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			Prologue: With Friends Like These
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			AND NOW we come to the second act of our story. The pieces are beginning to fall in place. The gears are beginning to turn. The second part of a grand plan sees itself come into fruition during this act. Stones are overturned and secrets unveiled. Bonds are strained and families are ruined. 

			Trust is a difficult thing. There are few pains worse than when it is broken. This story will deal in such things. This is a true story, mind you. Never forget it. As true as a mother’s mourning or the danger of a lie. This is no fairy tale. 

			I will once again be acting as your storyteller. And, once again, my name is unimportant. This act of the story begins where I see most fit to begin telling it: in the shoes of a very sad man. Come now and hear the next step in his long and sorrowful tale. I have a personal fondness for him. 

			a hooded figure robed in black stood upon a tall hill slickened by a downpour of rain. Lined around the south of the hill was the edge of a dark forest. The lonely figure was a man, broad of shoulder and firm in his footing, despite the wet grass threatening to slide him downward. He kept his dark hood above him as a shield to the rain—and to hide his face. He looked out over a steep cliff to the north, gazing intently at a floating city of pale stone hanging fixed in the air above thick grey clouds. The city of Porshalla, beautiful and mystical. It was almost round in shape, the buildings curving inward at their peaks, and the foundation of the flying city being shaped like a great white bowl. Porshalla peeked through the darkening sky like a tightened fist of bone punching down toward the seemingly bottomless ravines below. Porshalla was one of the finest creations in Wenworld. And it was the grand stage for the next part of Kirga the Hellcat’s plan. 

			“Kirga!” a deep voice called out from the trees. 

			He turned back to see his Apostle break out from the shadowy line of thick trunks. Kirga’s eyes almost shone in the bleak, irises as white and piercing as a bolt of lightning. The surrounding area of his eye was fully black in contrast. Black eyes with white irises. Kirga’s stare was enough to halt any man in their stride. 

			“What is it, Vedara?” he asked. His voice was soft yet deep. Not quite as menacing and stalwart as his largest Apostle, but commanding nonetheless.

			Vedara was a massive man, built like the trunk of a tree. His skin was tanned to a near golden sheen. His eyes glowed purple through strands of long black hair. A thick black beard interwoven with purple braids trailed down his sculpted chest and stomach. While Kirga wore a long black cloak, Vedara was garbed in one of soft golden fabric. “Are we ready to move yet? I grow tired of all this waiting. The prison shouldn’t be far from this point if we can see Porshalla in the distance. What’s the deal? You haven’t given us word on anything. Do we move now or no?” His tone was exacerbated. They had been stalking the forest for three days, well passed what Vedara was willing to wait for a fight. 

			Kirga turned his head back out to the view of the pale floating city. “We are getting closer to the site, yes, but Porshalla is massive. Don’t think we are close just because we can see its walls through the clouds. We still have a few more hours of walking before we reach the prison. We move when I say we move. You don’t think I also want this wait to be over? If your incessant whining carries on for another day, I’m likely to fling myself from this cliff.” He paused, taking in a breath of fresh air. “Where is Wriliara?” 

			“Here, My Lord.” A whispering voice carried out from Kirga’s left. The sound was like wind through tall grass.

			Kirga looked over to spot green eyes floating alone in shadow. They were snake eyes with slit black pupils. “You’re getting better at that,” he said. “I didn’t even see you.” He could sense another Kanah nearby, but the exact location of his slippery disciple was unknown until now.

			A lean man in a long emerald cloak slipped out from the cover of the forest. His face was pale, and silky grey hair fell down each shoulder, seeming to slither out from the shelter of the thick hood over his head. When he walked there was no sound of feet in water, nor was the brushing of the leaves he pushed through audible. He was efficient in all aspects of his life. Serving Kirga in all things was the most important of all aspects to him. “Thank you, my Lord. You compliment me more than I have earned.” 

			“You’ve got that right,” mumbled Vedara under his breath.  

			Those frightening green eyes now flicked toward Vedara. There was a flash of sharp teeth when Wriliara grinned.

			Vedara threw out his hands. “What? You have a problem?” He widened his stance. “Come do something about it.”

			Wriliara made no move. 

			“That’s what I thought,” said Vedara. “You still never bite.”

			Wriliara’s grin had not left. “And you still mutter under your breath when you insult me.”

			A moment of silence was shared between them before Vedara bellowed a laugh from his stomach. “Fair enough.” 

			And just like that they were finished. For now.

			Kirga sighed. “Let’s just get moving. If you two are itching for a fight then I shall give you one. Behave yourselves and keep silent until we reach the borders of the prison. We’re coming upon an important piece of this puzzle. You will take this seriously.” 

			They nodded compliantly.

			onward the trio traveled, every step bringing them closer to the city hugged in clouds. They followed along a lean river Kirga assumed would eventually turn into a waterfall descending into the ravine below Porshalla. The water shimmered when blades of sunlight were strong enough to cut through the storm above. The surface of the water shook and swayed with the wind and falling rain. The trees hissed as their long green leaves rubbed against each other in the gale. 

			Along beaten paths and over jagged rocks they trekked. Wriliara and Vedara dared not complain about the conditions, at least not loud enough for Kirga to hear. They knew how dedicated he was to his goal. It was unwise for anyone to slow it down in any way. He was the Genmaga, and he knew his purpose. Let the world laugh. Let the world think his legend a farce. They would see in time. 

			Time passed, yet the storm had not weakened. If anything the deluge was stronger, only now there was less wind. 

			“Are we close, My Lord?” asked Wriliara. “We are nearly under the shadow of the great city. Surely we must be near by now.”

			Kirga’s face was hidden in the darkness of his hood. He walked through the storm like a reaper of death. “We are near now, yes,” he replied, his low voice carrying through the loud hiss of water falling upon leaf and rock. 

			He stopped suddenly, turning to face his Apostles. The three of them were now huddled close next to a vast stone wall that rose into a serrated cliff. Around them was a river bending west away from the cliff and toward Porshalla, now larger than ever in the sky, looking almost like a second moon. The trees were sparser here than where they gathered along the river they tread. There was less room for them to hide themselves here. Vedara always had his stealth Curse—the same one he once used to sneak Kirga into the capital city of Kanakon—but using that curse had nearly killed him; certainly left him out of a proper fight. And a proper fight was exactly what Kirga would need from him in this place. 

			Kirga pointed upward. “Our prison happens to be at the top of this cliff. The building itself is far enough from the sharpest point that we can scale it and have no fear of being spotted, especially not in this weather. It would seem the Crystal is in favor of my quest. Unsurprising.”

			“Or it’s Lady Meamara who smiles on you,” said Vedara.

			Kirga hummed low. “Perhaps.” 

			Wriliara threw back his head to gaze upward through the rain. The top of the cliff could only barely be seen through the gathering fog. “What is our plan of infiltration, My Lord?” 

			While Wriliara was looking up, Kirga was scanning the surrounding level area for signs of life. He was near enough now to the prison that he could sense many different sources of Kanah. Luckily for him there were powerful criminals held in those cells, so his own Kanah entering the site would go unnoticed by the no doubt inexperienced guards paid to survey the area. 

			“Well,” he started, “this prison is only a temporary holding area for Oracles deemed criminals by the city of Porshalla. They are kept here until they are ready to be transported up to the main prison in the sky. The Oracle we are after is in there right now, if we are to trust the recent newspapers.” He paced left and right, now glancing up at the grey cliff. “The prison is rather small. It is guarded, yes, but not sufficiently enough to withstand the likes of us; at least not all three of us together. Our infiltration must be done quickly, but the details are not exactly complicated.”

			Both Kirga and Wriliara looked slowly to Vedara. 

			The hulking beast of a man curled his face into a smile. “So just kill everybody, then?” he asked. 

			“Do you think you can handle that?” said Kirga. 

			Vedara rubbed his massive hands together. “It’s what I was born to do . . . My Lord.” 

			“Good,” said Kirga. “That specific job will be given to the both of you. While you stir up trouble in any and all ways you can, I will seek out our target’s cell and free him. If we are swift we shall be gone before any kind of significant reinforcements arrive.”

			“I have a question, My Lord,” said Wriliara. 

			Kirga nodded. “Then speak quickly.”

			Wriliara finally took off his hood, his grey hair now swaying in the wind. He was a very scrawny man, but comely in an odd way. “Can you divulge a little more on this target of ours? You’ve said he can help us steal the Zyphur Spear. I would like to know how this specific Oracle will see that done.”

			Kirga took a second to admonish Vedara before answering; he was bouncing up and down in excitement in a manner far too juvenile for a man of his size and age. 

			“His name is Cocoa,” said Kirga. “He is a Wenny Rabbit who specializes in teleportation techniques. He is a master of them. If we are going to take the spear from Kimiala, then we must have him on our side. Cocoa is scheduled to be executed in three days’ time. I suspect he will be rather grateful to us if we free him from his bonds now.”

			He too took off his dark hood. His hair fell to just below the level of his ears. The right side was black, while the left, split down the direct center, was a contrasting bright white. Kirga was a beautiful figure when in full unobstructed view. Black eyes with white irises, and black and white hair upon his head. He was inimitable, for he was the only living person in Wenworld with those dark eyes; the eyes all Genmaga of previous generations had before him. 

			“Enough talk now,” he said, walking up to the wall of glistening stone. “We move now.” He nodded to Vedara.

			Vedara, knowing what to do, nodded back and brought his hands into a prayer. “Sellibrum Eriahan.”

			Sprouting slowly from the man’s back were two glorious wings, black and shimmering with purple energy. The long feathers practically reached the forest’s edge and intertwined themselves with leaves. If an outsider were to chance upon the scene, they might’ve wondered if the great Black Raven of old was birthing itself again into the world through Vedara’s shoulder blades. It was an altogether terrible and captivating sight to see him sprout his new appendages. Sellibrum Eriahan was a stunning Curse, but it would only allow the caster to fly for a short time before evaporating. They must be hasty.

			Vedara grabbed onto Kirga with his left arm and Wriliara with his right, cradling them both like infants at the breast. He coiled his thighs and exploded into flight, denting and shattering the boulders beneath his black boots. 

			Off into the air he flew, cutting through strong winds while hanging tightly to his comrade and his lord. The power from the flap of his wings seemed to summon a storm of their own each time he flexed his back. He soared straight over the edge of the cliff and into the clouds. They served the accidental purpose of shielding them as they descended on the prison. 

			It was a long rectangular building of black stone that rested at the foot of the cliff’s precipice. In front of the building was a hundred or so meters of dirt, then more forest distending down and around the mountain. Kirga looked down over the bulk of Vedara’s arm. He could see faint glimpses of guards walking around the borders. They were dressed in long black coats that ended at their knee-high boots. They wore black helmets with visors that blocked their eyes. 

			These were not Sun or Moon Regiment soldiers from the Capital City. No soldiers of any kind were as elite as them. King Stultis clearly did not see fit to send any regiments to watch over this facility, leaving Porshalla to come up with its own means for border defence. Even though Stultis was king of Kanakon, it was his job to manage all cities in Wenworld, at least to some degree. Every city still had their own prince or princess, but the shadow of Stultis loomed most dominantly.

			There seemed to be no Kanah barrier preventing a forced entry. It was simple stonework. Porshalla must truly trust the skill-level of their throwaway sentries. This would prove to be a mistake for them.

			“Now, Vedara,” said Kirga sharply, loud enough to be heard over the wind in their ears. “Kill.” 

			Vedara dived downwards like an eagle coming down on its prey. As he got close to the ground, he released his hold on Kirga and Wriliara. They both spun out of his arms and fell upon the guards, who looked up far too late to save themselves or even warn of an attack. 

			“Harvena,” said Wriliara. 

			A large circle of green light suddenly appeared as a pattern in the wet grass. There was a symbol in the middle of the circle: two triangles with their apices facing each other, and a half moon fixed between them. 

			A shadowy figure slowly came to life within the barrier of the green light. It came to physical form as a ghastly humanoid creature with four arms and two heads. Its skin was pale white and it roared deafeningly with the head of a white tiger, though the ears were much longer than a normal tiger’s; they drooped from their own weight and dangled behind the back of the beast. 

			Kirga was shocked that Wriliara would go overboard with a Summon that powerful. Perhaps he was just showing off to Vedara. The two of them would often play these games of bravado when they should’ve been focusing on the task at hand. 

			The upper two arms reached behind the tiger-like head to unsheathe a pair of dual swords, long and curved, made from black steel. Before the Harvena could unleash a slew of attacks on the nearest cluster of guards, Vedara flew just overhead, moving at blinding speed. He wrenched their heads from their shoulders with his monstrous hands, laughing while he tossed them into the storm. Crimson streaks of spewed blood were fluttering like ribbons in the wind.

			Kirga walked through the mayhem with little to no effort required. Any who came toward him fell in a blaze of blood as his Apostles swiftly dispatched of them, never so much as a drop landing on his dark cloak. He moved at a relaxed pace until coming up to the tall black wall of the prison. Cocoa would be kept locked up somewhere near the center of the rectangular building. 

			He lifted his right arm and placed a fair-skinned hand on the wall, still wet with rain. “Venerali Symiria.”

			The entirety of the stone wall in front of him—and at least twenty meters in either direction—disappeared. One second it was there, and the next it simply ceased to be, as if the target before his eyes was taken from this plane of existence and moved to another. 

			This Curse was foreign to Wriliara and Vedara. Even if they knew of it, it was too advanced for even one of Vedara’s age to attempt. There was ample reason why powerful Oracles like themselves would willingly bend the knee to a man like Kirga. Their power was a trifling candle flame compared to the hurricane that was his. Their flame could be blown out if Kirga ever saw fit, and they could do nothing to soften his wrath. Luckily for them, they were on his side; whether their loyalty was truly free will or the nature of Kensrals was up for debate. Kensrals had a deep desire to serve the Genmaga. It was a natural reaction for them. This made it easy for Kirga to trust that they wouldn’t betray him. 

			Kirga walked through the gigantic hole that now disfigured the building. Inside were a few guards who ran at him in a startled rage, screaming a few Curses of their own. Kirga only repeated, “Venerali Symiria,” and they too were gone without a sound. 

			With a few more steps he found himself in a long dark hallway littered with cells. Each one was holding a different Oracle, bound by the wrists and legs with Kanah-infused iron. The prisoners closest to the hole covered their faces as the storm outside brought in the wind and biting rain. Kirga’s white and black hair thrashed about his sharp shoulders as he eyed the criminals before him. 

			He strode up to the nearest cell and looked down at a skinny, dark-skinned man who huddled in the corner. He appeared to be scared. “Do you know of any Wenny Rabbit kept at this site?” Kirga asked.

			The man hesitated. “I . . . I don’t k—”

			Kirga raised his palm at the bars. “Venerali Symiria.” In a blink the man was gone, his cell completely unscathed. The man in the cell over let out a scream of shock and terror.

			Kirga moved over to him now. He was an elderly fellow with tattered grey clothing hung over his bony torso. “Have you seen a Wenny Rabbit in any of these cells?” Kirga asked again.

			The man’s hands trembled. “How in the name of Meamara did you just do—”

			“Venerali Symiria.”

			Gone. 

			Now the cellmate next to him screamed in horror. Kirga was asking a simple enough question and was in no mood for delay.

			“You’ve seen what I am capable of and you’ve seen evidence of my lack of patience at the moment,” he said, skulking over to the next cell. 

			Inside was a lizard creature with green scales and a mane of red fur. His yellow eyes were dilated with fear. “Ye, ye, ye,” he stammered. “I see it real good, my fren. No probem, no probem. There be a Wenny at the en o’ da hallway right her.” He pointed a long black nail down to the west end of the hall. “Little bla thing, he is. He got a patch o’ his eye. Spare me, please, good fren?” 

			Kirga nodded. “You may live . . . thank you for the help.” 

			He made his way hurriedly to the west end of the massive hall. Outside he could still hear the death and destruction being caused by his subordinates. No doubt they were still trying to one-up each other, which would only spell bad news for anybody who stood in their way. Neither of them would even have to resort to their animal forms. That was a last line of defence and would prove to the other that they couldn’t handle their situation with their own strength. Kirga always found bravado to be a waste of time, but it was useful when Wriliara and Vedara quarreled over who had more of it. Every quest went quicker because of it. 

			Kirga halted when he saw a little ball of black fur sitting in the center of one of the cells nearest to a dead end. Long ears fell down in front of his stomach. A thick brace of metal was clasped around his throat. His big furry feet were bound together in chains. He also wore a long purple robe that parted near his stomach and was draped over his thighs. The lizard was right, there was an eyepatch covering the rabbit’s left eye. The right one was bright pink. 

			It was Cocoa: wanted for three accounts of murder and over two hundred accounts of grand theft. He was exactly the kind of Oracle Kirga needed if he was going to successfully steal the Zyphur Spear. 

			“Hello there,” said Kirga softly. “Are you Cocoa?” He knew the answer already just by looking at him but wanted the rabbit to introduce himself properly. 

			The fuzzy creature smiled, two long front teeth scraping atop a red tongue. “Who might be asking, eh?” he said, his voice sounding almost as a child’s might. 

			Kirga smiled faintly. “My name is Kirga. You may have heard about the Hellcat in your travels. That would be me.” He paused for a moment. When it was clear Cocoa wasn’t going to say anything in response to that, Kirga continued. “I know quite a bit about you. You are a gifted thief. I know you are capable of pulling off a very interesting Curse. Teleportation is your specialty, I have heard. I am unaware of what the exact Curse is, but I’m sure you’d be glad to show me once you are free from here.”

			Cocoa made a chuffing sound. “You’re going to break me outta here, you say?”

			Kirga nodded once, his white eyes never leaving the rabbit’s one pink eye.

			“Breaking into this prison was a risky move. I take it you didn’t do it just because you admire my work and wish to see me go back to it in peace.” There was a moment or two of silence. “I take it you want to put my skills to your own use, eh?” 

			Kirga nodded the same way again.

			Cocoa laughed. It sounded more like he was choking on air than anything else. “If you get me out of these chains and spare me from my execution . . . well, I’ll help you out with whatever it is you wish to steal, so long as I receive my own form of compensation from the heist.”

			Kirga’s stare hardened. “Your freedom is your compensation. You will receive no more from me.”

			Cocoa wobbled his big head back and forth, humming to himself, seeming to weigh his options. “And what is to stop me from running away as soon as my left eye is free from this patch, eh? Once I can freely teleport again, I could vanish like the sun behind a cloud and you could do nothing about it. But I am not an unfair rabbit. Agree that I shall have compensation, and I’d be glad to help. I love a good heist. This doesn’t have to be a hostage situation. Help me help you, Mr. Hellcat or whatever.” 

			Kirga said nothing for a while, simply stared at the pink eye that stared unwaveringly back. Finally, he grinned. “If you tried to cheat me and leave, I have more than enough ways to find you and skin you. But I am not an unfair man.” He took in a deep breath. “Very well,” said Kirga. “You have my word that, if you should help me steal what I wish, you shall be compensated handsomely.” 

			“Wonderful. We have an accord, then. What is it you wish to steal, eh? If I may ask?”

			“The Zyphur Spear.”

			Cocoa kicked his feet up and down within the confines of his chains, giddy like a young boy. “Oh, more and more wonderful this day is proving to be! I hate Kimiala with a passion. Getting to steal one of their precious artifacts will surely get under their skin. I’ve never known of such a pompous organization. They hoard up the most amazing and fascinating weapons and relics in Wenworld, and then just stash them all in their little vaults, never to be used or even looked at, except by them. What a bunch of assholes.” 

			The fur above his free eye now furrowed in deep thought. “Hang on now,” he said. “One old Zyphur Spear isn’t comparable to mounds of Teeth, my friend. How am I to earn anything from one spear? Our deal is falling apart.”

			“Simple,” said Kirga. “After I am done with the spear, you may have it. Do with it as you wish.”

			Cocoa’s pink eye dilated and his mouth hung slack. “Do you have any idea how much Teeth I could sell that for? I’d be set for ten lifetimes, even with the span of my people.”

			“Indeed,” said Kirga flatly. “Now, enough talk. Let’s get moving.”

			He raised his hand at Cocoa’s cell. “Venerali Symiria.” 

			He winced immediately after, a horrible pain amounting between his eyes. He was pushing it now. Kirga had spent the last two years refining this Curse so he could use it in Porshalla. Spamming it now was taxing on him. 

			The black bars of the cell disappeared, along with the chains and restraints hindering the rabbit. Even the black eyepatch was gone without a trace. His left eye was now free. It was orange as flame, a small black pattern in the center: an upside-down raindrop surrounded by waving lines.

			Cocoa bounced up to his feet, yelping with joy as he stretched his undoubtedly sore back. “I’ll be dammed! You are a nifty fella, eh?” 

			Kirga said nothing, simply walked back outside from the hole he had created, expecting Cocoa to follow at his heels. The rabbit did just that.

			Once they were back out into the rain, Kirga scanned the area to see where his Apostles had gone. Things had grown quiet now. No shouting or sounds of destruction. Just rain and soft wind. 

			“Vedara, Wriliara!” Kirga shouted, his low voice reverberating in the grey clouds. 

			The dirt plain around the prison was now riddled with craters. In them were bodies and weapons. So much blood was spilt in the massacre that, even in the rain, the small patches of grass that grew here and there were tainted a dark rust shade. Kirga could smell the iron scent of blood on the air. 

			Wriliara slowly walked around the corner of a black wall. His emerald hood was up now, concealing his face. Only his glowing green snake eyes could be seen in the storm. 

			“It is finished, My Lord,” he said calmly as he got close enough to be heard. 

			Kirga scoffed. “I would say so. You killed everyone here before I had a chance to return. You two are getting more and more efficient. Think of what you could accomplish if you worked together.” 

			“Never gunna happen,” said a gravelly voice from overhead. Through the clouds came Vedara, retracting his dark wings as he landed in their huddled circle. “You should consider our group a success based on the fact I haven’t killed him yet.”

			Wriliara rolled his bright eyes. The green beams of light that came from them rolled as well, reflecting in rays off of the fog. “You couldn’t kill me if you tried. Which you never have. You don’t have the courage to attempt that.”

			They glared at each other while Kirga sighed.

			Cocoa chuckled nervously. “So . . . uh . . . nice to meet you. My name is Cocoa. I steal stuff.”

			They both looked at him for a passing second before returning their eyes to Kirga.

			“If we have our thief, then we should really get moving now, My Lord,” said Wriliara. 

			“I agree,” said Kirga.

			He opened his mouth—just about to tell Cocoa to prove his teleportation skills by getting them out of the area—but as he did, he noticed something peculiar in the distance. The clouds underneath the floating white city seemed to be parting for something. Something big. A white light seemed to burn somewhere deep in the tempest, growing brighter and brighter as this thing came forth. 

			Finally, a form could be seen cutting through the air. A colossal white eagle was flying toward their location. It appeared to be made up of pure burning Kanah, blinding the naked eye that dared to look directly at the beast. It was the size of a large house. The flapping of its long wraithlike wings made a thunderous boom in the air. 

			“What is that?” screamed Cocoa, scurrying to hide behind one of Kirga’s long legs. 

			Kirga squinted, trying to spot what the eagle was holding in its talons through the mist. He could see the slim dark form of a man, hanging onto the legs of the eagle, a cape flailing around his body.

			Kirga sighed. “The Dalada. That’s what that is.” 

			“What!” Vedara fidgeted in place, a look of excitement mingled with fear washing over his long face. “Which member is it? Can you make it out?”

			Kirga waited a few more seconds until the giant flaming bird was closer. His eyes were far keener than theirs. “It can only be Pulkra. He is the only member of the King’s squad who is this dramatic.” He spun around to his rabbit. “Cocoa, I’d like you to prepare our exit now. Anywhere but here will do. It would be most unwise for us to fight him at this point in the game.”

			“Just need a sec,” said Cocoa. He sat cross-legged in the wet grass, murmuring an incantation into his black paws. He closed his right eye. His left one—the orange one with the archaic pattern in the center—started to burn as if it had caught fire. Cocoa’s whole body began to glow red. 

			The great eagle flew directly overhead now, letting go of the man it was holding and disappearing into white vapor. The man crashed down into the dirt in front of them, creating a massive crater, as if he weighed the same as the mountain they stood on. Mud and rock were thrown about into the air from the destruction of his feet. The hard stone beneath him had been crushed into a grey dust. Vedara coughed and swatted it away as the cloud swept over them. 

			The dust and fog cleared to reveal Pulkra, a member of the ancient and notorious Dalada. One of five. 

			“Good afternoon, boys,” he said, his voice holding a playful lilt. 

			Atop his head was long sapphire hair swept back and held down by a silver headpiece with black and blue jewels crested within the center. His eyes were slim and dark sapphire just like his hair. A lighter blue makeup lined the area around the eyes. His lashes were long and his skin was fair. He had a thin face, angular and sharp. He didn’t appear overly intimidating at first glance, but underestimating him would be a grave mistake. 

			On his slim body he wore the black armor of the Death Squad. It was a skin-tight body suit that was plated in vital areas with black steel. Every member’s fit was unique to them. Pulkra’s was more fashionable than the rest, yet still no doubt keeping its efficiency. 

			“What are you doing here?” asked Kirga.

			Pulkra leaned over, a hand on his hip. “Is that who I think it is?” His dark eyes lit up with glee. “It is! Little baby Kirga. Getting into trouble again, are we? I was sent to Porshalla by the King on other business. But since you’re here, I can mop up another mess. I have the time.”

