged lifetime, as well as intensified Kanah, does not mean your offspring will be granted the same benefits. The powers I granted you cannot be passed down hereditarily.”

			Hamawyl snickered. “Indeed. That is why everyone I’ve ever loved is dead, while I’m still here. Every mother who birthed my children. Every child who did not meet my expectations. All of them dead and in the ground. But I remain.”

			Don-Galaga sucked his teeth. “You never loved them, Hamawyl.”

			Hamawyl shrugged. “Yeah, probably not.” He paused. “But you loved your sons. Why? How can you grow attached to kin who live such short lives? Do you still even remember the sound of Belfaris’ voice? I’m curious.”

			“Oh, I remember every detail about Belfaris. I still hear his voice in my head at times; even to this very day. We may not have agreed, philosophically, on many things in life. We may have disagreed about the nature of the Crystal, and of Lady Meamara. But he was still my first son. And yet I killed him to save us all. I was prepared to kill Kirga for the same reason. I naturally assumed the two of us would meet for a great duel in Kanakon . . . same as Belfaris. I thought destiny would bring me that mirrored confrontation whether I wanted it or not. I suppose not.”

			Don-Galaga felt something trail down his right cheek. He touched the skin there with a careful hand. He felt something he had not felt in hundreds of years. It was a tear. Don-Galaga had not even cried when he heard Kirga had killed Ikarus. He had forgotten what it felt like to cry.

			The thing that shocked him the most was that it was not Gira’s death that brought this tear. “Kirga . . . is dead. My son . . .” He clenched his staff and felt the persistent flow of tears warm his dry cheeks. “My boy . . . my dear boy . . . is dead.”

			Don-Galaga felt a hopelessness and anger brewing in him that he had not known since Belfaris. He felt a brief sting of pain at the death of Ikarus. And he felt a pang of regret at the news of Gira. But Kirga . . . this news broke him. For some reason even the oldest and wisest of Oracles could not understand, he wanted that final duel with his second son. If he was going to die, he imagined it would’ve been Kirga to get the job done. And now, according to Elra, he was dead. 

			It felt so wrong. It felt like a mistake. 

			 

			D

			 

			We have now come to the end of this third act of the story. Being your gracious narrator through this tale, I figured it would only be fitting for me to give you another final word before we venture onto the final act. 

			To be truthful, I am quite proud of you for making it this far. I was not positive you would. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you decided you had enough of this story. I tried to warn you, multiple times, that this particular act was empty of happiness. Perhaps, looking back, one could see that as a lie. One could see the love that has built and solidified between Ika and Chandi as a wonderful thing, worthy of all the pain and sorrow. I’m not so sure, but I will grant those people their delusions. As someone who has lived for a very long time, and has known a great many people, I find love rather overrated. It is a shallow, circumstantial thing. It does not last. But I will not spend too much time crushing your hopes. Let us move on. 

			Perhaps you expect me to finally tell you my name. I think not. Nice try. But I will gladly continue telling you this tale, if you have the heart to see it to its conclusion. I shall not attempt to trick you; more sorrow awaits in the tale of Ika Ivory and Chandi MorrowHill. Things do not go up from this point. However, there is still so much greatness before them. There is still so much love before them. So much adventure. So much knowledge. 

			I beg you to join me for just one more stretch. I can guarantee you it will be worth your time. I will wait for your response eagerly. 

			Until next time. 

			 

			End of Book Three
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