			He snickered. “Last time we saw each other was Florian Tower, a little over two years ago now. But all I really saw was your behind as you took off in the other direction. Let me take a guess . . . you’re about to run away again now.” His smile was teasing. 

			“I’m not running anywhere,” said Vedara. He took off, leading with his left leg as he sprinted toward Pulkra.

			“No, you imbecile!” yelled Kirga. 

			“Big boy wants to play the tough guy,” said Pulkra, lazily stretching his back and lowering himself into a fighting stance. “Then let’s play tough.”

			He leaned back on his right leg until he was crouched nearly to the dirt, his left leg perfectly straight out in front of him. He stuck out his arms, seeming to make a ramp slanted down to his left foot. “Messrial Vemvalaka.”

			A ball of golden energy assembled in the palm of his right hand that was slanted toward the sky. It sizzled in place for only the span of a second, then it almost stretched, elongated, until it was nothing more than a strand of beautiful gold that slithered around Pulkra’s thin neck. 

			It fired away from his body, travelling down the ramp he had made with his arms and took off with a bang like lightning striking stone. The energy soared like a blinding arrow, heading straight for Vedara’s chest.

			Vedara’s life was saved by Wriliara, who was fast enough to catch up to the man’s stride and tackle him out of the way. 

			Cocoa was low enough to the ground to not be hit, and he was too focused on his ritual to even notice. 

			Kirga only tilted his head slightly to the left and let Pulkra’s Kanah fly past his ear, exploding in the background. That explosion took the entirety of the prison with it. There was nothing left of the area but charred stone. The black rock that served as the prison’s foundation was falling all around them in chunks of scorched debris. 

			That entire half of the mountain was gone, and every prisoner previously held within its cells was now dead. 

			Pulkra sucked in air through his teeth, covering his mouth with a slender gloved hand. “Whoops. I’ll be in trouble for that.” After a few seconds he leaned on his hip and shrugged. “Though, I suppose most of the Oracles in there were on their way to be executed for their crimes. Maybe I did Porshalla a favor. But I’ll still be in the doghouse for a bit after this. Thanks, Kirga. This was supposed to be a nice day.” 

			“It’s ready!” shouted Cocoa, bouncing up out of his meditation. A pink square had been summoned around his body. Inside it were various Edamirin Runes. “Time to go, I’d say.”

			Pulkra’s focus shifted to the rabbit. “Ah, so you need a teleportation artist, then? Cocoa is as good as you will find. Though . . . I wonder what you plan to use him for?” 

			Kirga slowly stepped back into the square. Vedara and Wriliara slinked inside as well. Wriliara was practically tugging on the larger man to get him to comply and fight another day. 

			Pulkra smiled devilishly. “Are you still planning on chasing your little Genmaga dream? That’s been the popular word lately. You and your little Kensral dogs aren’t going to uncover any great prophecy, Kirga. There isn’t one. Keep going the route you’re going and sooner or later King Stultis will take notice. Once you’ve annoyed him enough, he’ll send one of us after you. He will refuse to let us rest until we bring back Kirga the Hellcat’s head. And when that happens . . .” He drew his thumb across his throat slowly. “So far all you’ve done is kill a drug-addicted Gate Keeper and some kid from a town nobody cares about. And I suppose poor Ikarus is among the list. Oh, and a few skirmishes here and there with authorities over the years. But now you have freed a wanted Oracle from prison and are escaping with him. You are tempting fate, my friend. Keep it up and you’ll move up the list of messes to clean.”

			Cocoa brought his paws tightly together and spoke. “Imirar.” A wall of shimmering pink Kanah rose around them like a shielding cage. 

			Kirga’s stern eyes glared at Pulkra through the waving haze. “The day will come when you regret underestimating me. Remember that I said this.”

			With a final flash of pink, Kirga and his squad were gone.

			Pulkra laughed to himself. “Consider it memorized, little cat. Consider it memorized.” He walked away from the ruins of the prison with a bounce in his step, whistling while he went.

		

	
		
			PART I: Where We’ve Been and Where We’re Going
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			Chapter 1: Eyes in the Dark
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			12 years ago . . . 

			CHANDI NEVER strayed far from her father’s arm. Whenever her family would walk through the woods together, she refused to take a single step into any area she wasn’t familiar with if she wasn’t grasping Yosen’s hand. 

			Yosen MorrowHill was a quiet man. Strong and tall, but quiet. Chandi’s mother, Suvin, was quite the opposite. She was hardy and loud, at least when the situation required it. Regardless of her feisty nature, Chandi always felt safer when closer to Yosen; especially when travelling.

			Travelling was something that the MorrowHill family did often. They didn’t ever really settle down in one place. Chandi’s grandmother, Ajith, had found a home for herself in a place called Turquoise Town. But that was in the deep south, and Suvin made it abundantly clear that she liked her wandering life just how it was. Ajith and her used to get into many arguments about this. It was something Chandi remembered vividly. When the whole family did meet up, Ajith would be the first to express how disappointed she was in Suvin and the lifestyle she chose to live. She would insist that a child of Chandi’s age had no business living in such a way. Chandi herself never quite understood these bits and pieces of conversation she would overhear or eavesdrop on at times. As far as she was aware, her life was as normal as it could be. She was five years old and as happy as she thought possible. 

			Sometimes winter was tough, sleeping in whatever shelter her parents could afford at the time. Sometimes there would be holes in the roof big enough to see the stars. Chandi didn’t mind that part all too much. She would count them in her head and wonder if those blinking lights were coming from inside or outside the Crystal.  

			The issue was the biting chill. She would often get sick and then Suvin would need to seek out a healer somewhere in a town or village near to wherever they currently were, which would only cost them more Teeth. Suvin would be in a very testy mood with Chandi whenever she got sick, which Chandi didn’t like all that much. But Dad never punished her for it. Dad was always nice. Just so quiet. 

			One day Chandi and Yosen were walking hand-in-hand, as was the routine, while Suvin pushed ahead, smacking branches from their way with a tall stick. The trees looming above Chandi’s head were wet on this day, their condensation so copious that she mistook their drippings for rain. Yosen covered her head with the brim of his brown jacket. Chandi hugged his leg as they continued.

			“Where are we going today, Dad?” she asked. 

			It took him a long moment to answer. “We, my love, will be stopping at a rather well-known city for a week or two.”

			“A week?” gasped Chandi. This was longer than usual. They would typically move onto the next location much swifter than that. “What city?”

			Yosen bent low now to pick Chandi up, wrapping his strong left arm around her legs to hoist her. “The city is called Porshalla. And . . . guess what?”

			Chandi giggled. “What?”

			“It’s flying.”

			A few seconds passed before the recognition flashed in her smile. “What do you mean it’s . . . flying? How can a city fly? You’re silly, Daddy. Cities don’t have wings.”

			“Kanah,” said Yosen, a small smile showing off a rare dimple on his brown cheek. He was not one to smile often or smile wide. “You’ll see yourself if you don’t believe me. Mommy has an important job in the city that will take longer than usual.”

			Chandi stared ahead at Suvin, who still trudged through the brambles, hissing angrily every now and then at the bugs that still flew about despite the falling water. “What kinda job?”

			Yosen’s rare smile disappeared. Now his mouth was a thin line and his brow was furrowed. “The kind of job that Mommy is best at.” 

			That was all he would say on the matter, regardless of how many times Chandi tried to pry. Eventually he had to get cross with her and she finally stopped asking. She was having fun today and didn’t want to make her father upset. 

			She didn’t quite remember doing it, but Chandi had fallen asleep in Yosen’s arms as he walked. When she finally stirred awake, she was lying on a beige blanket atop short green grass. The blanket was taken from Suvin’s backpack, which now rested against a tall boulder. The MorrowHill family had decided to rest for a bit next to a clear blue river running west. 

			The area was beautiful. Tall golden flowers grew near the water’s edge and swayed back and forth with the gentle breeze. The bright sunshine from above shimmered off the surface of the shallow water, reflecting in different directions as an array of lovely colours. 

			Yosen was quickly washing himself in the river, rubbing a bar of white soap over his muscled back and scrubbing at his messy brown hair. Yosen wasn’t Yosen without his brown hair that seemed to always want to grow in all possible directions. Chandi would tease him often about it. Luckily she had her mother’s smoother and darker locks.

			Suvin was sitting cross-legged next to Chandi, looking over a large map. “Have a good sleep there, Puppy?”

			Chandi could tell that her mother was in a better mood now, since she only ever used that nickname when things were going right. Her smile was always a welcome thing. It came easier than Yosen’s, so it was easier to miss when it decided to hide. “Yep. How close are we to Pussarra?”

			Suvin laughed, and what a wonderful sound it was. 

			“Porshalla,” she corrected. “We should actually only be another few hours away, according to this map. I figured we could rest in this beautiful pasture for a bit and maybe have something to eat together. How does that sound?” She winked.

			Chandi stretched her back and let out a squeaky yawn. “Sure. What do we have to e—”

			She stopped mid-sentence. For a fleeting moment she thought that something had caught her eye. It was a strange feeling that came over her when she looked to the forest behind her mother’s back. She thought, for only a second, that there were eyes deep in the brush. Green eyes. Bright and large. But now there was nothing but dark green shrubs. Perhaps it was the sunlight reflecting off of a large leaf at just the right moment to startle her. That must’ve been it.

			“What’s wrong?” asked Suvin, turning around to scan the forest herself. “Didja see a bear?”

			Chandi shook her head timidly.

			“That’s good,” said Suvin. “I think we’d have a real problem then, considering there are no bears in these parts.”

			Chandi hadn’t noticed but her small hands had begun to shake. 

			Suvin reached over and clasped them with her own much stronger hands. Thin, but forceful. Concern was clear in her face. “Are you feeling all right, Chandi? You’ve gone sickly pale.”

			If there was a string of words that could put together Chandi’s thoughts and convey them accurately, she did not know of them. A fear like she had never known in her short life smote her heart. A numbness had taken hold over her legs and a chill filled her chest. Something was just so terribly wrong about this day, when only hours earlier the day was, to her, perfect. She didn’t like it and she wanted to leave.

			“I don’t want to eat here, Mommy. Can we just keep going?” 

			Suvin studied Chandi’s face. “Why not? I need you to speak to me if you are feeling unwell in some way. Are you sick? Do we need to hurry to the hospital in Porshalla?”

			Chandi said nothing. She just kept shaking her large head from side to side while her hands struggled to tremble under her mother’s grip. 

			“Chandi, you need to tal— Yosen, come over here please!”

			Chandi’s father dunked his head one final time in the flowing water, flicking droplets toward them from his strands of hair as he came back up. “What’s wrong?”

			“Just come over here please, I said,” said Suvin with a punitive tone. 

			Yosen sighed, walking up the green bank to where they sat on the blanket. He was just about to bend down to look at his daughter when he froze. 

			“What?” said Suvin, noticing the peculiar look in her husband’s eyes.

			“I sense . . . something,” he said. 

			Suvin put a firm hand on Chandi’s shoulder. “I don’t sense anything. Are you sure?” 

			“I’m sure.”

			Chandi was growing increasingly restless. She wanted to be as far away from this location as possible. She didn’t know why. She didn’t know what was causing it. She just knew that she was afraid. 

			She felt a sob trying to work its way up and out of her throat. She was trying to hold back that inevitably uncomfortable feeling of knowing that you are being brought to tears but not being ready for it. “Why is nobody listening to me? Can we please just—”

			A dark blur flew toward Chandi’s face. All she saw was a small billowing cloud of emerald green in the line of trees, and within a second it had grown in size until it covered her whole vision. Then the thing had hit her and she fell instantly unconscious. What she saw but could not comprehend was a man in a green cloak soaring toward her from the shadows. He moved so swiftly that there was nothing she could do but watch him come.

			she awoke lazily, blinking light back into her vision. There was a sharp pain in the back of her small head and a pool of her own vomit next to her stomach. “Mom . . . ?” She used one hand to rub her eyes and the other to rub her head. “Dad?”

			“You weren’t supposed to wake yet,” said a voice. 

			It made Chandi jump in fright. She turned to see a tall scraggy man with grey hair and eyes, she could hardly believe it, just like a snake’s! 

			“I would’ve moved the bodies and cleaned the area before you had a chance to see.” The man sighed with weary sadness. “You sensed me before your parents did. You have a firmer control of natural Kanah than I expected from one your age. I deeply apologize. This had to be done.”  

			Chandi’s full vision finally returned, allowing her to take in the entire scene around her blanket. She wished at the moment that it hadn’t. She wished that she had woken blind and would never see light again until the end of her days. 

			There was more blood in the light green grass than Chandi expected could possibly come from only two people. The majority of the pasture was now streaked with crimson. Even the stream ran red. There was a pungent smell like burnt clothing mixed with rotted fruit. Next to her blanket was the body of her mother, sprawled along the grass with her arms and legs all bent in different directions. So much blood was pooled beneath her torso that she seemed to be swimming in an expanding pond of it. Dispersing out from her stomach like discarded ribbons of pink in spots of green and red were Suvin’s large and small intestines. She looked like a morbid oil painting personified in the field. 

			Yosen looked much worse. His headless body was slumped against the boulder where Suvin’s backpack used to be. His ribs had broken through the flesh of the chest that was clearly caved in by a significant blow. Blood was still leaking from the stump of his neck and coating the cold rock. Where his head had come to rest was a mystery. It was nowhere in the pasture that Chandi could see. 

			Once full recollection of the scene solidified itself in her brain, Chandi began to scream. She screamed and screamed until her voice had cracked and reduced to nothing more than a silent croaking, still ongoing as the man with the snake eyes now spoke to her.

			“I know you think this is unfair,” he said. Even through her wailing and hoarse sobs, Chandi would remember his next words forever. “I have done today what these people set in motion years ago. You are Chandi MorrowHill, daughter of Yosen and Suvin MorrowHill. You are too young to understand revenge, though in time I think the memory of my face will put you on the path of it. Your parents once gave me the exact same offer I am about to give you. They also did so through my tears and screams. To think I have become what I hated.” 

			He laughed sadly, kneeling down to look directly into Chandi’s face. She still wailed softly, her face puffy and red. She was simply in shock now. “Your parents were not good people. They may have been good to you, but they were poor to many others. Their past has brought them this fate at my hands. Perhaps you are looking at me now and thinking that I am not a good person, because of what I have done. If that is the case then train hard, little one. Train hard and find me one day. My name is Wriliara Bondiley. Kill me as I have done your loved ones. Perhaps that will be justice.” 

			The man rose to his feet and began to walk away. Chandi still sobbed, her arms hanging lifelessly next to her as she bawled to the clouds and shook violently in shock and sorrow. “I will send word anonymously to the nearest settlement to come pick you up.” He stopped in place, lifting his heavy hood back over his head. “Your parents gave that same speech to me. They gave me a choice, as I am now giving you. You can choose the path of revenge: find me one day when you are older and stronger. Or you can choose the path of a peaceful life: forget about me, mourn your loved ones, and move on with your life.” He turned his head to look at her one last time. “I think it is quite obvious which choice I ended up making.” He walked on into the distance. “. . .  I wonder which one you will make.”

			“Chandi.”

			A voice echoed in the air. It seemed to boom in the clouds as she cried.

			“Chandi!”

			It got louder and louder.

			“CHANDI!”

			chandi sat up in her bed so fast that she nearly gave herself whiplash. She was safe in her room in Turquoise Town. 

			Another bad dream. 

			She dreamt often of that day. No matter what she did she could never escape the scene. The smell. The blood. 

			She looked over to her right and saw the prince of Kanakon, Keji Aberdam, sitting at her desk chair, swinging his feet back and forth in the air. 

			“Are you okay?” he asked, a look of deep concern just beginning to grow in his blue eyes. “Ajith says that breakfast is ready. You know how grouchy she gets if you sleep in.”

			Atop his dirty blond head was a tall pointy blue hat; a hat that happened to have glowing white eyes glaring down at her. “You were thrashing around something terrible,” said the hat. “You were creeping me out. What’s the matta with you, girl?” 

			Chandi took in a deep breath that filled her chest. She would not cry in front of the Prince, but tears came so often after these kinds of dreams that she could already feel a sob trying to climb up. 

			“I’m fine.” She smiled at the boy and his trusty hat. “Never better. What did Grandma make today?”  

			Keji forced a smile, she could tell. “Blueberry waffles with three strips of bacon.”

			Pattamis, which happened to be the name of the boy’s sentient hat, sighed dejectedly. “I miss the taste of bacon. Or anything, for that matter. I hate you all.” 

			This got a genuine laugh from the both of them; Keji’s a little stronger than Chandi’s.

			“I’ll be right down,” she said, getting up from her large bed. “You two head down and let Grandma know I’m coming. I just need to get changed.”

			The Prince ran off as fast as his little feet could carry him. Not so little now, though, as they had been when Chandi first met him, singing on the streets of the Capital City. It had been two years since that day. Two years since she and Ika fought against the Apostle, Vedara. They were fifteen then. Now they were seventeen and considerably stronger then when the great black bear nearly killed them. It wouldn’t happen the same way a second time, she was sure of it. 

			She pulled off her plain pajamas and slipped into a pair of black pants, throwing a dirty white shirt over her head as she hit the floor for her morning push-ups: ten sets of a hundred. One thousand push-ups. She was to do this every morning when she woke up and every night just before bed. This was a demand from Master Cinnamon, the grumpy Wenny Rabbit who tasked himself with training the Turquoise Town kids. His word was law if they wanted to become stronger Oracles.

			For a Yeryaila this regiment would be absurd. Not only would they be prone to injury doing that many push-ups, but their muscles wouldn’t even see considerable growth, as the average body needs time to rest. An Oracle, who has access to Kanah, is a little luckier. Chandi had good control over her internal energy through meditation; therefore her Kanah worked hard while she slept to repair muscles and grow them faster than any natural protein could manage.  

			She counted the push-ups out as she did them, taking a few-minute break after every set. Every tenth push-up had to end with a clap. She would have to push hard enough to send her chest into the air for a brief moment, clapping her hands together before coming back down for another normal push-up. 

			Working out usually had the unexpected benefit of helping her forget her nightmares, so she really didn’t mind. If anything, she looked forward to getting her arms sore as soon as possible. She was starting to wonder if Master Cinnamon made this the schedule on purpose for that very reason. She wouldn’t put it past him. He pretended not to care at times, but the mental and physical well-being of his students was a priority to the rabbit. 

			She finished out her push-ups, clapping one final time and then resting on her knees. She clenched her eyes shut as soon as they absentmindedly drifted to a dark corner of her room. She knew what she saw. Eyes. Eyes in the dark. Whenever Chandi was left alone and in a dark and quiet place, she would often see Wriliara’s green eyes staring into her. She hated it more than anything, but that memory would never leave her subconscious. She would carry it to the end of her days. She suspected she would still see eyes in the dark long after she finally got her revenge and killed Wriliara. This was a curse that could not be healed. 

			Ajith’s croaking voice hollered from downstairs. “Chandi, you get that scrawny butt down here. It’s waffle time!”

			Chandi forced a grin for herself. “I’m coming, I’m coming!” 

			She got up slowly and opened the door, making the effort not to look into the dark corner where her past lingered. Ignoring her memories never got rid of the pain. But it helped.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: Preymava
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			PRINCE KEJI and Pattamis were waiting at the kitchen table. Pattamis was even seated on his own chair. He couldn’t eat, of course, but his company was appreciated anyway. 

			The kitchen table area was equally as well-kept as the rest of Ajith MorrowHill’s home. She didn’t mess around when it came to cleanliness—or anything, for that matter. The woman poured all of her passion into making sure Chandi had a good home and a happy environment. She could get testy at times, but Ajith’s greatest goal in life was for her granddaughter to feel like she belonged in Turquoise Town. 

			Her house wasn’t overly large. It was far from a shack, but Ika’s home, for example, had a significantly larger living area. Ajith’s was quaint by comparison. Wooden tabletops were lined with violet fabric, there was a large ovate carpet of black fur (not from any living creature, Chandi made sure), two grey upholstered couches lined around a lightwood coffee table, and up against a pale wall off to the side was the long kitchen table that they sat around now. 

			Set up and prepared atop it were two plates topped with stacks of three waffles each, syrup running down the sides like sweet and sugary rivers. Not exactly healthy, but Ajith had no problems spoiling them. 

			Keji and Pattamis had been permanently staying in the MorrowHill residence since the events at Florian tower two years ago. They stayed in a spare room together that Ajith renovated from an underused library area. Chandi was beginning to feel like she had two brothers now. It was nice, and seeing how happy Keji had become in comparison to how they found him was enough to warm anyone’s heart.

			One thing that bugged Chandi, though, was the fact that no official Kanakon regiments had showed up in Turquoise Town looking for King Stultis’ only son. There was also nothing in the weekly papers that gave her the impression the King even put out word that Keji had suddenly gone missing. There were days when she could tell that Keji was pondering the same thing. A sad glint in his eye during dinner would usually give it away. He just wanted to be loved, as Chandi supposed all people do; but Stultis might not have even noticed he was gone. It sickened her. It was his loss. He will never know the amazing son that he has. He will never get to watch Keji grow and mature with age like she will. They were family now. That wasn’t going to change. 

			She could tell Keji was grateful for his new family, mostly because he thanked everyone under the sun several times a day for it. He was happy, but not fully down to his core. Part of him would always wither at the mention of his father and the state of the Crystal. The Broken Calamity would come because of him. He was not fit, being a Yeryaila, to sustain the magical connection with the Crystal. Wenworld, or perhaps Meamara, would have to choose a new Oracle to wear one of the two crowns after Stultis’ passing. She was confident this fact ate away at the Prince every single night of his life. She just wished she could ease his pain and let him know it wasn’t his fault and no one blamed him. But those words would fall on deaf ears.

			Ajith waddled into the living room with a plate of her own in her thin brown hand. She sat down with the kids at the table. Resting on her plate was nearly twice the amount of waffles either of them had. Chandi knew her grandma could eat.

			She was a frail-looking woman. Her face was lean and a slightly darker shade of brown than Chandi’s. Her hair was black with white streaks, tied above her head in a tight bun. At the moment she wore a ragged, black, long-sleeved shirt buttoned up to the neckline. She also wore faded blue jeans with a hole on the left hip and another just above the right knee. 

			“Eat up, kids,” she said, happily digging in already to her mountain of syrupy pastry. 

			Chandi, while her grandmother mercilessly dug into her breakfast, was already thinking about training time with Master Cinnamon and Ika. Almost every day from 12pm to 2pm—just an hour longer than their lessons on the road out of Turquoise Town two years ago—the kids would be trained by Cinnamon in the art and complexity of Kanah. Their strength had nearly tripled since their fight with Vedara. Time and patience really was the key to progress in training.

			The thing about their training sessions, however, was that neither Ajith nor Ika’s mother, Alice, knew about them. Their training regimen was kept secret to avoid the wrath of their respective parental figures. If Alice Ivory caught on to the fact that her son was yet again trying to run away from home in pursuit of Kirga the Hellcat, her rage itself might just crack the Crystal and push everyone closer to calamity. Luckily they followed a routine that kept things as incognito as possible.

			On the days when training was possible without suspicion, Chandi would tell Ajith and Ika would tell Alice that they were going outside to ‘hang out’. A lot of the time they would say they were going to play hide and seek or something of the sort. Normally this would be a horribly silly excuse, and one worthy of suspicion, if not for the fact they had a long history of doing this anyway. All throughout the town they would be searching for each other. Ika would close his eyes and count to three hundred and Chandi would find anywhere in Turquoise Town to hide herself, as long as she remained outdoors, then Ika would comb the streets looking for her. 

			For some reason Ika was always the one who did the seeking while Chandi always did the hiding. They never once, in all the years of their youth together, thought to rearrange their duties within the game. They just had the most fun in their usual roles. They played so often for so many years that the thought of them just playing again, even at the age of seventeen, hadn’t set their guardians off to what was really going on. 

			Granted, they didn’t always play a game. Sometimes they’d just go for walks around the border of the hill and feel the breeze on their faces. They liked to listen to the sound of the Turquoise Forest swaying in the wind, giving off that relaxing rustle through their leaves.

			The area for their training was not in Turquoise Town. They would only ever have lessons at the Hill of Memories. But the Hill of Memories was quite a long walk away from the hill the town rested on; far too long for Alice or Ajith to even wonder if they made it there and back in only a few hours’ time. 

			The Hill of Memories lied miles to the east, past another settlement called ‘Crimson Town’. Gira used to take the kids to the hill to launch his special fireworks and let them play in the fields. Master Cinnamon was now a permanent resident of the hill, and would await his pupils at noon. And he expected them to be on time. He would suffer no tardiness from them.

			It was a nifty Curse of his that allowed the kids to make the trek in record time. Its name was Preymava, and it was their saving grace. 

			Preymava required something important from the kids in order for it to teleport them to Cinnamon’s location. Keji and Pattamis unfortunately had to stay behind during the lessons. The Prince possessed no Kanah in his body, so the requirements for Preymava could not be met. This made him sad, but it was only two hours a day he would lose his friends. He could hang out with them all he wanted the rest of the day. 

			The details of the Curse were explained to Ika and Chandi on their first trip to the Hill of Memories, a few weeks after Florian Tower. On the first trip and the first trip only, they did bring along Keji, only to use him as an excuse to meet up with their master to cook up the plan. They had made on that they wanted to bring Prince Keji to the Hill of Memories for the first time, to witness how beautiful it was. Alice and Ajith had little issue with this as long as they came back by Morphing (the Wenworld term for when the sun in the center of the sky changed into the moon). Alice made Ika swear up and down that he wouldn’t run away again, though. She trusted him and he didn’t betray that trust. Well, if one doesn’t count secretly plotting behind her back to leave anyway, just next year, as not betraying the trust. Ika did. Alice probably wouldn’t. 

			Once they arrived Cinnamon quickly went into explaining their new routine and the easiest ways of following it. 

			Preymava, when Cinnamon cast the Curse, placed Chandi and Ika under an oath they had to fulfill. They spoke these words when asked to do so:

			“I swear on my blood and bone that I will serve the caster until they see fit to free me.”

			Ika had a word or two to say about this little promise. He didn’t exactly like the sound of it, but was told in response that it was the only way their training could be kept truly confidential. 

			A year ago Ika would’ve never accepted such terms from a rabbit who was said to be a criminal. He was, and still is, wanted for the murder of the previous king of Kanakon, Vulcris Aberdam. Cinnamon swore to his newest students that he was framed for that act, and it has ruined his life now and forever. After travelling with Cinnamon and spending so much time at his side—not to mention having his sorry life saved—Ika came to actually believe that his master was unduly blamed for the murder of Vulcris, which made Ika very sad for him. He accepted the terms and said the oath.

			Chandi had even less of a hard time putting her trust in her master. After how much they had been through together already, she was perfectly willing to place her life in Cinnamon’s hands, knowing he would not lead her astray. 

			Keji and Pattamis never really had to say anything, only being there for the scenery, which Keji was enamored by. Pattamis was pretty excited about not having to bond himself to somebody, especially not somebody like Cinnamon, who he always acted strangely toward.

			Once Ika and Chandi had officially made the oath, a golden tattoo etched itself onto their chests. There was a cold sting that came with it, Chandi remembered, making the kids look inside their shirts to inspect the pattern. The tattoo looked like two chains crossing over each other, binding their bodies somehow. The markings could only be seen for ten seconds, then they faded away to bare skin.

			Cinnamon told them they were now officially his servants. He promised he would not misuse his newfound power over them. He swore to only use the benefits that came with the Curse to assist in their eventual escape from Turquoise Town, as well as their eventual return. 

			Cinnamon had a specific level of control over the two kids now. He could manipulate their Kanahs in fascinating ways. 

			It was the way in which he could manipulate their Kanahs that made Preymava the perfect ability for their plan. In order to keep their training a secret from Ajith and Alice, it had to be believable that they were really running around town, causing whatever ruckus came to mind. For that to be believable, they had to at least be seen by somebody. If Alice decided she was going to come looking for Ika in the streets, she would need to find him safe and sound, or there would be hell to pay. Neither Chandi nor Ika could think of a way to achieve that. Cinnamon elaborated the effect of Preymava to clear the confusion. 

			When Cinnamon took full control over their flow of Kanah, he gathered their energies within himself, allowing him to perform a few perfunctory abilities while their Kanahs mixed with his own. Mainly, there were four abilities at his disposal. 

			The first was the accumulation of the servants’ physical strength. Ika and Chandi’s pound-for-pound strengths were now put together to equal Cinnamon’s base strength. This one would probably be more useful with older and stronger servants under his control. Preymava could control up to three hundred at once. If they all happened to be bodybuilders, well, Cinnamon would be one strong rabbit. 

			The second ability was the accumulation of the servants’ visuals. Cinnamon, while controlling Ika and Chandi, could see through their eyes whenever he chose to. Ika found this one rather uncomfortable, but Cinnamon gave him his word that he would turn his own vision off if Ika was in the bathroom or doing something else embarrassing and private. 

			The third ability, one of two that truly counted when it came to their plan, was the ability to create illusory clones of his servants. He could create astral projections using the Kanah from their bodies. They could not be physically touched, so as long as nobody in Turquoise Town decided to grab one of their shoulders while they were playing around, they’d be fine. 

			Cinnamon’s plan was to have the clones perform their daily game, running up and down the street with simulated glee. They even acted like their originals, so if Alice came outside and pursued conversation with her son’s copy, she would find a very convincing replacement. 

			The clones would be going about their days in Turquoise Town while the real things were hard at work at the Hill of Memories, training to become stronger Oracles. 

			Ika had brought up another complaint during this first lesson, because of course he did. The clones were all well and good, but it didn’t solve the problem of how they were going to make the walk every day. It would take them hours to walk to the Hill of Memories from their homes in town. The thought that they would then have to make it back in time between 12 and 2 was just illogical. Cinnamon assured Ika that Preymava’s fourth ability had that covered.  

			The final trick that he could pull off with control over their Kanahs was a unique brand of teleportation. Since each of their energies now circled through Cinnamon’s body, he had what could be described as a ‘collar’ on them. And, if necessary, he could use it to pull them to his location, the center of their combined Kanahs. To put it simply, he could bring a servant to his location while leaving a clone to replace them in their previous location. Then, with that proverbial collar still in firm control, swap them again and return them back to their starting place. This was the technique they had been using to fool the town.

			 It broke Keji’s heart that he couldn’t join them in their fun, but he simply had no Kanah to manipulate in that fashion, so home he would have to stay. 

			Two whole years had passed by so quickly since that first lesson, the day Chandi made her oath. There were days in the beginning when it stressed her out that Master could use her as a visual link. It was like Cinnamon was a permanent tenant within her head. He could see what she saw anytime he wanted. After the first few weeks she got over it, trusting that he would keep his word on not abusing his control. 

			For now, she had to focus on eating her meal without coming off as overly excited. Ajith knew she would soon be heading out to ‘hang’ with Ika. 

			“You’ve hardly touched your breakfast, girl,” said Ajith, eyeing her suspiciously.

			Chandi shrugged her shoulders. She wasn’t exactly keen on eating this much junk a few hours before a lesson with Master Cinnamon. Every time her grandmother cooked her up something far too heavy and with far too much sugar, she ended up puking it out when the training began. She dug her fork into the waffles but felt no desire to consume it all. 

			Keji, on the other hand, ate with a wide grin on his face, clutching his fork in a fist in the middle and digging at his plate like he was looking for treasure. He didn’t have any physical exercise coming in the immediate future.

			“I’m guessing you’ll be heading out soon to play with Ika again?” Ajith asked them both. 

			Even though the Prince couldn’t join them at the Hill of Memories, he actually still had quite a bit of fun playing around with Ika and Chandi’s clones. It made him feel a little lonely, but illusory comfort was still comfort. 

			Chandi nodded.

			Ajith still eyed her. It was a look that was hard to return. “Seventeen and still playing hide and bloody seek with your boyfriend, eh? Aren’t we getting a bit old for these games, dear?”

			Chandi went red. “He . . . he isn’t m-my . . .”

			Ajith laughed around a mouthful of waffle. “I’m teasing. Don’t get so defensive; it only proves my point more.”

			There were no words spoken for the next few minutes. The only sounds were of Keji and Ajith wolfing down their food and Pattamis snoring softly. He had fallen asleep at the table.

			“Do you really play the same game of hide and seek every day when you two are running about?” asked Ajith, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

			Chandi grinned. “No. We do other stuff. But it’s fun to play hide and seek. I’ll never get too old for that, thank you. Maybe you’re just jealous that you don’t have a hide and seek partner.”

			Keji’s eyes went slightly wide but he kept stuffing his mouth with waffle. 

			Ajith raised an eyebrow. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe the world would be a better place if everybody just partnered up and played kid’s games instead of working.”

			“Oh, here we go!” said Chandi.

			Keji still shoveled food into his face, he just went significantly slower now, eyes still wide—like he was afraid if he moved too fast he would be pulled into the squabble. He had been living in the MorrowHill house for long enough now to recognize when Ajith and Chandi were about to dive into a periodic debate: the debate of Chandi’s future.

			“Yes,” said Ajith testily, “here we go again. When are you going to look to the future, Chandi? You do nothing all day but read and do push-ups; the latter of the two activities is ruining your girlish figure, by the way. You look like more of a boy than Ika does. No girl should have shoulders that wide or triceps that bloody defined.” She giggled into the back of her hand like one far younger than she was. “What are you doing to yourself? Do you expect to find a suitable husband if your body frame is just an angry brown rectangle? Men enjoy curves, girl.”

			Chandi dug her fork into the pile of waffles, seeming to stab it like it was Wriliara himself lying prone upon the table. “Maybe I don’t want a suitable husband. Besides, considering you have this obsession for teasing me about Ika, he thinks I look just fine the way I am.” She stuck out her tongue in girlish fashion. 

			Being a Sun Affinity Oracle, it was harder to press Chandi into a heated debate; yet when it came to the concept of her future (or blatantly insulting her appearance), she could get a little bit feisty. Perhaps not as bad as Ika, a Moon Affinity Oracle, who would all but flip the table if pushed too far. 

			Ajith wiped her hands now with the napkin. She had already inhaled her whole plate. Meanwhile Keji was still slowly eating in the background, trying not to disturb anyone. Also his hat hadn’t stopped snoring for a second, still fast asleep in his own designated chair. 

			“And what about a career?” asked Ajith.  “I’m one of the few people in this town who doesn’t have to pay taxes to the Capital. If you got your own place you wouldn’t be able to rely on me anymore. Where are you going to get your Teeth from? Unless you plan on living with me forever?”

			Ajith was also an Isani Oracle; one with a long history of service to Kanakon and the previous king, Vulcris. She served in a municipal defence regiment for a city called Old Umbra, just north of the Capital. Old Umbra was a valuable trade partner for Vulcris. Ajith’s assistance in keeping the peace during a civil dispute between Old Umbra and a neighbouring city, Tankam, earned her a home without land fees. She happened to choose a lovely little town in a turquoise forest to live out her retirement.

			Chandi took a bite of waffle. She didn’t plan on eating the whole plate, but the smell was too enticing for her to skip on at least trying it. The syrup was delicious. “I’m an Isani Oracle. I can use Curses. Isn’t it obvious that I would sign up for a defence regiment? I can even join the Sun Regiment in Kanakon if I wanted to. I’m strong enough, and they pay well.”

			The truth was that Chandi didn’t really want that. She spent none of her time wondering what career path she would take. With Wriliara Bondiley still alive, there was no other subject she cared for; especially not her financial future or the concept of a ‘suitable husband’. 

			Ajith shook her head. “There is schooling required in the Capital for those who want to work toward being in one of the city’s two regiments. People your age are supposed to start walking down the path to what they want. You can’t just decid—”

			“Maybe I’ll just do what mom and dad did.”

			Ajith went quiet. 

			“You know, travelling across Wenworld, picking up jobs where I can. They were happy. They made good money sometimes.”

			“You don’t even know what your parents did,” said Ajith. Her voice had lowered and her eyes had dilated immensely.

			“Then maybe you’d like to tell me?”

			This, along with many others, was an age-old discussion between the two. Chandi never actually knew what her parents did for a living. All she knew was that it managed to bring about the wrath of a snake-eyed man. What could they possibly have done to warrant being gutted like animals on that day? She knew that her grandmother had the answer.

			Ajith got up from the table, her chair scraping so hard against the wooden floor that Pattamis woke up with a little yelp. “I think maybe you should head out with Keji and Pattamis now. It’s a little bit earlier than noon, but I’m sure Ika won’t mind.” 

			Getting up from the table so quickly seemed to have wearied her. Ajith was pushing into her late sixties, so her spry days were well behind her.

			“Fine,” said Chandi. She got up from her place, leaving the food mostly untouched. She picked up Pattamis by his point and plopped him onto Keji’s head, who had consumed every bit of waffle on his plate. “Let’s go, Keji. I don’t think Ika will mind hanging out a bit earlier today.” 

			Pattamis winked exaggeratedly. “Right . . . ‘hanging out’ . . . I feel you.” 

			Chandi gave him a deadly glare. Luckily Ajith was too far into the kitchen to hear his whisper by now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3: The Excitement of Mischief and Lies
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			THE THREE of them stepped outside into the chill. They had put on their large jackets and wool mittens. Chandi grabbed her favourite purple beanie from the closet on her way out. It was early December now. Crystmas wasn’t far off and the town had been decorated accordingly. Line after line of glowing lights were strewn atop rooftops, connecting the alleyways and courtyards in an endless web. Garlands were hung upon doors and Crystmas trees could be seen through the living room windows of people’s homes. At the top of every tree was a glowing pink butterfly, the iconic symbol of Lady Meamara. Placing a pink butterfly atop your tree was a tradition lasting over a thousand years.

			Below the trees were stacks of gifts to be opened and shared later in the month when the grand day came. There was one massive Crystmas tree erected in the center of town, festooned with various lights and streamers, as well as little ball ornaments of varying colours.

			The greatest decoration of all was the blanket of thick snow that covered the whole town and the vast forest beyond. Large fluffy flakes of it landed on Chandi’s hat. Pattamis had to give himself a quick shake to throw off the rapidly collecting mounds around his eyes. 

			Crystmas was Chandi’s second favourite holiday, just barely behind Halloween. Everybody in Wenworld was happy around Crystmas time. She wondered if even King Stultis could force a smile during this time of year. She knew Ika would be smiling, at least. He always loved Crystmas. It was when his temper was at its least fiery. 

			Crystmas was a very old holiday. The oldest in the world, in fact, because it celebrates the day that Lady Meamara created the Crystal Ball that Wenworld exists within. Without her none of them would be alive. A little over a thousand years ago, Meamara saved Wenworld by encasing it in the Crystal. This was a story that had been told down since the first king and queen of Kanakon were given the crowns to sustain it. The story was first shared by the leader of the Dalada, Don-Galaga: the oldest human alive. He wasn’t the only one who knew the story to be true. The others were the oldest Legendary Creatures: the two ravens and the two armadillos. The white and black ravens were masters of Kanah, while the yellow and pink armadillos were soothsayers, seers and knowers of destiny within the Crystal. They all knew that Meamara was their saviour. How exactly Meamara had saved the world was not something they told in the story. It seemed as if they themselves didn’t quite know. They only knew that Wenworld was in grave peril before Meamara saved it. 

			The holiday evolved over time, taking on new trademarks that would signify the season. The gifts were simple enough, signifying the gift of life that Meamara gave to them all. The tradition of the tall green pine trees came from Kanakon. In the 550s there was a man named Alber Verrasol who built a beautiful pink butterfly ornament out of glass. He placed it at the point of a pine tree that grew on one of the boulevards outside of the library of Sheltrona. He did it out of respect for Meamara and the holiday, and the people of the Capital liked the sentiment so much that they threw all sorts of decorations and lights on that one tree. It became a community event at the time. It was such an iconic moment in the city’s history that it became household custom to do something similar to show thanks.

			There were certain very old songs that also came with December; like ‘Meamara Bless the Child’ and ‘All Down the Snowhill’. 

			Chandi could hear one of them now, echoing softly through the town: ‘O Holy Knight’, a song about the Dalada member, Pulkra, who was sometimes called the Sapphire Knight in ancient history textbooks.

			“Let’s hurry up and get to the kid’s house already,” said Pattamis grumpily. “I’m freezing here!” 

			The three of them walked (well, two of them. Pattamis didn’t do much walking) down the street to Ika’s place at 171 Bayshell Road. The stone sidewalks were slippery with thin sheets of ice, and some carriages pulled by tall white horses were cantering down the open roads, sending up mists of snow as they passed. Everybody was in a good mood, waving at the kids as they went. It was hard to find a frown at any time of year in Turquoise Town, but it was especially rare in December. 

			“Good morning, Chandi. Good morning, Prince Keji!” said an elderly woman holding a long red box in her arm that was wrapped with a yellow bow and string. She wore a long burgundy jacket with grey fur lining a large hood over her head.

			Keji performed a slight bow. “Good morning, Mrs. Green. How are you?”

			The lady smiled brightly. “I’m doing wonderful, my dear. How are you?”

			“Great!” The boy’s smile was always big enough to nearly swallow his whole face. It was seen more in this last year than anyone had probably seen it in Keji’s life. 

			“What have you got there, Mrs. Green?” asked Chandi. 

			She gave Chandi a playful wink. “This is a gift I’ve just picked up for my grandson, Berra. We’re only ten days away from Crystmas, you know.”

			Keji bounced up and down. “I know! This will be the second ever Crystmas I actually celebrate. With presents and everything!”

			Since Keji came to live in Turquoise Town after the fight with Vedara, he got to celebrate his first Crystmas at the MorrowHill house. It was better than he ever could’ve imagined, and he spent much of his childhood imagining what Crystmas with a loving family would be like. 

			The kids chatted with Mrs. Green for a bit before moving on. Only a few steps were taken before they were stopped yet again; this time by a very tall catlike creature with squared ears and black fur. He was wearing a vest of soft green fabric and no pants to cover his thick furry legs. His eyes were round and deep purple. “Hello there, kiddos!” the cat said cheerfully.

			Standing in their way now was Mr. Bonatala, a fine example of a race known as Pommer Cats. Pommer Cats were mostly seen in the city of Tankam, but occasionally some bloodlines would travel south to escape from the conflict that often went on there. Tankam was not the place for those who seek peace and quiet. 

			“I trust you’ll be singing us all one of your wonderful songs soon, Mr. Aberdam.” Mr. Bonatala bowed respectfully.

			Keji blushed. “If you guys really wanna hear more, then yeah!”

			The people in town had grown rather fond of Keji’s habit of breaking into song. The Prince had found the audience he always wanted.

			They spoke happily with the cat for a good few minutes as well before passing on. This became a trend as they moved down the streets toward Ika’s place. Everyone in Turquoise Town was open for a polite morning discussion. Pattamis was probably the only grumpy face for miles. 

			Finally the three of them made it to Ika’s front gate. It was a short, white wood fence that curved upward in the center of the path to a large brown door with a fluffy green wreath hung in the center. There was a garden on each side of the path that led up to the door of the house. It was rather barren now, only a few purple flowers bloomed; ones that were capable of growing in the snowy conditions of December.

			Chandi and Keji walked up to the door, the boy taking the liberty of banging on it three times.

			A response came immediately from somewhere within. “Hello?”

			It was Ika’s mother, Alice. 

			“It’s Chandi! Is your son okay with hanging out a bit earlier today?”

			Chandi could hear Alice yelling up for Ika in his room, then walking back into the living room close to the door. “Sure, honey. He’ll be out in a second. Be safe. Don’t get into any trouble. And don’t run off or I’ll skin you alive!”

			This was typically what she told them every single day, in only the nice and somehow off-putting way that Alice Ivory could manage. 

			Chandi laughed. “Don’t worry, you can count on me to keep Ika in line.”

			This was very much a lie. Not only could Chandi do little to control Ika, but she was also fully on board for their infamous first escape from town. Regardless of the truth behind it, the words were a nice enough gesture.

			After a few minutes of waiting, the front door creeped open. Standing in the frame was Ika Ivory, taller and sturdier built than he had been a year ago. He was seventeen now, nearly a grown man; at least by his own definition. 

			Master Cinnamon gave Ika his own list of physical exercises to keep up on when lazing around the house. They weren’t too demanding: push-ups, sit-ups, many squats to build his leg strength. He worked both him and Chandi like mules during their two hours of training, so anything else was just an added workout to sharpen their fitness level. 

			Ika’s shoulders were broader and his chest was wider. He was still rather thin in the biceps and triceps department, gaining mass being a challenge for him, but he was still toned to an impressive degree. A year ago he didn’t have abs; now a six pack could easily be seen as an outline under the thin white shirt he wore. The newfound bulk of his thighs could also be seen stretching out his baggy black pants.

			His hair had grown an inch or so longer, now just brushing the base of his neck. The hair was split into two colours: deep orange on the right half, clear and shining white on the left. 

			That grisly scar, given to him by Kirga the Hellcat, still trailed its way down across the left side of his face, over his murky pale eye. Three red lines from hairline to jawline. 

			“Good morning,” he said passively. His voice had grown slightly deeper as well. 

			“Mind heading out a bit early today?” asked Chandi. “Me and Granny have been . . .  kinda arguing this morning.”

			“Uh oh,” said Ika, reaching for a puffy black jacket and throwing it on. “Talking about your future again?”

			Chandi smiled. “Yep. She’s in a bad mood today, so might as well  . . .” She paused, leaning around Ika’s shoulder to see if Alice was near. She leaned forward and whispered. “. . .  might as well see if Master won’t mind training us early.”

			Ika’s eyes went wide. He jerked his head back to also scan for his mother. He started to pull on a pair of tight boots. “Be careful, damn you. She has better hearing than you’d think. But yeah, let’s go. I was getting bored waiting around anyway.”

			He stepped out, closing the door behind him. “All right, mom, off I go! I’ll be back in a bit!” There was no response but there was no doubt she heard him. 

			Keji stuck out his fist and Ika bumped it. 

			“What’s up, little man?”

			Keji grinned. “Nothing. Just looking forward to playing with my imaginary friends that look a lot like you guys, is all.” The Prince had learned the art of sarcasm after being in Ika and Chandi’s company for all this time. Chandi found it odd that he never learned from Pattamis, though, who was practically the king of passive aggressiveness. 

			Ika laughed as they walked down the path and out the front gate. “I know it sucks, but once we get back from training we can all play Liar’s Ladders at my place.”

			Liar’s Ladders was a popular board game in town. It was usually played with four players. There were eleven illustrated platforms on the board connected by a series of ladders. On each platform the players would be presented with a situation. In each situation someone was guilty of some form of wrongdoing. They were each given a card telling them whether they were ‘Innocent’ or ‘Guilty’ on the back. Each card also had a vague description of their role and placement during the time of the fictional event. Much of what they had to explain would be improvisation. The guilty card holder had to do their best to make it seem like another player had committed the wrongdoing. If the one the guilty player was accusing wasn’t good enough to improvise a convincing case of innocence, then the other players would assume them guilty and call the case as closed. After the group had decided who was guilty based on all of their own banter and accusations, the true culprit would be revealed. After all eleven platforms were done, the group would add up who had won the most situations, making them the winner. 

			Pattamis won practically every time. He was a gifted liar. 

			“Sure,” said Keji. “Sounds fun.” 

			Just then his hat opened its eyes and sprung to life. The falling snow had caused him to retreat to his normal, hat-like form. But now he was out again. 

			“Hey, Pattamis,” said Ika. 

			“Hey, kid. I’m guessing you two are gunna head out to see the rabbit now?”

			They turned a corner and walked down the street. Ika and Chandi took Keji by one arm each and lifted him over a tall collection of snow in their path. 

			“Yeah, we just need to get somewhere where we can use Preymava without someone seeing,” said Ika. 

			Even though they were intent on leaving the town to meet up with Cinnamon, Ika had to pay a routine visit to a special someone first.

			His father and Uncle Casey were famously buried under the tree behind his house, but there was another gravestone Ika spent a good deal of his time visiting in Turquoise Town. That gravestone belonged to his sister, Genevieve, who was also killed by Kirga the Hellcat.

			Genevieve was laid to rest in the town’s only cemetery on the far south side. Ika’s father and Casey were buried behind the house long before Genevieve was killed by the Hellcat. For whatever reason, Alice did not want her daughter buried there after she was killed. She felt it was right to have her put down in the official cemetery instead, and so that was where Ika would go every Thursday to see her and talk to her.

			Since it happened to be Thursday, Chandi knew Ika would need to stop by quickly to say a few words before their training began. She was okay with it. She liked visiting Genevieve as well. 

			Ika, Chandi and Prince Keji walked through the tall iron gates to the cemetery. Despite Turquoise Town being rather small, the cemetery was nothing shy of humongous. There were hundreds upon hundreds of layers of tall white gravestones laid out on the vast green field atop the massive hill Turquoise Town was built upon. 

			There was a small stone building in the middle of the site where one could look up the name of the person they planned on visiting so they could pin down their location. Ika didn’t need to use that luxury. He knew where his sister was located by heart. 

			Chandi followed closely as Ika made his way to the regular spot.

			Genevieve’s stone was located at the far west end of the cemetery, right next to the iron fence that separated the cemetery from the housing units outside. There was a wonderful view of the Turquoise Forest around town from where the stone was. 

			Ika walked up to the stone while Chandi and Keji stayed back, appropriately giving him his space. 

			 

			Here Lies

			Genevieve Ivory

			Taken Before she had Time to Change the World

			1036 – 1043

			 

			“Hey, Gen,” said Ika, stepping forward to wipe his hand along the stone to remove a buildup of snow from her name. “I’m off to do some more training with Master Cinnamon. I’m getting stronger every single day. Kirga may have escaped me two years ago . . .  but he won’t be able to run from me for long. He’ll pay for what he did to you. I’ve promised you that every week since the day you died. And I’ll keep promising you until the day I kill him.”

			He stood in front of the stone for a while, not saying anything more. He just stood and breathed softly.

			Chandi dared not interrupt this moment. She only watched his back, feeling his pain with him. 

			Eventually, Ika took in a deep breath, then sighed. He kissed his hand and pressed it against the stone. “I hope you’re happy, wherever your soul has gone beyond the Crystal. I hope you’re going on adventures with Lady Meamara until I one day get to join you. Me and Mom.”

			He laughed once to himself, then turned around to join Chandi and Keji again.

			“You okay, kid?” asked Pattamis. 

			Ika smiled. “Yeah . . .  I’m all right. Let’s get going.”

			Chandi knew he wasn’t all right. He probably never would be. Not fully.

			They spent the next ten minutes looking for a secluded area in town where no one could peek at them from windows or the other side of the street. They eventually settled on an alleyway close to the fountain in the center of town. There was a very large snowman blocking the view to the entrance. And the snow had picked up, blistering with a strong wind. 

			Ika and Chandi huddled together in the darkness of the alley while Keji stood up against the snowman. 

			“Okay,” said Chandi, rubbing her gloved hands together. “We’ll see you in a bit, guys. Just walk around town with us and make sure everything appears normal. And don’t let anyone touch us!”

			Keji nodded. 

			Pattamis sighed. “Yeah, yeah, we know. Nobody is going to touch you. You can count on us.”

			Ika and Chandi pushed their palms up against each other and closed their eyes. 

			“Preymava,” they said in unison. 

			A golden light glowed from underneath their jackets, shining out from the rim of their collars. The golden chain tattoos over their chests showed themselves again now that the Curse had been activated. 

			From Keji’s point of view it looked like their bodies had gone briefly transparent. He was able to see the grey brick wall behind them by staring right through them. That lasted a second before a shimmer of golden Kanah radiated around their connected silhouette. Then, just like that, they were gone. They would be all the way to the Hill of Memories now; instantly transported away from town. What was left were two perfect copies of Ika and Chandi, looking at Keji and smiling. They weren’t transparent anymore. They were as solid-looking as Ika and Chandi in the flesh, but if Keji tried to touch them his hand would go right through. 

			“Wanna play hide and seek around town?” asked Ika’s clone, with an eerie emptiness to his eyes. 

			Keji smiled sadly. “Yeah . . .  sure.” 

			When creating the clones originally, Cinnamon had to mold a fake personality for each clone; a façade that could fool others around Turquoise Town. Based on what the rabbit knew about his two students, he built the clones to act accordingly. He naturally made Ika’s clone mouthy and immature, while making Chandi’s clone intelligent and kind. The bias toward Chandi was quite evident. To be fair, Cinnamon did build Ika’s clone with some of Ika’s more reputable features, but only after Ika bugged him to do so. So, overall, Ika’s clone ended up being sarcastic and anger-driven, but with a good heart deep, deep down. That would have to be enough. They first tested the clone’s speech patterns and attitudes before using them in Turquoise Town. Chandi actually thought Ika’s was pretty spot on, much to his annoyance. 

			Keji, Clone Ika, and Clone Chandi now walked out into the street to begin their little game. 

			“You okay, Keji?” asked Pattamis from his head. 

			“I’m fine. Thank you, Pattamis. How about you be ‘it’ today?”

			Pattamis scoffed. “Hilarious. How am I supposed to chase you? I don’t have legs!”

			Clone Ika clapped in approval. “That’s a great idea. Start counting while we hide!”

			Keji quickly snatched Pattamis off of his head and plopped him on a mound of snow. 

			He and Clone Ika sprinted off into the blizzard, laughing like hyenas. Real Ika’s mischievous side had rubbed off on the boy prince. Clone Chandi apologized to Pattamis before taking off with them.

			Pattamis bobbed up and down in rage. “Get back here, you idiots! I can’t chase you. Don’t just leave me here. HEY! THIS IS BULLYING! BULLIES!” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4: Winter of Our Discontent

			[image: ]

			IKA ALWAYS found the instant teleportation to the Hill of Memories to be really cool. Preymava was such a fascinating Curse. 

			Slowly his vision changed from a white blur to a forming view of the Hill of Memories. He let go of Chandi’s hands as the teleportation completed. They had made another successful journey to their training spot. 

			The area was at its most beautiful in the springtime, but it was still something to behold in the winter. Although the Hill of Memories itself was the tallest and roundest hill in the area, there were hundreds more that rolled over each other into the far distance. Rolling white mounds that glittered with untouched snow. The hills surrounding the main one were barren and pale, as smooth as kitchen bowls turned upside down on a tabletop. The Hill of Memories, however, was decorated with the flowers that made the place such a notable landmark: Naivu flowers. 

			Naivu flowers were so much of a rarity in Wenworld that they only grew in two places: the Hill of Memories in southern Wenworld, and around the borders of Lemon Lake in eastern Wenworld. They had black stems and blossomed into an elegant swirl of purple petals that expanded wider as they rose. They had a strong smell that could only be described as reminiscent to a basket of berries. For every reason possible, they were a lovely thing. 

			But Naivus were not famous for their beauty and smell—as wonderful as those aspects might be. These flowers had a gloriously strange property to them; it was this property that gave the hill its name. Naivus, simply put, were capable of catching a person’s emotions. If someone were to stand near a Naivu, the flower’s petals would make a sound to indicate their internal state. You can only hear the sound if you pick the flowers from the ground, though. Otherwise they stay silent. 

			They make a beautiful humming noise, almost like a soft voice signing, if the person is happy. They make a hoarse, almost coughing sound if the person is angry. And if the person is sad, the petals will scream. A screeching sound that is painful to the ears will come from the purple petals. The thing about Naivus is that they will permanently release the sound of the emotion that is strongest when near them. If somebody loses their mother and weeps in a bed of Naivus, those Naivus will scream forever. If somebody else comes by that same spot who just got a kiss on the cheek from the love of their life, and they decide to pick the nearest Naivu to bask in the sound of their happiness, the Naivus will not stop screaming. The stronger emotion has fixed them in that state. 

			As lovely as the Hill of Memories looked, this fact dampened the enjoyment the kids could have in this place. The reason being was that, if Ika or Chandi took a moment to actually pick one of the flowers, they would hear a screech so passionate they would have headaches for the next week. Ika’s uncle, Gira, warned them many times not to pick any of the flowers. 

			This was a beautiful place that held a great sorrow; a sorrow so powerful that every Naivu on the massive hill would scream if picked. Thousands of them. If they were all somehow picked at the same time, it wouldn’t be foolish to assume King Stultis might cover his ears all the way in Kanakon. 

			It was a popular request for engaged couples to have their wedding ceremony on a field of Naivus, therefore the flowers would absorb their love and happiness. After the wedding the couple would pick two of the flowers and keep them in a vase at their new home. The flowers would forever sing a beautiful song signifying their love for each other. This no longer worked on the Hill of Memories. Many couples have tried and had their weddings ruined because the flowers still screamed in sorrow. Their love wasn’t nearly strong enough to overpower whatever sadness was felt by a person who once walked upon the hill, which naturally brought about some arguments or questions of faith in the relationship of the poor people who tested it. 

			There were only two places in the world where these flowers grew, and now one of them had been tainted forever. Whatever momentous heartbreak took place on this hill, it has caused the flowers to scream on for the rest of eternity. Ika and Chandi once asked Uncle Gira what could’ve happened here to cause such pain. He said he had no answer for them, and did not wish to speak about such a subject. 

			Now that they were officially here, Ika bent down to pluck the nearest one to his boot. 

			Chandi covered her ears and winced as it wailed. “Ika, come on! Crush it!”

			The only way to get a Naivu to stop screaming once plucked was to crush the petals in your hand.

			Ika did so. “Sorry. Just checking if they’re still sad.”

			Chandi shook her head. “They’ve been sad for years. Stop being an ass. It breaks my heart to hear them. I can’t even imagine how miserable someone had to have been to leave the entire hill like this. That kind of sorrow is frightening.”  

			Ika let the stem fall from his hand and into the snow. He looked around, scanning for any sign of his master.

			At the foot of the tall hill was an old abandoned house made from dark wood. It was broken down and mostly rotted away. There were long wooden pillars lying over each other and the walls were crumbled and burned. This house had been a wreck since Ika and Chandi were kids. Someone lived there once, but it had been untouched for a long time. 

			This was where Cinnamon had been doing his hiding in the past year. He would store his Gritka somewhere inside the rubble, and if he heard someone come near the home he would disappear inside of it. 

			A Gritka was a very large pot, shaped like a pear but made of pale clay. Cinnamon’s pot doubled for a secret hideout. It was much, much larger on the inside than it appeared on the outside. 

			Ika ran down the hill first to look for Master Cinnamon. He wouldn’t be expecting them this early, but the teleportation worked, which meant he must be aware of their arrival. 

			He stepped carefully through the doorway of the house. The wood was sallow and faded and snow had built up on the floorboards and fallen pillars. Any roofing the house once had was gone. Only the base and crumbling walls remained of it. The Hill of Memories was a popular site for travellers to come through for its beauty. For some reason Kanakon never saw fit to send a team to demolish the house fully. King Stultis just left it where it was, obscuring the tranquility of the area with its wreckage. 

			Ika dug through some debris, lifting up panels of wood and throwing aside old blankets of red wool. Eventually, he came across something rather peculiar.

			Ika’s master sometimes moved his Gritka around throughout the old house, so it was almost like hide and seek when he needed to speak with him. Today, Ika discovered something in the house he had never seen before while searching for Cinnamon. 

			He pushed a tall chair away from a thick pillar of rotted wood, and spotted letters etched into it next to horizontal slashes at various heights. It looked like the people who used to live in the house were measuring their heights as they grew up. There was something sad about that.

			Along the bottom of the pillar, there were three letters that showed up most frequently next to the slashes:

			G, I, and K.

			They must’ve been the initials of the children who grew up in the house. It seemed that whoever ‘K’ was clearly grew the quickest, as their slash was almost always higher up than the other two.

			The three letters climbed higher and higher up the wood, indicating that they lived here well into their adulthood.

			At the top of the pillar, even above Ika’s own head, was yet another slash. 

			‘Donny’

			This must’ve been the parent. This Donny was incredibly tall. Probably 6’4 at the least.

			Ika couldn’t help but wonder what might’ve happened to the family who used to live here. He hopped they were all still okay and living happily somewhere else in Wenworld.

			After searching a bit more, he finally found Cinnamon’s white Gritka shielded under a dark green duvet covered with a line of snow. 

			He screwed off the cork that sealed the top of the pottery and shouted inside. “Master! Chandi and I are here to train early! Come on out!”

			Ika heard a dramatic groan echoing from deep within the pot. 

			“I’m aware you’re here. I’m the one who has to initiate Preymava before it can transport you here, genius! So what’s the deal? Why are you guys off schedule?”

			Ika shrugged even though the other half of the conversation couldn’t see it. “Granny Ajith and Chandi were fighting again.”

			“Let me guess,” said Cinnamon’s voice, “she went into another tirade about Chandi’s future?”

			Ika grinned. “You got it.”

			“That woman has issues.”

			“Yes,” said Ika, “she does. Now come on out.”

			“Just give me a second to make myself presentable.”

			Ika laughed. “Presentable? You’re naked always. What could you possibly need to do?” 

			Cinnamon shouted back out. “I wear a scarf, thank you very much. And my fur is always trimmed and smooth. It takes effort to look this good.”

			Ika rolled his eyes.

			After another few minutes, his master exited the Gritka, firing outward like a firework, and they made their way up the snowy hill together. Chandi was already deep in meditation when they met up with her. 

			“I like the enthusiasm,” said Cinnamon, “but we’ll be doing something a bit more physical today than Kanah control, my dear.” 

			Chandi slowly got up, wiping snow from her pants. “What’s the plan?” 

			Cinnamon smiled mischievously. “I recall that you two have not sparred in a while. It’s time again to test your abilities against each other. But not your abilities with Kanah. I’d like to see simple hand-to-hand today.”

			Ika wasn’t fond of doing this. Hitting Chandi never felt great.

			Chandi sighed. “Really, Master? I can’t use Kanah at all? Ika is much stronger than me. He’ll just toss me around again.”

			Cinnamon sat back in the snow, wrinkling his whiskers. “Don’t give me that crap. Your physical training has brought you a long way. You’re far stronger than most boys your age, Chandi. There is a gap between your strengths, but it isn’t wide enough for me to weep for you. Put your big girl pants on and punch Ika in the face.”

			“Hey!” said Ika.

			Cinnamon clapped his paws together thrice. “Get in position. Move those butts.”  

			Begrudgingly, the two teens walked into proper place about eight feet from each other, both in a relaxed sparring stance. 

			“On the count of three, you will begin,” said Cinnamon. “For today . . .  let’s say the first to make the other’s back hit the ground wins.”

			Ika swallowed his nervousness with an audible gulp. He knew he was likely to win, but this still happened to be his least favourite training method. He also always came away with a few bruises of his own, as Chandi was anything but a pushover; especially these days. She wasn’t fifteen anymore. 

			Cinnamon’s purple scarf flowed in the wind. He let out a little excited giggle. “One . . .  two . . .  THREE!”

			Chandi, despite the strength difference, was never afraid to be the aggressor. She ran at Ika immediately, performing a simple combination of a leading kick to the body followed by a flurry of rapid punches to the head. Even though this was a decent attack to start with, Ika simply bent low into the kick, wrapping his strong arm around Chandi’s thigh and hoisting her into the air—prepared to slam her on her back and end this match all ready. 

			Chandi, most likely predicting this, wrapped her other thigh around Ika’s head and brought her right elbow down on his forehead.

			Ika’s head snapped back and Chandi dropped back to the ground on two feet.

			Cinnamon laughed, fluttering his big furry feet in front of him in gleeful expression. “You see? That’s it, girl! Whoop his ass!”

			Ika rubbed his head with a cool hand. “I’m sensing a bias.”

			Cinnamon shrugged. “Ah, there always has been one. You know that.”

			Ika shook his head and looked to the ground sadly. 

			Cinnamon groaned. “Oh, I’m kidding, you big baby. Get back in there.” 

			Ika now charged at Chandi with no intent of holding back. He opened with a right cross that was plainly telegraphed. Before Chandi could counter it with a raised elbow, however, a lash of golden Kanah wrapped around both of her arms, knotting them together in front of her stomach. Ika punched her clean across the jaw.

			She stumbled back through the snow, her legs wobbling. “Master, what is this?”

			Cinnamon giggled in a way that only he could make sound both childish and demented. “You can’t expect to always have full use of your arms, my dear! What if Wriliara breaks both of them when you finally meet to fight, eh? What say you then?”

			Chandi wiggled angrily in her bonds. “I’d say if I let both of my arms get broken, I’m pretty much dead already!”

			Cinnamon thumped his foot hard on the ground, sending up a mist of snow. “Wrong answer! If you truly want to kill Wriliara as badly as you’ve said, then you would fight until your last breath. You would fight, even if he cut off your legs and arms! You would bite the fiend to death. You’d spit and claw and scream your voice hoarse to see him defeated. That is the state I want to see you both in. It is the only state you can beat Kirga and Wriliara in.” 

			Ika looked sheepishly toward his master, wondering what he was meant to do now.

			Cinnamon waved his paws at him. “Well? You just gunna stand there, dummy? Attack!”

			Ika shrugged his shoulders and ran back at Chandi again. What followed was an uncomfortable beating. Chandi attempted to use her legs to fend off Ika’s onslaught. This achieved little. Ika punched her in the ribs, the temple, the chin, the neck, and the sternum. And with that, the fight ended. 

			Ika’s heart was near to bursting after having to do that. He bit his tongue and ran over to see her, lying as a mound of pain in the snow. 

			“Are you okay?” he asked. “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” he kept saying. 

			Her lip was bleeding and her eyes blinked quickly in an attempt to make sense of the surroundings. “It’s fine.” She let out jagged breaths. “I would’ve been angrier if you took it easy. Maybe Master’s right; I should be able to deal with these kinds of setbacks.”

			Ika leaned in close to her face as he pulled her to a sitting position. “No, I’d say maybe Master is just out of his mind,” he whispered. 

			WHACK!

			Cinnamon had leapt to their location as quick as the flap of a hummingbird’s wings. “I heard that.” 

			Ika rubbed at his head, looking up to see Cinnamon holding his violet staff in a threatening stance. “You’re a real menace, you know that?” He paused before adding, “. . .  Master.”

			Cinnamon grinned. “I’m aware, my boy. And it is my menace that will save your sorry butts.” He swiped his paw through the air and Chandi’s golden bonds wisped away, fading into nothing.

			As Ika was helping Chandi to her feet, he noticed a bouncing grey squirrel coming swiftly up the hill toward them. In the squirrel’s mouth was a beige envelope. 

			Ika smiled brightly. “Another letter!” 

			Ika, over the past two years since their new training began, had been receiving, in secret, periodic letters from his uncle. They acted as updates in Gira’s adventures chasing after Kirga the Hellcat. He filled in Ika, as best he could, about the little pieces of information he would gather in his travels. Ika waited for each new letter like his life depended on their arrival. They came at very random intervals. The last one Ika received was three months ago.

			The Mailsquirrel process is simple but very useful. The animals are Jinxed by a specialist at birth and trained to perform their roles for an assigned family unit. The Jinx allowed a member of the squirrel’s assigned family to write a letter, then stamp the envelope with a special symbol: the same symbol that glowed on the belly of the given squirrel. The stamp version, however, would have a name in the center: the name of the person the message is meant to reach. Once the writer finishes the letter, the stamp allows them to teleport the envelope, from anywhere in Wenworld, right to their Mailsquirrel. The squirrel then reads the name—this breed being intelligent enough to do so, of course—and makes their way to the target. This process allowed the letters to be kept secret from Alice, which was a good thing for everybody. 

			The tricky thing for Ika was that he could not possibly respond to his uncle’s letters. There were only two stamps gifted to a family. One was with Uncle Gira. The other, regretfully, was in the hands of Ika’s mother, who would never let Ika get his hands on it.

			Ika excitedly pulled the envelope from the mouth of the eager Mailsquirrel. The Ivory family’s personal squirrel was named ‘Toby’. Their symbol was an orange circle with a black tear in the middle. Inside the tear was the name ‘Ika’.

			“Thanks, Toby,” said Ika, rubbing the animal around its grey ears. “You can run along back to Turquoise Town now.” 

			Cinnamon and Chandi gathered around him as he tore the letter open and scanned it with impatient eyes. 

			“What’s that rat got for us this time?” asked Master Cinnamon. His relations with Ika’s uncle were anything but cordial. 

			Ika read the message out loud.

			 

			Dear Ika,

			 

			I hope you’re doing good, kid. I hope you’re still training hard and, as much as it pains me to say, listening to your teacher. Things have been going well for me. Sometimes I get lonely, out in the wilds by myself. But I know what I’m doing will help us catch that monster once and for all. 

			I can honestly say I am getting close. Very close. I’ve told you already that he is planning to obtain The Zyphur Spear. But he has taken so many detours during these past few years that I found myself scratching my head. The spear is in Porshalla, but Kirga and his squad have been going anywhere but there. 

			Now, I think I have found out what has taken him so long to move to his next step. Kirga was trying to learn a new Curse. He has been practicing it and honing it for these past years. It is a summoning, I know that much. I don’t exactly know what he is attempting to summon, though. It must be very powerful, and it must be a crucial part of his plan to steal the spear. I have reason to believe he is ready now. I think he has learned this new trick. That makes me quite nervous. 

			Since the time for his next step is drawing near, I figured I would reach out to you. If you’ve been training hard, you should be ready to officially join me by now. That would make me very happy. If you and Chandi feel you have gained enough strength, make your way toward Porshalla and meet me outside its borders. Keep in mind, though, that I’ll be testing you both personally before I allow your involvement in this madness. I will not tolerate another Vedara debacle.

			Don’t expect Porshalla to be as calm as Kanakon was. The place, these days at least, is a political dumpster fire. Poor Princess Marnie is far too young to have to deal with the madness in her city. Half of it is run by a gangster named Barrick Tendiga. He and his followers have been terrorizing the flying city for years, and King Stultis will do nothing about it. You’ll learn more when you arrive. 

			I’m currently staying in one of the safer districts of the city. You can find me at an Inn called ‘The September Song’. I will wait here for another few weeks. If you do not show up, I’ll know you could not slip past your mother, in which case I will be moving on without you.

			Now is the time, Ika. I hope you’re ready and still willing. I have a sneaking suspicion you are. Take Cinnamon with you and keep him close while you travel. Stay safe. And have fun finding a way to sneak past your mother again. I don’t envy that task. Let’s get this thing done together. I love you. 

			 

			Sincerely,

			Sexiest Uncle Who Has Ever Lived

			 

			Cinnamon groaned. “Does he really have to end every letter like that?”

			Ika was nearly bouncing out of his skin. “I . . .  I don’t believe it. He says we can join him. He says—did you hear him, Chandi! Did you!”

			Chandi, still dabbing blood from her lip, smiled. “I heard him. I’m ready if you are.”

			Ika grabbed her shoulder softly. “I couldn’t be more ready.” He paused, looking at the redness of her chin. “Seriously, you’re okay, right? You can hit me ba—” 

			“Oh, shut up,” Chandi laughed. “I’m fine.” 

			Cinnamon hummed deeply to himself. “Would you kids say you are ready to take on somebody like Vedara again?”

			They nodded without hesitation, clear and confident grins on their faces. 

			“You know what?” said Cinnamon. “I’d say you’re ready too. I push you guys around as much as I can to make you stronger, but your progress these past two years has been staggering. I can wholeheartedly say you have impressed this old rabbit.” 

			Ika and Chandi looked at each other and smiled. 

			“However,” said Cinnamon, “I’m very sad to hear about Princess Marnie. Porshalla has been a mess for a long time. The crime rate there is higher than any city in Wenworld.”

			“Who is this Princess?” asked Ika. “And why is Porshalla so awful? Why doesn’t King Stultis fix it?”

			Chandi laughed dryly. “Come on, Ika, you met King Stultis. Does he strike you as a good leader?”

			Ika pursed his lip. “A fair point.”

			Cinnamon leaned back to rest on his powerful legs. “Marnie is only a little bit older than you. She is the one who gifted me the mansion inside my Gritka. She’s a smart girl. More capable of ruling Wenworld than the man who currently does, though that isn’t saying much, because even Pattamis could be a better king.” He sighed. “I’m sure you’ll learn all you wish to know about the city’s broken politics when we arrive. Just know that Stultis actually benefits financially from the strife there, so he lets the chaos reign. Porshalla is a self-gratifying circle of greed and corruption that only benefits the rich.” 

			Ika clapped his hands together, rubbing them excitedly. “So when do we leave?”

			Chandi hummed thoughtfully. “Crystmas is only a week away. Trust me, I’m as eager as you are, but  . . .” She looked at Ika sadly. “. . .  can we wait just a little bit longer and leave after Crystmas? I want to spend it in Turquoise Town. I want to spend it happy. Then we can focus fully on sneaking outta here again; which shouldn’t be too difficult, considering we’ve been training in secret for two years now and haven’t been found out. All thanks to Preymava.” 

			Ika felt a sense of guilt build in his chest. “That’s because my mom is actually trusting me. She trusts that I won’t run away again. Well, kinda. She still watches like a hawk. But I think she has faith in me. And that makes it hurt more that we’re about to run away yet again.”

			“But we’re ready this time,” said Chandi.

			“We are,” said Ika.

			“After Crystmas?” asked Chandi once more.

			“After Crystmas,” said Ika.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5: A Holly Jolly Crystmas
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			AN UNEVENTFUL week passed since they made their agreement. Ika told Cinnamon that they wouldn’t be meeting at all for this last week before the holiday. He and Chandi had spent enough time physically preparing. What they needed now was to mentally prepare. 

			Ika spent the week meditating, more so on his thoughts than his Kanah. He was going to abandon his mother . . .  again. That was no easy thing for him to accept. But he simply had to. Kirga was still out there. He just promised himself that he would make this a happy Crystmas, as it could be his last.

			Ika woke far earlier than Alice on Crystmas morning, as was usual. Before he could make his way down the stairs to look over his presents, he froze. He stopped to admire some family photos that sat atop a long wooden desk pushed up against the hallway wall. There was a single chair tucked into the desk, just below the pictures.

			There were six of them, each one displayed upright in a wooden frame. There was one of Uncle Gira and Ika’s father, Ikarus, with their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, smiling. They appeared to be only teenagers. Ikarus was wearing the iconic white bandana that Gira perpetually wore nowadays.

			There was another of Casey Kenris, a dear friend of the Ivory family who was now referred to as Ika’s other uncle. He was wearing a long red Crystmas hat on his head with a fluffy white pompom on the end. In the background sat Gira, opening a present. They were no more than ten years old. 

			Ika had looked over these frames many times before. They made him happy. The one he gravitated to the most every time was the one with his father and mother getting married. Alice was already pregnant with Genevieve at the time, so her stomach was large and round in her white dress. They both had beautiful smiles on their faces. They were embracing and looking into each other’s eyes.

			Ika would’ve given anything to see them together again. He knew they one day would be. 

			He looked up to spot the entrance hatch to the house’s attic, a large square in the hallway ceiling. It was the only thing capable of snapping him out of that daze.

			He had always been scolded for trying to see what was up there. Many times during his childhood Ika would be caught with a step ladder or a stack of boxes, trying to push it open to crawl inside. Alice would scold him harshly every time. This only deepened his curiosity. Now Ika was seventeen years old. It wouldn’t be much of a task if he just—no! It’s Crystmas morning! He couldn’t ruin it with his catlike curiosity. It would only start another fight with Alice if he tried his luck and was caught, and he didn’t want that today. Another scolding was not the last memory he wanted before departing from town.

			Ika was telling himself all of this while already setting up the chair to do it. 

			He slowly stepped onto the wooden chair. It creaked slightly as he rose to put his full weight on it. He winced at the sound. “I’ve gotta lay off those Meamara butterfly cookies.” 

			He reached his hand up to the latch on the small door. He was so close. What could his mother have been keeping up here? Was it a storage of pre-bought presents so she wouldn’t have to shop the next year? Sneaky, sneaky. Was it a secret stash of chocolate that only she had access to? They did fight often over who ate more whenever there was some in the house. The audacity! 

			Maybe, Ika gulped at the thought, it was a collection of decomposing bodies and his mother was secretly a mass killer? He sure hoped it wasn’t that one. 

			As he yanked down on the latch, he found that it would not budge.

			“What the  . . .” He leaned forward, standing on his toes to inspect the door. 

			After a few seconds he found what was causing the holdup. There was a keyhole. The attic door required a key? That explained a lot, now that he thought about it. He used to bash books and bowls on it as a child and it wouldn’t open. He used to practically hang off of it like a monkey to pull it down. How did he never notice the hole? All this time there had been a clear reason why the accursed door wouldn’t budge. But where was the k—

			“WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING!” Alice Ivory shouted from her bedroom doorway.

			Ika jumped so suddenly in fear that he fell clean off the chair and landed flat on his back in the middle of the hallway. He groaned in pain as the mass of his heavy body shook the entire house. He had put on a lot of muscle these past two years, and that landing nearly took him through the floor from the weight. 

			Alice, wrapping a red Crystmas robe around her body, quickly ran over to him. “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. Are you okay?” 

			Ika felt like his back had been stepped on by an elephant. He wasn’t in a fight a few seconds ago, so he never thought to focus his Kanah to suppress any incoming damage to his body. He slowly sat up, rubbing it with his left hand. “Yeah. I’m fine”

			Alice’s placid and worried demeanour now erupted into a passionate rage. Her white hair flung in front of her freckled face as she lowered herself. “Good. Now what were you doing trying to get in that attic? If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a thousand times: leave. It. Alone. I haven’t caught you trying to get in there for years. I’m not hiding anything, you fool. But there is nothing but dust and old metal scaffolding laying around up there. If you open that door it could all fall down onto the hallway floor. It would take days to clean up!”  

			Ika stood up now, his mother following. She was a full head shorter than him these days. He was a man now; something she often forgot. “Fine. Sorry. But why are you so protective of scaffol—”

			“We’ve got presents to open,” Alice said tersely. “Come on.” She walked down the stairs without another look in Ika’s direction.

			Ika cursed himself. He was hoping to make today a special day. He had already started it off poorly. He hated himself sometimes. 

			He returned the wooden chair to its spot under the hallway desk and headed downstairs, but not before glancing a final time at the attic. 

			Their tall green tree was nearly unable to hide all of the neatly wrapped gifts underneath it. The stacks of them almost propped it from the floor. There were tags that read ‘Ika’, ‘Chandi’, ‘Pattamis’, ‘Keji’, ‘Mom’, ‘Mrs. Ivory’, and simply ‘Alice’. Chandi’s grandmother very rarely spent Crystmas morning with the Ivory family. Ajith wasn’t as fond of the holiday as they were, so she spent them alone at the MorrowHill place. 

			Chandi arrived with the other two roughly an hour after Ika and Alice made their way into the living room. Everyone was excited. Alice went to work in the kitchen making everyone a cup of hot chocolate with a floating marshmallow topping, something that had become a tradition on this day. The only one who couldn’t drink it, of course, was Pattamis. But he still got a cup anyway. He enjoyed the smell alone. Ika was still surprised that he even had a sense of smell at all. 

			Each of them said the traditional Crystmas speech before they even thought of making their way to the presents. It was customary to thank Lady Meamara, the one the holiday was in honour of, before starting the festivities. 

			“Thank you, Lady Meamara, for creating the Crystal and acting as our saviour. Thank you for holding the universe within your hands. Thank you for your mercy and protection. Please bless us with another year of health and happiness.”

			With that covered, the day was under way. 

			They laughed, opened gifts to each other, read stories, laughed some more, played games, and just enjoyed the harmony of the day. Snow was falling lightly, twinkling in the light of the blue street posts, as if pieces of the Crystal were falling to blanket Turquoise Town. The air was crisp and cool, but not bitter enough to prevent children running out in the snow and using their new toys. There were no days throughout the year that brought more happiness to Ika than Crystmas. Chandi felt the same. And, thankfully, Prince Keji was beginning to feel that way too. 

			The day passed slowly, which was a blessed thing. It only began to truly feel like it was over when Ika, Chandi, and Alice were sitting in the living room of the Ivory house, watching as The Morphing began. 

			“Did you two have fun today?” asked Alice, relaxing on the family sofa with another cup of hot chocolate. Wisps of white smoke twirled upward around her face.

			Chandi blew softly on her own cup while she sat on a red upholstered seat by the window. “I always have a great time.” She sighed after taking a small sip. “But today was extra special.” 

			Alice raised a white eyebrow. “Extra special? What makes you say that?” 

			Ika, sitting on a wooden chair by the kitchen, dilated his eyes at Chandi, letting her know not to poke at this subject. 

			Chandi took another sip, as calm as can be. “Just something about the feeling. Like right now. There’s always something sad about Crystmas ending. Now we have to wait a whole year before it comes around again.” She looked out the window, her dark sapphire eyes suspiciously glossy. “Who knows where we might be when the next one arrives, you know?”

			Ika was getting very nervous now. He felt a bead of sweat starting to trail down between his eyes and down his nose. Luckily, his mother didn’t seem to be put off by Chandi’s sentimentality. 

			“I understand that very well,” she said, looking into her cup. “It’s a melancholy feeling. You just wish the day could go on for a week.”

			“Exactly,” said Chandi. 

			A peculiar moment passed, shared between them all. The only sound was the wind outside the window, blowing gently through the Turquoise Trees. The residents of the town would’ve made their way inside now. All was quiet and calm. Not one of the three sat in that cozy living room spoke another word for the next ten or so minutes. There was something there that they could never understand. Change was coming, and sometimes silence is the best way to welcome its arrival. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6: What One Must
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			IN THE early hours of morning, not long before Morphing, when Chandi was sure that her grandmother was fast asleep, she rose quietly from her bed. She only knew Ajith was out cold because her snoring was vibrating the house. Chandi knew she had to head downstairs to get Keji and Pattamis, then out the window they would go. They were to meet up with Ika at the borders of town. Once they were all gathered, they’d make their way to the Hill of Memories to pick up Master Cinnamon. They couldn’t use Preymava to get there this time, as Keji and Pattamis were not linked by the Curse. Walking was the only option. 

			Chandi tip-toed through the house and down to Keji’s room, were he slept in a slim blue bed while Pattamis slept on a sofa in the corner. She woke them with a hushed voice and informed them that the time had come. She and Keji put on their jackets and other winter clothing before sneakily climbing out of Keji’s bedroom window on the first floor. It would be unwise to go out through the front, as Ajith may recognize the echoing sound of the heavy door opening and closing. 

			Chandi said a final saddened farewell to her grandmother before closing that window and walking off into the snow-white night.

			They found Ika next to the two gravestones out behind his home; that of his father, Ikarus Ivory, and that of Casey Kenris. He appeared gloomy. 

			“Are you ready?” asked Chandi.

			Ika rested a hand on his father’s white stone. “As I’ll ever be. Let’s get out of here.” He smiled, looking toward his home. He nodded slowly, once, before joining the group.

			Chandi knew this was hard for him. It was hard for her too. She felt for both her grandmother and Alice. Ika’s mother would not take a second voyage after Kirga very well, and she was beginning to trust that Ika had put it behind him. Or, Chandi wondered, perhaps not. Chandi had a guess that Alice knew deep down Ika would never stop. Perhaps staying in denial about the fact brought her happiness. 

			Now that they were all officially prepared, they moved silently and swiftly toward the Turquoise Town gate at the base of the tall hill. The town never had any guards or law-enforcement. There simply wasn’t any need for them. Crime was practically nonexistent, and whatever mishaps did happen were handled appropriately by the town’s residents themselves. 

			The snow still fell, thick and soft, as they walked underneath the towering arch of painted blue wood. ‘Turquoise Town’ was carved into the pinnacle in fanciful lettering. All was quiet, as if the world was sleeping.

			“I feel bad for Ajith,” said Keji, trailing dejectedly at the rear of the pack. 

			“She’ll be all right,” said Pattamis after a long yawn. “She’s a tough old thing. And smart, too. I wouldn’t be surprised if  . . .”

			“If I knew what you were planning all along?” said a croaking voice that nearly made the whole group jump out of their skin (or fabric). 

			Chandi looked forward to see none other than her grandmother standing in between two massive Turquoise Trees. She was blocking their pathway out of town. She wore a long grey reefer coat and a black fur-lined hunter’s hat. Her face was stern. 

			Chandi gazed at her with wide eyes. “But  . . .” She did a couple double-takes, looking toward the town and then back to Ajith. “But you were just  . . .”

			“Do you think I’m stupid, girl?” asked Ajith bluntly. “You expected me to believe you would just give up chasing after that snake, after what he did to you?” She laughed sourly. “And you expected me not to find out about your secret training as well?”

			Chandi’s heart skipped a beat. 

			Ajith shook her head. “I’ve been around a lot longer than you, my precious girl. I know Kanah. I live and breathe Kanah. I recognize its energy with a more vivid recollection than a breath of spring air. I’m unsure what Curse you used to escape—most likely to meet up with that rabbit Alice told me about—but I do know you used some sort of clone to do it.” 

			“How?” asked Ika, looking frightened. 

			“Like I said,” started Ajith, “I recognize its energy. I knew that thing walking around the streets of Turquoise Town was not my granddaughter. It was very obviously a condensed form of bright Kanah disguised to look and act like her. A neat little Curse, I’ll give you that. But not quite neat enough to fool the likes of me. I’ve been around much longer than you kids, so you would’ve had to do better than some clones.”

			Keji nervously walked forward. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

			Chandi pointed to Keji, her eyes still on her grandmother. “Yes, that is a very good question. Why didn’t you stop us from training? What happened to hounding me about my future? What happened to getting married and all that crap?”

			Ajith’s lip pulled upward in a weak grin. “I’ve always wanted what was best for you, Chandi. I don’t want you to seek Wriliara. But I’m not stupid enough to believe what I want matters at all to you.”

			That hurt Chandi. She wasn’t fully sure why. It just did.

			Ajith looked up to the town, seeming to glow on the hilltop in blue light. “Why do you think I trained you when you were young? I taught Ika some tricks too. I knew, Chandi. Of course I knew. If my best years weren’t behind me, hell, I’d be after Wriliara right now. I expected Ika would grow up wishing to seek the Hellcat as well. This is human nature. An eye for an eye. Those two men live, and you two cannot stand it. I used to argue with your mother endlessly about how you were too young to be around that much danger. I used to tell her it would end up leading you down a certain path that I didn’t want to see you tread.” She took in a shaking breath. “After the death of your mother I knew it was too late for that. You were on it. You’re still on it now. I Just  . . .” she looked back at Chandi now, her eyes glistening. “. . .  I just want you to live a long and happy life. I want you to grow to be my age, living in a small town surrounded by those who love you. I don’t want you to die young; or at all. Can you try to understand that?”

			Chandi bit the inside of her cheek. “I do understand it. I want that too. I don’t really want to leave. But I must. As must Ika. And we can. We get stronger every single day, with the help of Master Cinnamon.”

			“So do they, child,” said Ajith. “Always remember that.” 

			A moment passed where Chandi wasn’t sure what to do next. Ajith was still blocking their way. There was an owl hooting on a nearby tree, his resonant call the only sound filling the night air. 

			“All right,” said Ajith finally. “Here’s the deal.  I will willingly let you leave this town and begin your chase again . . .  if  . . .” she smiled, “. . .  you can get past me first.”

			Pattamis coughed. “Pardon?” 

			Ajith slowly widened her stance, her thin legs sprawling out in the snow. Slowly, a massive amount of energy began to build around her. It felt like the funnel of a tornado was stemming from where she stood; but instead of touching downward, the funnel was rising up to the clouds above. Dark blue Kanah fizzled out from under her long jacket. Her eyes seemed to darken to a near black. Each puff of breath from her mouth came out as black smoke, like a dragon’s. 

			All of the collected energy and power faded quickly as she began to cough, clutching her chest and laughing. The nighttime scenery returned to normal and her Kanah dissipated back into her fragile body. “I’m only kidding. I’m far too old to be messing around like that.”

			The terrified faces of Chandi, Ika, Keji, and Pattamis served as a humorous scene.

			“Go on,” said Ajith, catching her breath and waving for them to hurry up and get out of her sight. 

			Once Chandi’s heart stopped beating and her head became less dizzy, she walked forward and hugged her grandmother.

			Ajith whispered in her ear. “I love you. Be safe. Do what you feel you have to.” 

			When Chandi and Ajith released each other, Keji stepped forward to hug the old woman as well.

			“Stay outta the way of the big folk,” said Ajith. “When the fighting starts, I want you nowhere near it. Either you agree to that now or I will not let you join them.”

			Keji nodded. “I promise. It’s not like I’d be much use anyway.”

			Ika laughed from behind them. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that. You were the one who dropped the chandelier on Vedara’s head. Chandi and I would’ve been dead if not for that.”

			Ajith let go of the little prince, looking now to Ika. “Ika,” she said, “your mother is gunna have my ass for this. Don’t make me regret it. Take good care of my Chandi.” 

			Ika stood proudly. “I intend to.”

			Ajith walked out of their path, smiling softly. “Good luck. Watch each other’s backs. And train hard. I fully expect to see you all again.” 

			The group walked by and started down the dark path into the forest. 

			Chandi tuned back to see Ajith waving with a skinny hand. They fought often, the two of them. But she would be lying if she said she wouldn’t miss her grandmother dearly. She promised herself then that she would come back to Ajith one day. She deserved better than to be alone, her daughter and granddaughter dead. That would not be right. 

			She spun slowly to gaze into the shadow before their feet. The Morphing had begun, signifying the start of a new day. Their second adventure had officially begun.   

		

	
		
			Chapter 7: A Shortcut in Need is a Shortcut Indeed
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			CHANDI WAS already tired. The group made the long walk to the Hill of Memories to pick up Master Cinnamon. He seemed excited to get things started. Chandi wasn’t as enthused. Cinnamon, as well as Keji and Pattamis, had the best deal when it came to their upcoming trek. All three of them would stay cozy within Cinnamon’s pot while Ika and Chandi took turns carrying it on their backs. They would have to walk all the way to Porshalla while the rabbit hid from public view. You never know who might notice him and report the sighting to the Dalada. That would be bad news for everybody. 

			Master Cinnamon gave them the directions for the route to the flying city. Porshalla, compared to their starting position at the Hill of Memories, lied in the Northeast. They had many weeks of walking ahead of them. Getting there would be no easy task. They would pass through deep ravines, perhaps Beeky Valley again, over jagged cliffs, through seemingly endless forests; the list went on. The weather would be unfavourable at times as well. Cold harsh blizzards awaited. It was easy to imagine why Chandi was less than ecstatic. 

			Doing her best to hold back all complaints, Chandi led the way by walking down the massive hill and heading north. Ika followed, the tall white Gritka strapped on his back. They were both wearing all black training garments supplied by their master. These were the winterized version, however; much thicker and warmer. They stored their civilian jackets in Cinnamon’s hidden mansion for now. 

			“The first step of many,” said Ika as they walked along a line of lumbering pine trees. On one side of them was a vast sheet of white: a massive empty field littered with mounds of snow. On their left was a small woodland area that led back toward Turquoise Forest. 

			“Yep,” groaned Chandi. “Did you hear Master say we may have to cross by the Beekys again?”

			Ika kicked a clump of snow in the air as he strutted. “Oh, I heard. I’m not sure if I’m happy or upset about that. It’s been a while since we saw those dancing weirdos. I wonder if they would even recognize us.” 

			Chandi couldn’t help but giggle as she thought over her time with the mythical pink trees. They sure could dance, though; there was no denying that. And sing, too. Their eccentricity also could not be overlooked, but there was a charm to them. Regardless of their charm, the fact that they can render the passage of time untraceable was a real problem. Gira was expecting them now. If they were going to make it on time to Porshalla, especially after taking a week break for Crystmas, then they couldn’t afford any holdups.

			“I’m sure they’d recognize us,” she said. “They had no problem recognizing Master, and something tells me he spends as little time with them as he can get away with.”

			Ika laughed. “Yeah. If only all Beekys were more like Anwes. Remember him?” 

			Anwes was the dead Beeky Tree floating in the purple realm of Belasefka’s Uma-Gibra. Chandi remembered him well. “Of course. An attitude like that is hard to forget. His songs might’ve been even better than Booka and Snooka’s.”

			She kept walking, and for a while there was no response from Ika. A little too long. “Ika, you okay back th—”

			Her head jerked forward as a thick ball of snow crashed against the back of her neck.

			She turned around angrily. “OW! Ika, what the hell?”

			He had taken off the Gritka, resting it in the snow. He gathered another ball of white between his silky black gloves. “Training time!”

			Chandi frowned at him. “How is this training?” 

			He smirked with diabolical intent. “You didn’t see my snowball coming. You weren’t aware of your surroundings at all. Master would be very disappointed in you.”

			An echoing voice came from the giant pot. It sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a cave. “What am I disappointed about?”  

			Ika leaned toward the Gritka and shouted. “I hit Chandi in the head with a snowball and she didn’t block or dodge it. Just took it like a chump!” 

			Cinnamon’s voice rose back immediately. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. You’re right, Ika. That is quite pathetic indeed. I trained you better than that, my dear. Get him back or no dinner for you tonight.” 

			“No dinner?” yelled Chandi.

			“You heard me!” said Cinnamon. 

			“Fine then.” She quickly stooped down to pick up some snow. As she was doing so, Ika’s ball came whizzing toward her face. She dodged this time, moving her head to the left and letting it fly past her. 

			By the time she had gotten back up, a sizeable pack of snow was clutched in her right hand. She whipped it at Ika, who would’ve dodged it easily if he didn’t slip slightly in the snow as he lunged to the side. Since his balance was now off, the snowball struck him directly in the chest. There may have been some ice in that clump, as the impact sent him to the floor, groaning and laughing. 

			“Gotcha, punk!” said Chandi, bursting out laughing as well. 

			The two of them began a fierce snowball battle for the ages. If history books in Wenworld kept record of such events, surely they would need a space dedicated to what took place here. It went on for far too long, in all honesty. So long, in fact, that Cinnamon and Prince Keji eventually left the comfort of the Gritka to join in. They were still close enough to the Hill of Memories for Cinnamon to be confident enough to be out in the open. 

			Cinnamon was on Chandi’s side during this debacle, while Keji linked up with Ika. Pattamis was rather useless, all things considered. However, he did use his personal Jinx to blast some dramatic music while the battle took place. He could capture sounds and replay them. He chose a mighty chorus he heard once for this occasion, which only served to make the whole thing funnier. 

			Not long ago Chandi was filled with dread and anxiety over leaving home again. This time felt much different than the first adventure. Her heart was lighter, for a reason she couldn’t place. She knew she wasn’t the only one, though. This peculiar cheerfulness was shared amongst them all. Cinnamon laughed louder than she had ever heard. Keji smiled brighter. Ika’s dark side was nonexistent of late. Perhaps it was because it was Crystmas time and everybody was happier during Crystmas. 

			No, that wasn’t it. As she threw a clump of snow into Pattamis’ mouth, making the choir choke amusingly, Chandi realized what it was. Two years had passed, and all that time was spent growing together. They were a family now. Each of them. That was where this bliss came from. 

			Cinnamon was a criminal, wanted for a crime he supposedly didn’t even commit. This was most likely the happiest he had been in decades. 

			Keji was a scorned prince, labeled a failure by his father and most of the world. It was little surprise why he enjoyed this new family. 

			Pattamis, well, he had been living as a hat. Surely he can use all the love and brotherhood he can get.

			And Ika. Ika had lost his older sister and father. He grew up lonely without them. Now he had what felt like a much bigger, much stranger family than either he or Chandi had known. Keji was like a younger brother to him now. And Pattamis was like a grumpy uncle. And Master Cinnamon, well, he was almost like a father for Ika; at least when Gira was absent. 

			As for Chandi herself: she wasn’t really sure what she was to Ika, but she knew she made him happy, and that was enough for right now. 

			Once the great snowball fight of 1054 had officially wrapped up, Team Chandi as the resolute victors, the group sat down on a large snowbank to catch their breath and rest their legs. 

			“Getting your ass kicked has really taken the wind outta ya, huh?” said Cinnamon, looking toward Ika who was panting the most. “How can I train you two like mules but a snowball fight has you ruined? What does that say about me?”

			Ika was leaning on his knees. “It says you taught us to give all we have in everything we do.”

			Cinnamon nodded. “An acceptable answer.” 

			Keji was making snow angels next to Pattamis, who he sat comfortably on the ground. “I guess we should go back in the pot now?” he asked Cinnamon. 

			The rabbit got up slowly, wiping snow from his furry legs. “Indeed, we should. We’ve stalled long enough. Chandi, you’ve earned your dinner after all. But it’s walking time for you two now.” 

			Ika stretched his back like a cat and grumbled. “Master, this journey is going to be awful and you know it. Porshalla is no short walk from here. If only there was a faster way to get to the city.”

			“Say no more,” said a light voice behind them all. 

			Chandi recognized that voice. No way, she thought, as she jumped up quickly to look behind her. It can’t be!

			Ika and Cinnamon spun as well. And sure enough, standing confidently atop a long branch in one of the massive pines, was a doglike creature wearing a brown jacket of hard leather. His fur was yellow, as were his dilated eyes. He kept a thick brown cigar in his mouth, clenched between his sharp smiling teeth. His ears flopped down beside his angular head. 

			It was a creature known as a Gast. But this was not just any Gast. It was the same one who had saved Ika’s life two years ago. His name was Phiggy, and this was the first time any of them had seen him in two years. 

			“YOU!” said Ika, pointing harshly at the dog in the tree. 

			“ME!” said Phiggy, mockingly. 

			Cinnamon jumped to the top of their mound of snow, putting himself between the Gast and his students. “I didn’t even sense you,” he said. 

			Phiggy waved a furred hand, his long claws reflecting the sunlight for a moment. “No, you wouldn’t.” He took a puff from his cigar and leaned against the base of the tree. “I arrived just in time to see you guys goofing around like children. I was all excited you were setting off again, and yet I find this? Not very impressed. You should be taking Kirga very seriously, especially these days. I thought the buttkicking you guys got would’ve made you slightly more ‘In the zone’. Guess not.”

			Chandi watched Ika’s fists ball up. 

			“Where have you been!” yelled Ika. “You gave me all of that mysterious crap after Vedara, then you jumped out the window and disappeared. It’s been two whole years. I thought you were gone for good. I was hoping, at least.” 

			Phiggy shook his head, his ears flying back and forth. “You still give me that tone, even after I saved you. How ungrateful can you be? I’ll keep saying this until you get it: I’m on your side.” 

			“What do you want?” asked Chandi. “Why have you chosen now of all times to show yourself?”

			Phiggy took another puff from the cigar, blowing out black smoke from his nostrils. “Didn’t I just say? I was excited that you guys are back on the hunt. And from what I can tell, you’re much bigger and stronger than last time. Puberty has been good to y’all. Especially you, Ika. You’re looking beefy.” 

			Cinnamon began to release his Kanah. It burned with resplendent gold as it left his small body. It appeared like the sun itself was resting atop the snow mound. “Chandi asked what you were doing here. Quit playing games. You’ve showed yourself for a reason. You could’ve just watched us from the shadows, as I’m sure you have been over these years. Spit it out.”

			Phiggy patted the air. “Okay, okay, easy now. Relax your Kanah before we all go blind, please.” 

			Cinnamon did so begrudgingly. 

			“Thanks,” said Phiggy. “Now, the purpose for my stopping by. I happened to just hear you say you wished the road to Porshalla was a little easier. Well,” he turned his golden gaze to Ika, pulling up his leather sleeve as he did so, “remember these?” 

			Running up his arm were various patterns of dark ink. Phiggy was a Runeworker, meaning he had the skill to access a special brand of Wenworld teleportation. Runeworkers could leave many different kinds of symbols all across the world to travel where they pleased. 

			Ika’s dark purple Kanah effervesced around his chest. Moon Kanah was a difficult thing to subdue when someone with Moon Affinity became upset. “Oh, I remember,” he said. “Those are what you used to spy on my family for years. For a reason you still haven’t told me.” 

			Phiggy winked. “That’s precisely right. Now put that Kanah away, boy. I don’t need to remind you how Grematorga went, do I?”

			“It would go differently this time,” replied Ika, calmly and confidently.

			Phiggy studied Ika’s eyes for a moment, then rolled his sleeve back down. “I sure hope you’re right. You’ll need to be many steps ahead of where you were then if you hope to have this hunt be more successful than the first.” 

			“You can really take us there faster?” asked Keji, hiding behind Chandi’s legs. 

			When Phiggy saw the Prince, he bowed low; though Chandi was sure he already knew the boy was there. 

			“Your Highness,” he said, “I most certainly can. If you would only let me.”

			“What’s in it for you?” asked Cinnamon. 

			Phiggy appeared to be getting frustrated now. His teeth bared and his eyes dilated even further. “I don’t want Kirga to succeed. The Genmaga prophecy is dangerous, for all of us; no matter what the Capital believes. I need this Crystal safe and sound, so stopping Kirga is priority number one. Everyone knows the Genmaga is the only one said to be able to shatter it.”

			Chandi raised her eyebrow. “But why do you specifically need Wenworld safe? Why do you talk like that?”

			Phiggy’s right hand gripped the thick shaft of the tree. Miraculously, the section he was gripping exploded into flying bits of dark splinters. “We don’t have time for this. Do you want my help or not? I could let you walk.” 

			Even though he did save Ika’s life, Chandi still didn’t hold a fond opinion of this Gast. Watching Phiggy kick around Ika in Grematorga was enough for her to have trouble trusting him. Perhaps she was being unfair, though. Cinnamon kicked around Ika all the time. He did so to toughen him up. Maybe Phiggy was doing that too, in his own way. But his new temper was worrisome.

			“This seems like the best idea to me, Master,” Chandi said to Cinnamon. “You may not trust him. I don’t trust him fully either, but we can’t pass up the opportunity to shorten this trip. Gira is waiting for us right now. Walking there will just take too much time. Kirga is moving on the city now. We have to make it there before he begins whatever he is planning. We will be walking for weeks, and by then Kirga may have already got his hands on the Zyphur Spear and left.”

			“Chandi’s right,” said Ika. “I don’t like this guy, either  . . .”

			Phiggy sighed. “Why does everybody hate  . . .”

			“. . .  but this is our best option.” Ika looked to his master with pleading white eyes. 

			Cinnamon took a glance down at the Prince, who shrugged his compliance. Pattamis nodded as well.

			“Fine. Get us there, dog.”

			Phiggy rolled his eyes. “You’re welcome.”

			They all stood together and formed a circle in a flat area of field. Phiggy crouched down to one knee as the rest of them rested a hand on him. He was in between Ika and Chandi while Cinnamon was in front, frowning at him. Keji clutched onto Pattamis with one hand and Phiggy’s forearm with the other. The rabbit’s Gritka was strapped to Chandi’s back now, prepared for travel.

			“All right,” said Phiggy. “I should let you know that my Runes are not in Porshalla, but near its borders. You will still have some walking to do, but only a few hours’ worth instead of a few weeks’ worth. The weather isn’t as cold there as it is here at present. It’s still chilly; enough to see your breath, but it will most likely be raining there instead of snowing. In the next few days it is supposed to snow, though.” 

			“Are you dropping us in some dangerous area?” asked Ika, suspiciously. 

			Phiggy looked up at him with clear annoyance on his face. “No, as a matter of fact, I’m not. It’ll be a nice green forest for your ungrateful ass.” 

			Chandi didn’t want to smile but she did. 

			Phiggy blew more smoke from his nose. “You’ll be able to see the city as soon as you teleport. Kinda hard to miss a flying city. Make your way to the tallest cliff you see nearest Porshalla. There will be a Porshallan patrol there that can bring you into the city. But I warn you, things are rough there. It’s not the safest place in the world. The guards control some aspects of the territory, but much of it is run by—”

			“Barrick Tendiga,” finished Ika. “I know. My uncle told me about Barrick in a letter. We know things are bad.” 

			Phiggy nodded. “Good. Then we’re all caught up and know what we’re getting into. With that covered, here we go! Hang onto me.” He leaned low, placing his right palm in the snow. “Sheservas.”

			A blinding white flash engulfed Chandi’s vision. One second their group was standing in the middle of a field, and the next that field was empty. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 8: Beasts of Burden
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			WHEN THEY all landed at the destination site, Ika was the only one to land poorly. They arrived on top of a large boulder, slick with cold rain. Ika was close enough to the edge of it when they popped in that he managed to slip and fall a good two feet into a deep puddle. What a wonderful start. Ika would swear that Meamara had a personal vendetta against him. He could not be convinced otherwise. 

			He heard Chandi laughing at him as he sluggishly rose to his feet, soaking wet now and dreadfully cold. Phiggy was right; there was a profound chill on the wind, but no snow to be seen. 

			Surrounding the large grey boulder was a forest of lush green maple trees, copious and wet. Dark clouds hung low in the sky above and a light rain was falling. Beyond the tops of the maples was the impressive city. Porshalla floated in the gloomy sky, white and luminescent like an offspring of the moon itself. There were few things so wonderful in Wenworld that mortal eyes could look upon. No living man or beast can gaze upward at the city, shining as a beacon of light cutting through the clouds, and not feel an overpowering sense of awe. It was a splendid sight indeed. 

			“Wow,” said Ika, suddenly forgetting about how wet and cold he was. 

			“That is  . . .” Keji struggled to find the words. 

			“Beautiful,” finished Pattamis. 

			Keji nodded.

			Phiggy leapt down from the boulder, where his ink pattern laid. He didn’t seem as captivated by the splendour of the city. He seemed dejected, almost impatient. 

			“I suggest you get moving,” he said, looking with a grim face at Porshalla in the distance. “Like I said, you still have a good walk to get there. Do you see that cliff?” He pointed at a precipice of stone that rose high to the left of the city.

			“I see it,” said Ika. 

			“That is the place I spoke of,” said Phiggy. “Head there to find your way in.” He clapped his matted hands together, creating a sound loud enough to draw everybody’s eyes to him. “Well, here is where I shall leave you. Good luck with your hunt. Whatever you do, don’t let him get that spear. You’ll regret it if he does. Farewell!” 

			He winked at Ika before disappearing completely, seeming to fade like a mirage.

			Ika actually reached out his hand to swipe at the air, making sure this wasn’t some sort of invisibility trick. “How does he do that? And why does he need Runes if he can move himself at any time?”

			Cinnamon hummed from atop the rock, his fur now darkened by rain. “Something tells me his Runeworking is just so he can transport others. I have a feeling he has no issue going wherever he wants on his own.” 

			Ika wasn’t too happy about Phiggy making his way back into his life and back into their quest. He had saved his life by bringing him to his mother to be healed. This was true. But the slippery and fraudulent nature of the Gast was not a welcomed thing to have hanging over you at every step. What he exactly wished to achieve by helping Ika was still anybody’s guess. He seemed ardent about stopping Kirga, no matter the cost. That was acceptable enough, as Ika felt the very same way. But why did Phiggy show wisdom where the rest of the world did not? Most people of the current generation figured Kirga was set up to be another failed Genmaga; that he was the next pawn in the joke that was the Genmaga prophecy. But Phiggy, like Ika’s uncle Gira, feared Kirga’s potential. Where did this clairvoyance stem from? Ika wondered this about his uncle as well. What did they know that he did not? 

			Chandi jumped down from the rock. “Come on, Ika. We’ve got some walking to do.” 

			For an hour and a half the two of them walked without a word to each other. The cold rain kept them from being in the headspace for conversation. Just yesterday was Crystmas, which they spent in the safety and warmth of Ika’s home. Now, the next morning, they were trudging through a dark forest under the misery of a relentless rain. It was a drastic change that soured the mood. 

			As Ika was trapped in his head—as he usually was—wrestling with his thoughts, his master called out from the Gritka on Chandi’s back. “If there’s nobody around out there, put me down! I have something else I want to teach you before we arrive.” 

			Ika shared a confused look with Chadi as she removed the pot from her back and rested it on the green grass. She was the one to remove the cork and move out of the way while their master fired out from within, high into the sky. He landed on top of one of the maple trees, his signature violet staff in hand. 

			“What are we supposed to be learning?” asked Ika. 

			Cinnamon shook his body to remove the water that was already drenching him. “I’m going to teach you two an important lesson on Summonings. It’s about time you knew the foundation of that form of Kanah manipulation.”

			Chandi sniffled, seeming to be catching a cold. “But, Master, we already know about Summonings. I have one, remember? Umanja. Did one of those snowballs perhaps hit you on the head too hard?” 

			Cinnamon chuckled deeply. “No, my head is all right, thank you. And I’m well aware about your monkey Summon. But the two of you only have a vague understanding of how summoning works. Today I’m going to teach you about the two different kinds of Summonings.”

			“Two kinds?” said Ika.

			Cinnamon jumped high in the air. He landed in a circular meadow. “Come and sit before me, the both of you.” 

			They did so; cross-legged as usual. 

			Cinnamon began to pace back and forth, tapping his staff on the ground as he did. “Now, you should know that, yes, there are two kinds of Summons. The first is one you are familiar with, though you don’t know the details. Chandi’s orange ethereal monkey, Umanja, falls under the category of an ‘Iron Summon’. Iron Summons, to put the definition as plainly as possible, are animal or beast Summons that are not alive. They are simply compact collections of the caster’s Kanah. Emulations of the real creature.”

			Chandi raised her hand, which made Ika smile. “So . . .  are there Summons that are real, then?” she asked.

			Cinnamon pointed his staff at her. “I was getting to that, damn you!” 

			Chandi lowered her hand and returned to silence.

			“Anyways,” said Cinnamon, crossly. “The second category of Summons are real; living creatures that have agreed to be bound to you in some form or capacity. These are known as ‘Blood Summons’. This may shock you, but you two are also familiar with them as well.”

			“We are?” said Chandi.

			WHACK! 

			She covered the top of her head with her hands. 

			Cinnamon growled under his breath and continued. “Um . . .  the, uh . . .  the  . . .” He erupted into a physical fit, stomping his left foot rapidly on the grass. “I forgot what I was going to say. Curse you, Chandi. You were supposed to be my favourite!”

			Ika, trying not to be annoyed by that common comment, spoke up. “Blood Summons, Master. You just explained how they are real creatures, and you were in the middle of saying how we—”

			“Are actually familiar with them,” finished Cinnamon, nodding his head. “I remember. Thank you, my boy. Maybe you’re my new favourite.” 

			Ika took that rare moment to stick his tongue out at Chandi, who snuck a middle finger back at him. 

			“You have fought against someone who used a form of Blood Summon on you,” continued Cinnamon. “Vedara used his own version and you contested with it two years ago. I trust you recall quite clearly the inky black monstrosity you two told me about?” 

			They nodded. 

			“A real pain to fight that thing was,” said Ika. “But he had what seemed like three available. Three gravestones with markings on them. That weird human-like thing we fought was only one.” 

			“Indeed,” said Cinnamon. “That thing, however, was not a human at all. What you encountered was called a ‘Gursha’, a creature that comes from the Valil Mountains in the far north. They enjoy drinking human blood. They are resinous, gooey monstrosities. But they are not typically black. They are usually dark green. Vedara must’ve formed a bond with one of them at some point in his long life. The other two stones would’ve summoned two other bonded creatures.”

			He began to pace again, stroking his jaw with his paw. “You said the Curse he used was Shimio Ghadri. Hmmmm. Shimio means ‘Summon’ in Edamirin, and must always be said before using a Blood Summon. Iron Summons don’t require that, as Chandi can summon Umanja without needing to say Shimio. Iron Summons aren’t nearly powerful enough to require the extra word. But forming an agreement with a Gursha would be tricky. You both told me that Shimio Ghadri was the only thing he needed to say to bring forth all three gravestones. The only explanation can be that they were all of the same species. That is perplexing, as I know what you described to be a Gursha, and yet the inky part is weird. And I’ve never heard the word Ghadri before. Something is going on there that I don’t understand.” 

			Chandi raised a hand again. She waited until Cinnamon nodded to speak this time. “How does one form a bond with a creature like a Gursha? They don’t seem very friendly.”

			Cinnamon sat down now, shaking more water from his greyish brown fur. “Blood Summons require a form of payment, for lack of a better term. They enter into an agreement where, if the caster provides them with some sort of reward—most often food, but sometimes money—then they will fight for them for a brief period of time. They do nothing for free. If they see a benefit for themselves, then they will come when called. Vedara must’ve offered the Gursha a large supply of food or its own territory in order to gain its cooperation. But Gurshas are not intelligent enough to speak with, so I imagine he would’ve had to do something similar to training the monster. That could’ve taken him years to accomplish.” 

			“Do you have any Blood Summons?” asked Ika.

			“As a matter of fact, I do,” said the rabbit. “A few of them, actually. Would you like to meet my strongest one?” 

			The students bounced with excitement, voicing their willingness at the same time. 

			Cinnamon thrust his staff into the mud, standing up with a jubilant flame in his brown eyes. “Perfect. Sit exactly where you are and give me a second.” He turned away from where they sat, placing both paws on the grass. “Shimio Ganbomir!”

			The ground rumbled as if Wenworld was being shaken around from outside the Crystal. Suddenly a massive explosion of white smoke expanded from the middle of their pasture. From it emerged the form of an immense giant, his large blockish head peeking down at them from high beyond the treetops. He wore a dark green vest over his enormous belly, and beige overalls covering his lower half. He wore no shoes and his feet were vast and hairy. His hair was curly and sunlight blond, and his eyes were pale green. His hairless, boyish face was speckled with large brown freckles, each one nearly the size of Ika’s whole head.

			Ika had never seen a giant in real life before. He was quite sure Chandi hadn’t either. This would be yet another unbelievable story he could tell his mother when he came home. The thought of his mother soured his excitement, however. 

			“This is my pal, Ganbomir,” said Cinnamon. “Say hi, Ganbo!” 

			Ganbomir scratched his belly, which produced a sound like a massive tree falling to a forest floor. He blinked lazily at the group twice. He then raised his free hand, as large as a carriage, and stuck his pinkie finger up his nose, digging for gold.

			Cinnamon slumped. “He’s not really one for conversation. But he’s nice enough.” 

			“What do you give him in exchange for his cooperation?” asked Ika, truly curious about the answer to that. What could a giant this size ever ask for from a tiny rabbit? What could possibly sate him?

			Cinnamon smiled. “I’ll show you.” He slapped his paws together. “Venerali Ganbomir!” 

			With a shrill popping sound, a brown basket, easily six meters in height, appeared in front of the giant’s face. Ganbomir quickly caught the basket before it fell to the ground. It seemed to be filled to the brim with ripe green cabbages. 

			Good thing the rain was beginning to let up, as the downpour would’ve soiled the offering. Not that it would’ve mattered anyway, as Ganbomir, with a childish toothy grin, tipped the whole basket back and emptied the entire contents into his hungry mouth. He probably ate about two hundred cabbages in half a minute.

			“Ganbomir likes cabbages,” said Cinnamon.

			Ika laughed dryly. “Do you think?” 

			“That’s amazing, Master,” said Chandi. “How strong is he?”

			Cinnamon patted his own belly. “As a mountain, my dear. As a mountain. And as long as he gets his cabbages, he’ll fight Don-Galaga himself without flinching. He’d lose, obviously. But he’d still try.” 

			He yanked his staff back out from the ground. “I keep reserves of those huge baskets locked away in my mansion. I send them to Ganbo whenever I need him. Venerali means ‘Offering’ in Edamirin, and it must be said before the name of the Blood Summoning to give them their part of the agreement. Depending on how demanding the Summon is, Oracles can spend many hours of the day using Venerali to send offerings to their creature. Ganbomir isn’t too greedy, luckily.”

			As Ganbomir wiped his meaty arm over his slobbering face, Ika wondered something. “So what was the point of showing us all this?” he asked. “Are you going to teach us a Blood Summoning now?” 

			Cinnamon craned his neck to look back up at the giant. “Okay, Ganbomir, thank you! You can go now!”

			The giant dismissed himself, disappearing in another wave of smoke.

			When the remnants of the cloud were fully gone, Cinnamon’s confident face could be seen shining in the now emerging sun. “I am, in fact. Both of you are about to learn a Blood Summon. Ganbomir only works with Sun Affinity Oracles, so Ika can’t use him. But I have another that will work with anyone, regardless of Affinity. That is the Summon you both will be learning right now.” 

			The students looked at each other eagerly. Apparently they were in for a slightly delayed Crystmas present, courtesy of their master.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9: Shock Therapy
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			IKA, UNLIKE Chandi, had yet to learn even an Iron Summoning; the lesser of the two. Now he was about to jump straight to a Blood Summoning. He presumed there was no real learning curve when it came to these things. In order to get the more powerful Summoning, one just needed to be lucky enough to come across a creature who was willing to form a bond and participate through a mutual agreement. Now that he thought about it, that would be a tremendous case of ‘Right place, Right time’, as many creatures in Wenworld are more interested in consuming you than fighting by your side. Ika wondered just what animal or beast Cinnamon was so sure they could form a bond with today. He hoped the process of forming it was a painless one. 

			Cinnamon was now sitting close to the two students. They shaped a sort of circle in the now drying grass. “I’m going to summon the creature in question now. He is from a breed of animal in the far east, and is generally well-mannered. He can be a greedy Summon, however. If the two of you want to add him to your repertoire . . .  if you want to have him back you up in a fight, then you better make it worth his while.”

			“How will we know what he wants from us, Master?” asked Ika. 

			Cinnamon placed his paws to the ground, his staff laid behind his back. “I’m confident you’ll be able to figure it out.” 

			He closed his eyes for this one. “Shimio Buubonzu.” 

			An explosion of red smoke filled their little circle, blinding Ika’s eyes. He shielded his face by burying it in his elbow. When he felt it was safe to peek out, the red smoke had already cleared. Now, in its place, was a ten-foot-tall orange orangutan. Straddled between its long grey fingers was what appeared to be a banjo, faded brown in colour. The ape was sitting cross-legged, appearing like it was ready to play a song. 

			“Um . . .  hello there,” said Chandi, timidly. 

			The orangutan said nothing, but nodded sagely in her direction. 

			“This is Buubonzu,” said Cinnamon, gesturing to the lumbering animal with a paw. “He doesn’t speak; at least not any language that we would understand.”

			Ika slowly, and nervously, waved at it. 

			Buubonzu narrowed his dark eyes at Ika for a moment, seeming to study him. After a handful of seconds, he raised a large hand and waved back.

			Cinnamon smiled fondly at his Summon. “Venerali Buubonzu!”

			Another basket materialized in the air, this one significantly smaller than the one for Ganbomir. It fell with a wet thud into the grass. It was filled with long, bright yellow bananas. Buubonzu happily bounced up and down as he rummaged through the provided assortment. 

			“Bananas. Okay, got it. So as long as we give him bananas, we’ll have him on our side?” asked Ika. 

			Cinnamon looked perplexed by this assumption. “What? You think it’s that easy? No, my boy. No. The bananas are the agreement for after the bond between you has been formed. He demands a basket every time he is summoned. But he requires something else in order for him to even agree in the first place. Most Blood Summons are that way; the food is the tax, but the real work is the initial bond.”

			“So what does he require then?” asked Ika, growing impatient now. 

			Cinnamon suddenly looked a little nervous. No, nervous wasn’t quite right. It was more like guilty. 

			“What is it, Master?” said Chandi. “You’re creeping me out.”

			Cinnamon continued to look uncomfortable. He wouldn’t even meet their eyes now. He was staring at his large feet.

			Ika growled. “Oh, enough with the suspense, Master. What does the monkey want, for Meamara’s sake!” 

			Cinnamon looked at Ika. “Buubonzu, in order to be impressed, and therefore added to an Oracle’s list of Summons  . . .”

			Ika leaned forward, furrowing his brow. “Yeeeeees?” 

			Cinnamon leaned forward too. “Well . . .  he wants you to survive being struck by lightning.”

			The information was very delayed in solidifying for Ika. “I’m sorry?”

			Cinnamon shrugged. “He wants to watch you both get struck by lightning. If you come out the other side unscathed, or at least still able to walk, then Buubonzu will be impressed enough to act as your Summon forever. And trust me, he’s a great Summon to have.”

			Ika and Chandi shared an incredulous look. 

			“Are you  . . .” began Chandi, breaking the newfound silence, “. . .  out of your mind, Master?”

			Cinnamon grabbed his fuzzy stomach and laughed, the sound echoing through the forest. “Sometimes I wonder, honey. Sometimes I really do. But this is what you must do. Will you attempt it or not? Choose.” 

			“Okay, first of all,” said Ika, feeling his blood boil and his pulse quicken, “the storm that was just here has now past, so there is no lightning that can strike us. Are we supposed to sit here with this giant monkey until another storm comes through or something? 

			“Second of all, how do you propose we survive being struck by lightning? Please enlighten me, oh wise and powerful master. Are you trying to kill your only two students?”

			Ika went on ranting like that for another few minutes. 

			Cinnamon’s face was blank. He only spoke when Ika finally calmed down. “If you weren’t throwing a temper tantrum, I would’ve already explained it by now.” He sighed. “I don’t expect us to just wait here for another storm. There is another way you both can be struck by lightning right now.”

			Ika stayed silent, giving his master the time to continue. 

			“I’ll just use a Curse to bring golden lightning down on your heads. Easy enough, right? I’m sure Buubonzu would be satisfied with that.” 

			“Oh yeah, real pleased,” said Ika, unable to subdue his sass any longer. “He gets to eat his treat while Chandi and I get fried like chicken. Dinner and a show. What fun!”

			“Seriously, Master,” said Chandi. “How are we supposed to survive? Can we use Orisia to protect us?” 

			Orisia happened to be the strongest defensive Curse the kids knew. It covered their bodies in a powerful armour. Their versions of it had gotten much stronger over the past two years. 

			“Nope, sorry,” said Cinnamon. “Buubonzu won’t like that. No Curses to protect you.”

			There goes that reassurance. 

			Ika ran his hands through his orange and white hair. “I thought you said this Summon was nice. I swear I heard you say that.”

			Cinnamon picked up his staff and used it to point to a wide patch of grass directly in front of the orangutan, who was still gorging on bananas. “Enough complaining. Stand over there and gather your Kanahs around your bodies. Ika, remember how unsuccessful you were in harming your uncle, way back when we first chased after Kirga? You threw attack after attack at him but they did nothing. Gira didn’t even need to use a defensive Curse. His Kanah was simply that strong.”

			Ika and Chandi moved to stand at the position their master pointed to. 

			“I remember,” said Ika. “Are you saying our Kanah alone is going to save us from a damn lightning bolt? From you? You’re far stronger than the both of us.”

			Cinnamon stood in a strong stance, his long feet far apart. “I am. However, I’m not going to use the strongest lightning-based Curse I have to strike you. If I did, you both would be piles of dust. I’m only going to use one strong enough to satisfy Buubonzu, but just weak enough that it shouldn’t kill you.”

			“Shouldn’t,” emphasized Ika, who didn’t like the use of that word. 

			“Place your hands together and build that Kanah,” said Cinnamon. “Let’s do this!” 

			A scary black surge of energy engulfed Ika as he showed the progress of his meditation. Meanwhile, a green and gold gale was swirling around Chandi. 

			“Goood,” said Cinnamon, sounding proud. “Get ready, you two. Here it comes. Build as much as you possibly can. I know you can do it. I have faith in you. I happen to have more faith in the quality of my training, but still.”

			Buubonzu managed to pry his focus from the basket, now clapping wildly as a dark cloud formed above their heads. A thunderous crack shook the sky. 

			Cinnamon’s eyes suddenly shone gold. “Logibania.” 

			A thick bolt of pure gold cut the sky as it descended toward their location, splitting in two at the last moment to strike Ika and Chandi at the same second. An astounding burst of colours and smoke came from the impact.

			Ika, even with his eyes closed, knew exactly when the bolt made contact with him, as a nearly unbearable surge of pain ran up and down his body. It felt like every hair on his body was being burned off and his veins were gnashed and flossed between sharp teeth. He held his meditative state as his master’s Kanah from the attack and his own Kanah merged together, fighting for supremacy. A tug of war was taking place. If Ika’s control weakened, then Cinnamon’s offensive Kanah would overtake his body and cause severe damage. Perhaps even death. He had to weather this storm in order to prevent the worst. He had to remain focused, his energy unyielding. This was a very difficult thing to do. 

			The Ika Ivory of two years ago would never have been able to even attempt something like this. This Curse would’ve killed him. But Ika had come a long way. 

			After a while, Ika knew he had muscled through the bolt, as the pain in his body began to cease, and it was much easier to breathe. 

			He looked over to Chandi to see that she also wasn’t a pile of dust. That’s good. Though most of the ground beneath their feet had been scalded black. 

			“Well done, you two,” said Cinnamon, resting on his staff. “You didn’t die. You weren’t even atrociously injured. I told you I had faith in you.”

			“Actually, you said you had faith in your training,” said Chandi, stretching her back and wincing in soreness. 

			Cinnamon shrugged. “Yes, well, I stand by that.” 

			Buubonzu erupted with primitive cheers and ferocious clapping. He bounced up and down and screeched with applause. 

			“I’d say he seems satisfied,” said Ika, smiling.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10: The Joy of Reunion
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			CHANDI WAS very excited. She had a Blood Summon! She imagined the look on Ajith’s face when she learned about her granddaughter’s newest feat. She imagined Ajith would be proud.

			The group was now back on the road to Porshalla again. The flying city was not very far off. They would be coming up on the cliff Phiggy spoke about soon. 

			Buubonzu ended up accepting Chandi and Ika and forming a bond with them. The way this was done was, once Buubonzu nodded his approval to Cinnamon, the original summoner, Cinnamon spoke an Edamirin incantation while pressing onto the ape’s back. Once he removed his paw, ‘Chandi MorrowHill’ and ‘Ika Ivory’ appeared engraved into the orangutan’s skin. Now he would be obligated to come when called by either of them. Cinnamon’s name was also there, along with a few names the students did not recognize. It was clear Buubonzu was no stranger to serving as a living Summon for Oracles across the world. It was clear he was in it for his own gain rather than a willingness to help others; his own gain being endless bananas, of course.

			“Hey, Master,” said Chandi as they walked. “What’s the deal with Buubonzu’s banjo? How does that help in battle? Does he hit people with it?” 

			From inside the Gritka on her back came the response. “No, my dear, he doesn’t hit them with it. He plays it. You’ll see how it works if you have to summon him, which I suspect you will before this is done.” 

			“How are Keji and Pattamis doing down there?” asked Ika. 

			“They’ve just been sleeping like babies,” said Cinnamon. 

			Ika smirked. “I’m sure Pattamis is going to be upset he missed us getting struck by lightning.”

			The remainder of the walk was relatively easy. Chandi felt like she could take on anything after taking a bolt of lightning to the top of the head. She was still impressed by just how powerful the attack felt when it made contact with her. Master Cinnamon made it very clear the Curse he used to sate the orangutan was far from his strongest lightning-based attack. That thought alone was remarkable. Two years and she was consistently awestruck by the rabbit.

			“There’s the checkpoint Phiggy spoke about,” said Ika, pointing at a small grey building surrounded by guards in blue coats. 

			They had broken out from the forest and were climbing the final cliff to Porshalla. The view from where they now stood was breathtaking. Vast ravines dug deep into Wenworld below the flying city, snaking off in various directions. Crystalline waterfalls lined the inner walls of each long crater, seeming to glitter and dance like spectral waves of energy.

			“You there!” said a strong voice. One of the tallest guards began walking down the slope to meet them. “Who are you and what do you want?”

			The other guardsmen surrounding him appeared to be far less serious about their defence. Some of them were sleeping, and others were throwing rocks off of the cliff and watching them bounce down into one of the vast canyons.

			Chandi stepped forward, the better speaker out of the two teenagers. Ika was too quick to anger to handle this. “Hello. My name is Chandi, and this here is my friend, Ika. We are from a small town in the south. We are no danger. We are simply interested in travel; seeing as much of Wenworld as we can in our youth. Porshalla is a wonder that we believe all eyes must see for themselves. We’ve decided to make the trek t—”

			The tall guard waved his hand impatiently, as if to shush her. “Okay, okay. You came to the right place. This Waypoint can bring you to the city’s gates. But you need Teeth. A hundred Teeth, to be exact. Then you can enter; though I’m not sure why you’d want to. Do you know what has been going on around here these days?”

			Chandi took a moment to respond, as Phiggy had not told them they would need a hundred Teeth just to get in. That was odd, considering even the Capital City had no entrance fee. 

			“Uh, yes,” she finally said, answering his other question. “We know about the troubles here. Vaguely, but we know. We are familiar with dangerous places. The risk is worth the reward of seeing the flying city.”

			The man held out a palm. The lower half of his face was covered by a black cloth. “Teeth.”

			Chandi coughed. She looked over to Ika, smiling facedly as she did. He looked just as confused and anxious as she felt. 

			“Of course,” she said, taking the Gritka slowly off of her back. “I’ll just get this Teeth for you! You know, the Teeth you require in order for us to enter your city!” She said the words loudly, hoping that her master within would pick up on the obvious hint.

			Judging by the new look in Ika’s eyes, perhaps she overdid it just a tad.

			She removed the cork from the pot, doing so slowly so it wouldn’t fire off into the great beyond. That would certainly be a cause for suspicion. She stuck her hand into the Gritka, and luckily for them, she felt a bundle of hard Teeth find their way into her palm. Master had come through. 

			She pulled her hand back out and handed the money to the impatient man. “There you are.”

			The man took a minute to count the Teeth, an amount of time Chandi felt was just a little too long for such a small bundle of Teeth. Porshalla, so far, didn’t seem to have the most cutting-edge men at its disposal. Perhaps this was why it currently suffered the way it did. 

			“Very well,” said the man, putting the Teeth into his coat pocket. “There’s a fat man sleeping at the edge of the cliff. He’ll be sitting on a wooden chair. Wake him up and tell him you have clearance to Porshalla. He’ll help you out.” 

			Chandi strapped the Gritka back on and pulled Ika along toward the small grey building. “Thank you very much, sir! Have a wonderful day!”

			He said nothing in return. 

			The ‘fat man’ the guard spoke of wasn’t very difficult to find. As ‘fat’ in this case meant nearly immovable. The chair he rested on was more like a throne. The man had to be at least 600 pounds. Certainly no less. 

			Ika kicked at the enormous man’s black boots. “Hey, tubby! Get up!”

			Chandi gasped, yanking on Ika’s collar, forcing him to stumble behind her. “Ika, stop that! We are visitors here. It would be smart for us to be as polite as possible.”

			The obese man snored thunderously in the background. 

			“They don’t strike me as very polite to visitors,” said Ika. “So why should visitors be nice to them?”

			“Just humour me,” she said, cutting into him with dagger eyes. 

			Ika gestured for her to go ahead and give it her best shot. 

			Chandi did. She gripped the man by both meaty shoulders, needing to stretch as far as her arms would allow, and shook him hard. “Excuse me! Sir!”

			Ika sighed. She looked back briefly to frown at him. 

			While she continued to shake and shout at the guard, Ika walked over to a deep puddle that formed against the wall of the outpost that must’ve built up from the storm that passed. He used both hands to scoop out some murky water, bringing it over to them quickly. 

			Chandi glared at him. “Ika, what do you think  . . .”

			Ika pretended to trip dramatically. “Whoops!” 

			Chandi jumped out of the way, her eyes bulging. “Ika, no!”

			It was too late. Ika released the small collection of dirty water in his hands, letting it splash all over the rotund man’s face. 

			“Huh? Who . . .  whazit?” 

			The man sat up in his wooden throne. Rivers of dark water were running down and over his multiple chins. “Who are you?” he asked, looking at them with fear and confusion.

			Ika pointed to an archway of pale stone that sat near the edge of the cliff. “We are trying to visit the flying city. We were told that a fat man could help us get there. I can only assume that man must be you, unless there is someone else around here who fits that description better.”

			The man laughed, wiping his face with his blue coat. “No, that would definitely be me. Did you give Steepe the Teeth already?”

			“We did,” answered Chandi. 

			The man, with the effort it would take most to bench-press a cow, pushed himself up to standing position. His previously pale face went red through the process. “Come on, then,” he said, shuffling his way toward the archway. 

			Chandi caught a glimpse of his chubby forearms as he rose. She spotted the familiar tattoos running up and down them. He was a Runeworker for sure. They trailed behind him as he slowly waddled in front. 

			“So, what do you kids want to visit Porshalla for?” he asked. “Not really the best vacation spot, beauty as she may be.”

			“My uncle is waiting for us inside the city,” said Ika. “I haven’t seen him in years, and he is here on business. We would like to visit him. He should be on the safer side of the city.”

			“I sure hope he is,” said the large man, who actually turned out to be quite friendly. 

			Chandi felt extra bad about Ika splashing muddy water on his face. He wasn’t even mad about it. If Ika had water thrown on his face like that there’d be no living with him. 

			Ika turned his head to gaze at the white city, sitting in the air as if it was supported by the clouds. “We have heard a guy named Barrick runs a big part of the city. What’s that about, if you don’t mind my asking?”

			The man waved a hand. “No mind, no mind, my friend. Yes, Barrick Tendiga has ruined this once flawless city. Miserable runt, he is. I’d cry tears of joy the day somebody takes that man out. Whoever does will forever be known as this city’s saviour. The good people who still live here are just prayin to Meamara that he disappears by any means. It’s not easy for a lot of people to just get up and leave. They don’t have the money to relocate. And even if some of them did, they grew up here; they ain’t leavin. There is no one more stubborn than one who loves their home. It’s just sad what that home has become. Very sad. Meamara knows the Death Squad won’t do anything about it. They could take out Barrick in a single afternoon, but nope, Stultis makes too much money from this chaos.” 

			He stopped underneath the stone doorway. It was riddled with ancient symbols and Edamirin writings. “Sorry to depress ya with my ramblings. Here we are! Are you two ready to go?”

			“We are,” said Chandi. 

			The big man stuck out both hands for each of them to grab. “Then grab onto my hands and I can take you to the gate.”

			They did so at once. 

			“Here we go,” said the guard. A blue bubble of Kanah was lifted around where they stood. “Porseshin.”

			Chandi was becoming familiar with this breed of teleportation. It passed quickly and painlessly. No nausea. No headache or dizziness. No awkwardly falling on her face. All three of them landed gracefully on their feet on a circular glass platform. There were also glass stairs in front of the arch that led down to a long metal platform. That platform seemed to act as the main road into Porshalla. It led up to the central gate, which was gargantuan.

			The gate was made of two doors of polished white glass that had to stand to 170 feet at the very least. It sparkled and shined in the light of the sun, which was nearer here than in any city in Wenworld, as even the bottommost portion of Porshalla’s construction still reached 2,300 feet in the air. 

			The large man let go of their hands. “This is where I leave you. Follow that metal bridge to the door. Once you’re there, give it three good knocks and it’ll open right up for ya.”

			“That’s all it takes to get it open?” asked Ika.

			“Yep,” said the man. “One. Two. Three. And you’ll be right as rain.”

			Chandi stuck out her hand and the man took it gratefully. “Thank you so much for your help,” she said. “We never got your name.”

			The man blushed. “Bertritan. But my friends just call me Bert. And by ‘friends’ I mean everybody. Everybody calls me Bert.” 

			“Thanks, Bert,” said Ika. “Sorry about throwing water on your face.”

			So he did feel bad.

			Bert laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I know myself. I never would’ve woken up otherwise. You coulda shouted at me all day and I wouldn’t have budged.” 

			They all laughed. 

			With another few waves and goodbyes, Bert used his Runes to disappear through the stone doorway.

			“Nice guy,” said Ika. 

			“Yeah,” said Chandi. “Well done throwing muddy water on him and insulting him.”

			“Sorry, sorry,” he replied. “I don’t know why I suspected he would be rude like the other guy was. I won’t do something like that again . . .  until I inevitably do something like that again.” 

			They walked together down the glass stairs. The worst part about this was that, if you looked down while descending them, you could see right through to the bottom, thousands of feet below. That was enough to make anyone sick to their stomach. It didn’t help that there were no borders or barriers to stop somebody from walking too close to the edge and slipping right off. These stairs would be a nightmare in the rain. Chandi wondered how many accidents the city had in its long history. 

			Chandi dared to shimmy toward the sides, leaning to peek over. A flock of white birds flew by underneath where she stood, soaring out into the sunlight. Snow-tipped mountains and rolling woodlands lay before her sight. They went all the way to the Fogwall, obscuring any further view with a barrier of misty white. 

			“Easy now,” said Ika, holding out his hand to her. 

			“I’m fine,” she said. “I just can’t get over how beautiful this view is.”

			Ika kept walking down the stairs. “It is a great city. But we’ve got to meet Uncle Gira inside, remember? Come on. We can enjoy the city after we meet up with him.”

			Chandi pulled herself back from the view and followed Ika. “What was the name of the Inn he was staying at, by the way? I forgot.”

			Ika was the first to step onto the final metal platform. There was a metallic clang as he leapt onto it. “I believe it was called ‘The September Song’. It should be in the first district, not far from the main gate. That’s what it said in his letter, anyway.” 

			They walked another forty meters to stand before the massive doors. Chandi nearly lost her balance leaning back to look at the top of the gate. If someone were to jump from the top, they would splatter into a million pieces upon hitting the metal entryway. No doubt about that. The gate was larger than most buildings in the average town. 

			Ika walked up and knocked his knuckles against the white glass. One. Two. Three. After a few moments of silence, he looked back at Chandi. “I did what Bert told us. I have a feeling he was just messing wi—”

			The platform suddenly shook, as if a great wind had come through and was vibrating the entire city. Chandi had to cling onto Ika so she didn’t fall over. 

			Both doors pulled inward of their own accord, as if giants had ropes on the other side and were yanking them free. The city of Porshalla officially opened itself to their entrance. It took a full two minutes before the doors made their final stop, halting their motion with a loud bang as they met the limit of their hinges. 

			Ika entered the city first while Chandi steadily trailed behind. They walked onto the main road of the city, which sparkled pink and green. It was 100 feet across and lined with a kind of stonework that Chandi had never seen before. Each slab was perfectly rectangular; twinkling like it was made from compiled gemstones.

			The full unfiltered view of the city’s buildings and living spaces were now in open view. It reminded Chandi loosely of the inside of Grematorga Tower. Each district of the city rose higher than the last, overlapping one another—built upon vast protruding foundations of blue glass, making each district look like it was floating above the other. 

			Though the outer wall of the city was made of pale white stone, curving inward like an open dome, the internal structures of Porshalla were crafted from various rare metals and coloured glasses. Towering buildings of pure gold lined one street while pointed towers of gleaming silver lined another on a district above it. This city, at one time, must’ve been quite rich. Things were far less reputable in the current time, given the intrusion of Barrick Tendiga. But there was little doubt, now that Chandi could see it with her own eyes, that this city was a miracle of masterful assembly. 

			Not many Porshallan citizens stood near the main entrance, but only a few blocks inward and the population exploded. It seemed so far that they were mostly human. There were a few other races mingled in the masses: froglike men walking on meter-tall legs, fat purple fairies with black suits fluttering above street signs, hairy trolls dragging their luggage across busy streets, attempting to dodge incoming carriages pulled by massive brown bears. These things were present, as they were in most cities in Wenworld. But generally, the bulk of the people were human. 

			The humans were not dressed how Chandi imagined they might be when looking at the rest of the city. Many of them were not shy of wearing simple tablecloths. Tattered robes of faded brown and stained green moved together in herds. They weren’t well off, that much was transparent. They seemed to carry around most of their valuables with them. Old luggage bags were common amongst them. Some were old enough for the zippers to be broken, old clothes and packages of food falling out behind them as they strode along, heads down and faces stern with grief. It was a depressing site. 

			This was what Barrick had rendered the place to. It was a shell of what a city of this construction should be.  

			Chandi was suddenly overcome by emotion. This city is where they were headed that day. The MorrowHill family was on their way to Porshalla. They were nearly there, but Wriliara Bondiley made sure they never arrived. Chandi couldn’t help but feel a lump rising in her throat as she thought more about this fact. Here she was, standing exactly where she was supposed to be standing with her parents that day. Barrick hadn’t arrived to the city by that time, so they would’ve seen it in its old glory. Most importantly, they would’ve been together. 

			How did it go so wrong so fast? The course of her life was changed forever because of Wriliara. She wondered where she would be if he never ambushed their picnic. Would she have grown up in Turquoise Town? Almost certainly not. She would’ve continued to travel the world, never staying in one place long. Would she have enjoyed Crystmas mornings like she got the chance to at Ika’s place? Also no. would she ever have met Ika at all? That one was the most upsetting. 

			Even though she had happiness in her current life, she also had an aching hole that it would seem could never be filled. She missed her mother and father. Why couldn’t she just have them and all she has come to know? Why couldn’t she just live in that world instead? 

			That is simply not the way of life, she supposed. Life happens the way it is meant to, not how the living wish it to. She was sure that Ika wondered these same things. Why couldn’t he have the good parts of his new life and his sister and father? Life was a strange thing. A strange and cruel thing. 

			Ika pointed down the main lane toward a squared silver building with black wooden balconies. “I think that is the Inn Uncle Gira said he was staying at!”

			Chandi squinted to see a large square sign hanging from one of the black balconies. ‘The September Song’. That was the place, all right. 

			They walked down the main street, giving many ‘excuse mes’ as they pushed through the somber crowds. They came to the front mat for the entrance door of the Inn. It was a fuzzy purple rectangle that had ‘The Place for People Who Couldn’t Find Someplace Better’ written on it in bold white letters. Not really the best marketing strategy, Chandi had to think. She went first, pushing the tall wooden door open and stepping inside. Ika followed closely behind her. 

			The main lobby of the Inn was built from unblemished silver; the desk in front of them, the pillars attaching themselves to the ceiling, the ceiling itself, the railings, the tables, and even the chairs that were tucked in neatly beneath them. It was all shining silver. Chandi wondered how much Teeth it would take to buy a place like this. How could the populace be so tattered and distraught when they were living and working in buildings like this? She couldn’t make any sense of it. 

			A portly woman with pink hair leaned over the silver front desk to glare down at them. “Hello, there,” she said, her voice raspy like an experienced smoker’s. 

			“Hi,” said Ika. “Is there, by chance, a man named Gira Ivory staying at your Inn today? We are friends of his who have not seen him in a long while. We’d like to catch up. He sent us a letter that he was here, so he would welcome our company.” 

			Chandi was expecting the woman to ask for this letter, as she wouldn’t be allowed to just let two strangers walk in on one of her residents without proof of intent and authorization. This did not happen. The woman simply leaned back away from sight and said, “He’s on the second floor. His name will be on the plaque on the door.”

			Chandi and Ika looked at each other and shrugged, slowly tiptoeing into the lobby and toward the main staircase, half expecting this to be some sort of trick. They climbed the stairs and made their way into the second floor hallway. There were twelve doors before them; six on the left, and six on the right. 

			As they walked through, they noticed the silver (of course) plaques that rested on each door. They scanned for the one they were looking for. ‘Abigal Bursa’. No, that wasn’t the room. ‘Drake Menmi’, ‘Isaac Churchwater’, ‘The Cruz Family’, ‘Melissa Perrywinkle’. None of these were what they needed. 

			Chandi was actually starting to get nervous. She hadn’t seen Ika’s uncle in so long. She loved him dearly, so the thought of hugging him again was an exciting one.

			“There!” said Ika, running to the final door on the left. 

			He was right. Above the door read ‘Gira Ivory’. 

			“Kinda odd,” said Chandi, “that he would just use his real name so openly. Isn’t it? I mean, how many criminals has Gira put away during his time helping the Capital? You’d think he’d be a wanted man. You’d think there would be a long list of people who want to see him dead. And yet here is his name plate to where he sleeps at night.”

			Ika put his hands on his hips and nodded. “You know, you make a good point. My best guess is that he is so strong that he isn’t afraid of whoever might come after him. He is too powerful to even entertain the thought of hiding.”

			Chandi liked the sound of that. “You’re probably right. Any surviving criminals would have to be daft to personally seek Gira out.”

			Ika knocked on the door three times. 

			Chandi’s heart was beating fast. She couldn’t wait. 

			There was no answer from within. Frowning, Ika knocked again. Harder this time. Still there was no response. 

			“Maybe he went out to a restaurant or something,” said Chandi. 

			Ika bent down and rested his right ear to the door, then he stood up, shaking his head. There was a small smile on his face, though. 

			“What?” asked Chandi, desperately. “What is it?” 

			Ika looked at her. “He’s in there, all right. He’s just sleeping. I can hear him snoring through the door.”

			Chandi covered her mouth and giggled. “Really?”

			“Try yourself,” said Ika. 

			She took her turn bending down and putting and ear to the thick wooden door, the only thing that seemed to not be silver. She found that Ika was right. The sound of the snoring coming from within was potent and vicious enough to vibrate her soft earlobe. It was enough to peel the paint from the walls, surely.

			“Yep,” she said, standing back up. “He’s in there. I guess he was telling the truth in his letter. He really is waiting for us.”

			Ika gripped the doorknob. “Then let’s not keep him waiting any longer, shall we?” 

			She helped him by pushing on the door as Ika twisted the knob. Not only was Gira’s name plainly written on the door, but it was also open. The degree in which Gira didn’t attempt to conceal his whereabouts was staggering. There was next to no effort at all to hide himself from the public eye. He really must’ve been that confident in the weight that his name carried. 

			They pushed the door until it hit the wall closest to the bathroom. The room, surprisingly enough, was actually not silver. The floor was made from long rectangular wood panels and the walls were grey plaster. It wasn’t the most elaborate room in the world, but it had a cozy quality to it. The coziest part of all was the bed. It was king sized and made with a thick white duvet. The pillow covers looked like they were made from white fur.

			Laying in amongst the duvet and nestled under three pillows was Ika’s uncle. His signature white bandana was resting on a small desk next to him. His feet were hanging out over the end of the long bed. Gira was a tall man, after all. 

			“This is how you welcome us!” said Ika, having to shout over the sound of his uncle’s thunderous snoring. 

			Gira neither woke nor stirred from his lazy slumber. 

			Ika kicked the end of the bed, shaking it. “Uncle Gira! Come on! I’ve been looking forward to seeing you and now I’m questioning whether we should just leave you here and find Kirga ourselves.”

			“KIRGA?” 

			Gira shot upward into a sitting position in the bed, the duvet falling off of his shoulders and revealing his scarred and muscled body. Luckily he was wearing pants. “Who said Kirga? Where is he? I’ll kill him!” 

			He was obviously still groggy with sleep. 

			Ika rolled his eyes. “I said it, you lunatic. Ika Ivory. Your nephew, remember? We go pretty far back?” 

			Gira slowly rose from the bed. Since his bandana was not tied around his head, his messy black hair was freely hanging down beside his face. He looked like a completely different man like this. Still as handsome as ever, but strangely rougher without his hair pulled back by the bandana.

			“Ika?” he said, rubbing his eyes like his nephew was some sort of mirage. 

			Ika smiled. “Yes. It’s me. I got your letter. I got all of your letters. You said we could come if we were stronger. Well, Uncle, we are much, much stronger. Trust me.” 

			“I’m here too,” said Chandi, waving from behind Ika’s broad shoulder. 

			“Chandi?” said Gira, rubbing his silver eyes one more time. 

			He finally seemed to make sense of his situation. With a hoot of joy, he ran to scoop them up into a crushing embrace. He was so strong that he lifted them both from the floor, one in each hand, even with the added weight of Cinnamon’s Gritka involved. 

			Chandi laughed dryly through her pain. “It’s good to see you!” 

			Gira put them down, still smiling from ear to ear. “Meamara bless me! Look at the size of you two! What have you been eating?”

			Ika looked proud and self-congratulating. “We’ve been training hard. For this exact reason; to join you on the hunt.” 

			Gira’s eyes softened, almost sadly. “I take it your mother didn’t give the OK for this second adventure?”

			Ika made a ‘What do you think’ kinda face. 

			Gira gripped the boy by the shoulders, squeezing into them. “Look at the muscle you’ve gained,” he said, changing the subject. “I’m very impressed. You look like you ate the Ika of two years ago.”

			They all laughed. 

			Gira turned to Chandi now. “And you,” he said in shock. “Even you’ve put on some muscle. You look mean; ready to fight anyone. Well, Sun Affinity Oracles have a tough time being ‘mean’, per say, but you at least look the part.”

			“She’s plenty mean,” said Ika. “You should see her snowball fight.”

			She smiled. 

			Gira placed his hands on his hips. “And where is my little friend, the Prince? Did you guys leave him in Turquoise Town? Pattamis too; what about him?” 

			Chandi made note of the fact that Gira conveniently forgot to mention Master Cinnamon. Even though he seemed to praise the rabbit, however slightly, in his letters, it appeared he still didn’t hold Cinnamon in the highest of regards. A real shame. Chandi was hoping they could get along better by now. Cinnamon was like a real member of the family these days. She couldn’t bear to see him pushed aside by Gira, who she also admired and loved. 

			“They’re both with us,” said Ika. “They’re sleeping away the days in that Gritka. Cinnamon is in there too, obviously. You know, in case you were wondering about how he was doing.”

			Chandi couldn’t help but be proud of Ika for sticking up for Master in his own reserved way. That one snide remark was the most you were likely to get from Ika, but it was enough for Chandi. He and Cinnamon had come a long way over the past two years. There was trust there now. There was love, even. 

			“Ah, the king killer,” said Gira.

			Ika frowned at his uncle. “There’s no actual proof of that event happening, and Cinnamon has claimed he’s innocent. But whatever, hate him if you want. We’ll bring everybody out.”

			The Gritka was placed on the floor, leaning against the bed so it didn’t roll over. 

			Chandi pulled the cork off and shouted down the hole. “Guys, come on out! We’ve made it to the city! Gira is here with us and wants to see you.” She paused. “Well, he wants to see everybody but Cinnamon, but come on up anyway, Master. You should say hello!” 

			The pot rumbled and vibrated in its position. Seconds later three blindingly fast blurs fired outward. Luckily each physical form slowed down enough not to smash through the ceiling of the room. The pink-haired woman at the front desk probably wouldn’t be very happy if that happened. 

			Those three blurry forms were that of Cinnamon the Wenny Rabbit, Prince Keji of Kanakon, and Pattamis the hat. Cinnamon and Keji landed flat on their feet in perfect condition on the other side of the bed. Pattamis was not so lucky, falling flat on his face amid the furry pillows. Keji ran over quickly to pick his friend up and place him safely atop his head. 

			“There he is!” exclaimed Gira, running over to lift Keji in the air with a hug, spinning him around as the boy laughed. 

			After putting him down, Gira cleared his throat and took one knee. “My Prince, I am honoured to make your acquaintance once more. Being in your presence is a blessing I do not deserve.”

			Keji blushed and slapped Gira on the shoulder. “I’ve told you guys not to treat me like royalty. I’m no king.”

			“Oh, you are,” said Gira. “Very kingly indeed. Never forget it.”

			Keji gave him another hug.

			“You’ve gotten bigger as well,” said Gira, pretending to be crushed by the boy’s monstrous strength, which only made Keji giggle more. It was a blessed thing to see that boy happy. 

			“Yep,” said Keji, who was actually quite short for his age. “I’m eleven now, you know. Soon I’ll be taller than you.”

			Gira laughed. “I don’t doubt it.” He gazed upward to the boy’s head. “Good to see you after all this time, too, Pattamis.”

			Pattamis bowed his pointed end. “Good to see you too, Mr. Ivory. I’ll be glad to have some sensible company around here, finally.”

			“Say, Gira,” said Chandi, cutting in. “How come you have your nameplate on your door? Shouldn’t you use a fake name to avoid any unsavory types finding you?”

			Gira slapped his forehead. “Shoot. You know, I actually forgot to use an alias. Oh well.”

			“I take it back,” said Pattamis. 

			Cinnamon was keeping suspiciously quiet, something Gira clearly noticed. He walked over to stand in front of the brown rabbit, looking down at him. “Look who we have he—”

			Cinnamon covered his eyes with his arm. “Put on a shirt before you talk to me, you filthy pervert! Nobody needs to see that.”

			Gira looked down at his half-naked body. He sighed, walking over to a skinny closet to pull out a long-sleeved red shirt. He yanked it down over his shoulders. “Happy now?”

			“About as happy as I could be in your presence.” 

			The two of them locked eyes. The tension was enough to make everybody very uncomfortable.

			Ika cleared his throat. “So, Uncle Gira, here we all are. We’re ready to chase after Kirga. When do we set off? Also, how much do you know about Kirga’s plan to steal the Zyphur Spear? Do we know how he’ll strike first?”

			Gira, finally prying his burning silver eyes from Cinnamon, looked now to Ika, a smile slowly creeping on his smooth face. 

			“Thing is,” he said, pacing thoughtfully in front of Ika, “if you two have truly become as strong as you think you have . . .  you’re going to have to prove it to me first.” 

			“Prove it to you?” said Chandi. 

			Gira bopped her on the tip of the nose with his index finger. “That’s right, little missy. It’s time for a good ol’ fashioned test. If you pass my test, you join me on the hunt for Kirga. If you fail my test, I send your butts back home to Turquoise Town. Deal?”

			Ika and Chandi traded glances. 

			“Do we have a choice in the matter?” asked Ika.

			Gira folded his arms. “Nope.”

		

	
		
			Interlude: A Little of What You Fancy
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			THEY HAD made it within the flying city. It wasn’t a very difficult task, especially with Cocoa’s assistance. The depth of his teleportation was astounding. Kirga was moving along very quickly with his plan, thanks to that little black Wenny Rabbit. He knew it was the right choice to break him out of prison and save him from execution. The security of Porshalla was in such a bad state since the rise of Barrick Tendiga that Kirga wouldn’t have been surprised if Cocoa figured out a way to break himself out. 

			“I’m starving,” grumbled Vedara, standing at the edge of the tower their group stood upon. 

			They were currently in one of the highest districts of Porshalla. The golden tower they stood atop was over forty stories high, looking out over the sea of jagged buildings standing on their foundations of coloured glass. One of the districts that could be seen from this height had green glass acting as the base for its towers. Another district had red. Some had blue and yellow, others purple and pink. Each foundation holding up a tower or housing complex made from rare metals. 

			The tower they hid on had iron scaffolding wrapping around the uppermost portion. It was the sign of a long-abandoned construction project that would’ve began before the civil unrest ruined the city’s economy. 

			There were two black ravens sitting along the top bar of the scaffolding, tilting their heads from side to side as they stared at Kirga.

			Wriliara had his emerald hood up to hide his pale bony face. He was resting against a wall while stretching his long feet out over a bar of thin iron. “Quite a view,” he said. 

			Vedara grumbled. “Did nobody hear me? I said I’m hungry!” 

			His voice was low and threatening. It took a mighty will to not be put off-guard by the sound of it. The only two wills capable of that on that tower were Kirga and Wriliara. Cocoa, on the other hand, was quite unnerved by the hulking brute of a man. He flinched whenever Vedara’s tone sharpened.

			“I can try to teleport myself down to one of the lower districts and steal some food from a restaurant? Would that be okay, big fella?”

			Vedara said nothing, only stared out at the grey sky beyond the city’s looming walls. 

			After a while, Wriliara spoke up, his soft voice mingling with the high breeze. “How exactly does your Curse work, Cocoa? Everything has its limits. What are yours?” 

			The little black rabbit was resting on top of a prone pane of thick glass, held up by two separate sets of scaffolding. “I can perform a ton of great tricks with my Curse,” he said proudly. “But I gotta be careful not to push it. Imirar can let me teleport myself and others, but there is a limit to how much Kanah I can move from one location to another.”

			“So the limit is Kanah-based?” asked Kirga, stepping closer to where he and Wriliara were lounging. “I find that odd, considering the three of our Kanahs,” he gestured to himself and his two Apostles, “would be quite the sum indeed. That is a lot of energy you transported when you saved us from Pulkra. Just how much Kanah can you move?”

			Cocoa scratched at his eyepatch. “A good chunk of it. But I was barely within my limits when I got us out of there. The location of where I begin the teleportation is also an important factor. We were outside in an open area when we faced off against Pulkra. If we had been inside of a building that is, for example, Jinxed with a protective shield that prohibits the expenditure of a visitor’s Kanah, the results of our teleportation would’ve been . . .  messy. Imirar can go very wrong if I teleport myself or an object under the wrong circumstances. That is why you need to be super sure that I can get the Zyphur Spear safely from Kimiala’s vault. You need to lay out your plan a little clearer to me, Kirga, if you want my help.”

			“Yeah, wouldn’t the Zyphur Spear have a lot of Kanah attached to it?” asked Vedara, looking back. His purple cloak was billowing in the wind. 

			“It does,” said Kirga bluntly. “But if Cocoa has proven to be able to move all three of us, including himself, then he should have no issue taking the spear from the vault.”

			“What do we know about these vaults?” asked Vedara, with an impatient bite to his voice. 

			“Lord Kirga has been over this with us,” hissed Wriliara. He looked briefly to Kirga, checking nonverbally whether he had permission to clarify again, or if Kirga wished to do so himself.

			Kirga nodded solemnly to Wriliara.

			“Kimiala,” started the smaller Apostle, “have various vaults in cities across Wenworld. They are called ‘Eskarahms’. There are six Eskarahms in total. The one in Porshalla is known as ‘Eskarahm Four’. Eskarahm Four is where the Zyphur Spear is held.”

			Vedara looked back out to the skyline. He scratched at his head, as if still confused. “I take it Eskarahm is an Edamirin word.”

			“That is correct,” said Wriliara. “At least you aren’t incompetent enough to miss that. It translates to ‘Great Vault’. Simple enough for you?”

			Vedara spun sharply toward the other Apostle. His dark Kanah began to build around his massive body. Loathing singed in his purple eyes. “I could kill you right here on this roof.” 

			“You can’t and you won’t,” said Kirga, his voice cold enough to force Vedara’s Kanah back within his body. “There will be no fighting between the two of you while we are within the borders of this city. We do not need to draw attention to ourselves. We need to get Cocoa inside Eskarahm Four, past the guards that wait within, and into the proper room containing the spear. This task will require full cooperation between you two. It will require all of us to be at our best. Eskarahms are not one small room filled with forbidden weaponry. They are immense buildings that are heavily guarded. I was hoping the unrest that Tendiga has brought to this city would weaken the state of the vault’s security. I scouted it out yesterday while you all were asleep. It has not. The vault lies on the side of the city that still belongs to the Princess, so authority still remains intact enough to secure the building. Our luck is poor. If Tendiga had captured the vault’s side of the city instead, it would far easier for us to steal the spear.”

			Wriliara removed his heavy hood, unleashing his long grey hair. His green snake eyes gleamed in the shadows. “When does the heist officially begin, My Lord? When is our time to move?”

			Kirga gazed out at the city. “Soon. I’m still thinking over the best way to infiltrate. I have three different versions of a plan. The heist must go perfectly. There can be no slip-ups.”

			“Can you share with us the details of each step?” asked Cocoa. “I want to know our plan inside and out before the heist begins. All three plans, if necessary.”

			Kirga nodded. “Very well. Gather around, all of you, and I shall explain the sequence of events that must take place in order for this to work.” 

			Even the two black ravens appeared to lean forward and listen.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11: Gira’s Test

			[image: ]

			IKA WAS more than ready to prove to his uncle that he was far stronger now than he was when he fought Vedara. He was eager to see the look on Gira’s face. Two years ago Ika was tasked with harming his uncle while his Kanah was raised and outputted from his body. It was a very simple task. Ika was allowed to use any means to damage his uncle. By the end of the exercise Ika had not scratched Gira’s bare chest once. This was a humiliating failure Ika swore would never happen again.

			Today he had his chance to make up for that event, as Gira’s so-called ‘Test’ was one of combat. He told Ika and Chandi that, in order for him to let them stand by his side as adults, they would have to fight him first. 

			Cinnamon, Keji, and Pattamis had no objections to this proposal, as they would surely gain some lunchtime entertainment from it. They could eat a sandwich made from Cinnamon’s home kitchen while watching the three of them duel. It sounded like a fine arrangement.

			Gira made it clear he didn’t wish to duke it out in a dirty hotel bedroom, so he asked Cinnamon if the test could take place inside the Gritka. The island in the middle of the small lake within the confines of the Jinxed pot would suit nicely. 

			Cinnamon pulled the cork back off from his home. “I see no reason why not. This works best for me anyway. If you had your fight outside, I wouldn’t be able to watch. I would have to hide in here from suspicious eyes. There are probably wanted posters of me all over this city, even with the gang warfare tearing it apart.”

			“Speaking of that,” said Chandi, “how much do you know about the current state of things, Gira? I have to ask before we start our test. I’m curious.”

			Gira had changed his long-sleeved red shirt for a tight black t-shirt that hugged his muscles. His signature bandana was now tied comfortably around his head, concealing his messy black hair. 

			“I know quite a bit,” he said, stretching, as if preparing for some great exercise.

			This made Ika internally happy. If he was limbering up like this, it meant he was taking them seriously this time. It was flattering, but also worrying. How tough to fight would a prepared Gira Ivory be? That thought was enough to cause the hairs on the back of Ika’s neck to tingle. 

			“Barrick has ruined so many lives in this beautiful city,” said Gira. “I take it you saw a ton of people carrying large bags or pulling luggage around, yes?”

			“We did,” said Ika. “What the heck was that about? Where are they all going? And why do they look so dirty and poor?”

			Gira’s silver eyes lost some of their mirth. “Those people are carrying around all they have left to their name. Anyone you see carrying around something like that has just lost their home to Barrick’s gang. Chances are Barrick showed up and forcefully took their home from them. He has been doing that every day, taking more and more of the city as his territory. There are land battles going on constantly around here between Barrick’s followers and those who remain loyal to Princess Marnie. Marnie is literally the only reason the entire city hasn’t been lost to that maniac. Poor girl is breaking her back to keep her people as safe as possible, but there is only so much she can do on her own. Porshalla doesn’t have a bright future ahead of it. It’s sad, but unavoidable.”

			With that depressing conversation abruptly concluded, Gira rested his hand over the black hole atop the Gritka. “No more of that talk for now. I’m sure you’ll get to meet Princess Marnie yourself soon. You can learn about the situation from her own mouth. She will have a great deal more knowledge than me on the state of her city.” 

			After a final wave, Gira’s tall body began to morph and distort, shaking and shimmering like he had become a beam of light instead of a person. That new form began to grow smaller until it was sucked within the giant white, peanut-shaped pot sitting on the floor. 

			“Let’s get in there,” said Cinnamon. “I’ve trained you two well. Don’t embarrass me. I expect a good fight.” 

			“You’ll get one,” said Ika, placing his hand on the Gritka next. 

			“Good luck,” said Keji, with a trace of nervousness in his large eyes. 

			Ika winked, and was swallowed within.

			The preparation for the bout didn’t take long. It did take longer than Ika had the patience for, however, due to the fact that Cinnamon had to make sandwiches for himself and Keji. They had a big red blanket laid out on the bright blue grass of the small island. There was enough food in those baskets for more than just two. Cinnamon said a nice lunch was waiting for his students, as long as they passed Gira’s test.

			“So what is our objective in this fight?” asked Chandi, stretching her legs and bending to touch each of her big toes. 

			“It’s as simple as it gets,” said Gira, standing on the other side of the island of Ika and Chandi. “I am going to give the two of you an hour to make me bleed.”

			Ika paused in the middle of his own stretches. “Make you bleed?”

			Gira nodded and smiled. “That’s right, kiddo. All you have to do is make me bleed once. Even just a little trickle of it. It could be from my nose or from a cut, deep or shallow; as long as you draw blood.”

			Ika saw Cinnamon bouncing up and down with glee in his peripheral vison. The idea of seeing Gira bleed was probably too good to be true for the rabbit.

			 Ika didn’t even know why they disliked each other at this point. It seemed like, after Cinnamon saved their lives countless times, and Gira never once sold out Cinnamon’s location or hiding spot to Stultis, that the hatred was just for the sake of it at this point. It wasn’t even so much a hatred anymore—as it may have been in the beginning. Now it was simply an annoyance. Too many insults had been traded between them, each party holding a grudge about it. Their rivalry was a childish thing; fueled by ego and the carnal instinct to butt heads with someone equal to you in strength. Maybe there was secretly some bonding in it. Ika didn’t know. He never had any other male friends to bond with in the unique way that males do. Maybe this was normal.

			“A whole hour just to make you bleed, huh?” said Chandi, cracking her knuckles. “Then I guess we better say sorry in advance. Because you’re about to get your butt kicked.”

			Gira laughed. Hard. “Yes! I like to hear that from you, Chandi. Good stuff! Maybe you have been toughening them up, rabbit.”

			Cinnamon bit into his peanut butter and banana sandwich. “You’re about to find out just how tough they’ve become, big shot. My training is nothing to scoff at.” 

			“For their sake I hope you’re right.”

			The fizzing green water of the lake washed up and down the shore of the circular island. The sound of it washing back and forth was the only sound in the air leading up to Gira’s voice saying, “Are you ready to go?”

			Ika cracked his back and shook out his legs. “More than ready.”

			Gira gave a ‘If you’re sure’ kinda look. “All right then.” He paused, letting the suspense hold. “Then . . .  BEGIN!” 

			Ika and Chandi rushed Gira at the same time; Ika coming at him from the left and Chandi coming at him from the right. They called out a Curse in unison. “Porum Talel!”

			A tight rope of blue and black energy connected the two of them by their fists. As they ran toward Gira, sliding to a stop mere inches from where he stood, they flung their arms forward and made the rope lash out like a whip. It whistled as it cracked, causing a whining shrill sound that forced Keji to cover his ears. 

			Gira bent low, then jumped directly upward. He jumped so high he nearly hit the curving ceiling of the inner pottery. 

			Ika was expecting him to simply jump over their attack. Porum Talel was the perfect Curse for that eventuality. This was one of the first Curses Cinnamon taught them after recovering from the battle at Florian Tower. It allowed them to send waves of energy in any direction, not just the lash itself. The lash only acted as the focal point for the dense collection of Kanah. 

			Ika nodded to Chandi and they quickly whipped the glistening rope upward, cracking again in the air, this time causing a thunderous boom instead of a whine. The loud boom also created its own shockwave, sending waves of thick green water splashing up the white walls around the island, summoning what looked like tiny tsunamis. 

			Gira crossed his arms in an x in front of his chest, taking the full brunt of the wave of colourful Kanah that just crashed into his body. The force of the attack sent him even higher. This time he was so high that he bounced off the roof of the Gritka, falling back down to splash into the green lake. 

			“HA!” said Ika. He looked briefly to Chandi, smiling brightly, before looking back to where Gira plummeted. “Not so easy this time is—”

			Ika felt a tap on his left shoulder. That was weird. Chandi couldn’t get that close. Porum Talel required they stay at least two meters apart. He turned his head to see that his uncle was standing behind him with a bored expression, soaking wet.

			“How did—”

			Before Ika could finish his sentence, Gira jumped slightly upward, bringing up his right knee and slamming it into Ika’s face. Porum Talel was released immediately after this, and Ika now flew out into the lake, landing exactly where Gira just did moments ago. 

			“Not bad,” said Gira. “I felt that last one. But sometimes your opponent is far, far faster than you, Ika.”

			Ika emerged from the water, coughing and struggling to tread water while using one of his hands to wipe the blood pouring from his nose.

			Gira spread his arms out wide. “I’m fast enough that you can’t let your guard down. Even for half of a second. In the time it took for you to smile at Chandi, I had already jumped to shore and slipped behind you. Never let your guard down to celebrate. I thought you would’ve learned that simple lesson by now.” 

			Cinnamon bit again into his sandwich, speaking with a full mouth. “He’s right! You have to fight smart if they’re fighting fast! And I’ve told you a trillion times not to celebrate during a fight, you ignoramus!” 

			Gira shook his head to get most of the water out. His bandana had now turned a dark shade of grey. “A smart fighter is always the best way to be. You have to—”

			Chandi’s leg moved with lightning speed, kicking Gira directly on the chin. The blow sent his head spinning, which brought his whole body into a midair twirl from the momentum. 

			Cinnamon clapped with a burst of vigour. “That’s my girl! That’s fighting smart! There are no rules, just kick the bastard!” He rolled back with riotous laughter, nearly knocking over the picnic basket as he did. 

			Gira, his back finally making contact with the blue grass, slid across the ground, ripping out clumps of lawn as his body came to a stop at the shoreline. As he was getting up, Ika’s boot was there to meet his face. 

			This, Gira was not taken off guard by. He ducked, wrapping his left arm around Ika’s shin like a snake slithering up the boy’s leg. Gira gripped the upper thigh and stepped forward, throwing off Ika’s balance. He used his free hand to palm strike his nephew in the sternum. Ika soared back, falling at Chandi’s feet. 

			“Very good,” said Gira, sincere happiness on his face. “I’m already impressed compared to the last time we did something similar. Do you remember that, Ika?”

			Ika groaned as he rose to his feet. “I do. Unfortunately.”

			Gira put his hands on his hips. “You should be proud of yourself. I see great improvement from you two.”

			“You’re damn right you do!” shouted Master Cinnamon in the background. 

			Gira smirked. “But, as I’m sure you can tell, I’m still not bleeding. The clock is ticking. You’re going to have to do better than this.” 

			Time fell away while they fought. Ika and Chandi gave it all they had; Curse after Curse, and still Gira was never harmed enough to draw blood. They did hurt him, but it just wasn’t enough. This became very frustrating after the forty minute mark passed by. Forty whole minutes and nothing to show for it but some bruises and burn marks. 

			Ika rubbed on his sore arms and panted. This was torture. His uncle was simply too good. But if he wanted to beat Kirga, then he would have to rise to this challenge. Kirga would be close to Gira’s strength. Ika hoped, for his own sake, that the Hellcat didn’t turn out to be above it.

			“Getting tired, Kid?” asked Pattamis from the picnic area. 

			“Not at all,” said Ika, rather unconvincingly through his panting and heaving. “I will make him bleed before the hour is up.”

			“We will make him bleed,” said Chandi, sending him a threatening and disappointed look.

			Ika waved one of his hands, using the other to rest his weight on his knees. “We will. Yes, yes. You know what I meant.” 

			Gira, standing on the other side of the island, was far less out of breath or even injured as his two opponents. For every hit they gave, he gave three back.

			“You’ve got roughly twenty minutes left, if my internal counting hasn’t lagged somewhere.”

			Ika was impressed that he had been counting in his head while fighting for so long.

			“Is that about right, rabbit!” said Gira. 

			Cinnamon’s lunch was long done now. “Close. They’ve got eighteen minutes left, by my clock! Better hurry up, kids, your lunch is getting cold.” 

			Ika straightened up to his full height, taking in one mighty breath. “Chandi.”

			“Yes?”

			“Come here for a second. I think I might have a plan.” 

			Gira rubbed his hands together. “Oooooh, this should be interesting. You better make it a good one, Ika, or you’ll be on your way back home.” 

			Chandi limped over to where Ika stood. They huddled close. Ika whispered to her the details of his new plan. It wasn’t bad at all, if he was allowed to gloat. He did just come up with it in the middle of a fight, after all. 

			Cinnamon had taught him to always be thinking during a duel. Never let instinct take over, as some masters will tell their students. This was foolish. Your mind must always be sharp and it must always have full control over your situation. Those who rely on instinct get killed. 

			“That’s the plan?” Chandi asked, standing back up slowly.

			“You don’t like it?”

			She pursed her lip. “You know . . .  it’s not awful.”

			Ika smiled. “My thoughts exactly. You ready to test it out? If this doesn’t work, then we are well and truly screwed.”

			She stuck out her fist. He bumped it, then they departed, walking to create a circle with Gira.

			“I’m waiting,” he said, eyeing them both shiftily. “You don’t have much time left. Better put your best foot forward here. Don’t fail me.” 

			Ika steadied his breathing. He took a deep gulp of air, felt his chest build until it was as full as it would get, then he let the air out slowly through his nose. This had to be done in a very specific way. One faulty move from either of them and they would not be able to draw the blood they needed. In order for them to get that blood, the two of them would have to use a new Curse that Cinnamon had taught them. The Curse itself, all effects considered, wouldn’t normally be impressive enough to act as the final card up the sleeve. It wasn’t even very powerful. But for this particular situation, it was just about perfect.

			Ika lowered his center of gravity, entering a form of wide squat. Chandi, on the other side of Gira, did the same. 

			With clear and thundering voices, they spoke in unison. “Vesiri.”

			Cinnamon choked on air. “V . . .  Vesiri! This is your trump card? Oh, you stupid fools. Maybe my training isn’t so great after all.”

			Gira looked confused as their Kanahs began to build. “I . . .  what’s happening? What is Vesiri?” 

			“A Curse that is mostly useless against any actually powerful Oracles,” said Cinnamon. “I taught it to them more as a way to practice their Kanah control. No clue why they’re using it right now, but I’m very embarrassed about it.” 

			“Oh, shut up, will you?” said Ika, staying focused. His Kanah was building around his chest in a red vapour. 

			Gira hesitated, his eyebrow slowly rising. “Okay then.” He bent to prepare for a run toward Ika. “I guess I’ll just end this right now. Sorry, kiddo, but it seems you still aren’t ready.”

			He fired into a run, but even with his speed it was too late. He was trapped. The moment Gira moved from where he was standing, a dome of black and green energy—the mixture of Ika and Chandi’s Kanahs—captured Ika’s uncle within its boundaries. The stemming point of the dome came out from Ika and Chandi’s chests. As long as they remained squatted like that, they had him within it. 

			Gira surveyed the giant bubble with faint amusement. “Okay . . .  so now what happens? I’m positive I’m strong enough to just break this with one attack.”

			“So am I,” said Ika, a devilish sneer on his face now. “In fact, I’m counting on that. You have no choice but to pop this bubble. Every second that passes it will shrink smaller, until eventually it will suffocate you.”

			Gira faked a terrified face. “Oh no. Good thing I can just, you know, break out.”

			Ika saw Cinnamon slowly getting to his feet, a look of realization finally on his face. “I think I see what you’re doing, kid. Thatta boy! You’ve got this in the bag now. Well done. Well done, indeed.”

			Gira looked well and truly confused now. “Okay, can somebody explain to me what I’m missing here?”

			“I’d like to know that too, actually,” said Pattamis, who was now left sitting upright on the blanket while Keji was napping. The Prince had lost interest around the thirty minute mark. 

			“Uncle Gira,” said Ika, still holding his low stance, “let me tell you the story of when I first used this Curse.”

			“I think I’ll just break out now, but th—”

			“You won’t want to be doing that,” said Ika.

			“And why not?”

			Ika couldn’t resist the confident laugh that rose from his chest. “Well, you see, it’s possible to use this Curse with only one caster; it just happens to expand to a wider area when combined with two. Chandi happened to be the first one to test out this dome . . .  with me as her subject.”

			As Ika was talking, the dome above Gira’s head was getting smaller.

			“My first task was to use whatever Curse I could to break out of Chandi’s Vesiri. So that’s what I did. I used Delegora to manipulate my red lightning. You’ve seen that Curse before, you know what it does. Anyway, I ended up weakening the dome enough so that I could summon some Moon Kanah around my fist and just punch out.”

			Gira leaned on one hip, looking rather unpleased. “Yes? What is your point?”

			Cinnamon was giggling and stomping his feet with joy. Pattamis looked equally as perplexed and impatient as Gira. 

			“Would you like to know what happened,” said Ika, “after I successfully broke the Curse?”

			“I take it you’ll tell me anyway.”  

			“When I broke free from the confines of the Curse,” continued Ika, his evil smile growing, “I found myself on the other side  . . .” He paused. “. . .  covered in ash-like debris of some kind. It was grey and gross. It smelled awful. But at least I was out, right? Master Cinnamon told me that Vesiri expelled that pungent material when the dome was broken in an attempt to blind the Oracle strong enough to break free, giving the caster a momentary chance to strike again while they were disoriented. It is a simple and almost prankish addition to Vesiri.”  

			Gira sighed now, his thin eyebrows furrowing. “Very neat. I still fail to see the point you’re getting to.” 

			“Thing is,” said Ika, “that stuff completely ruined my training garment. Forever. We couldn’t wash it out no matter how hard we tried, so Master had to give me one of his extras from the house. My old one was ruined. And not only was the colour ruined, but after only an hour or so of trying to get the substance out of the fabric, it actually began to erode it. There was little left of it by the time we had to throw it away.”

			“Okaaay?” said Gira.

			Ika’s eyes stared his uncle down with a powerful resolve. “Uncle Gira, what is on your head right now?”

			There was the look Ika was waiting for. The realization, in the form of stark horror, came over Gira’s face.

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			“You wouldn’t.”

			“I would.” 

			Gira’s lower jaw was shaking and he shifted from foot to foot. “Ika, this bandana was your father’s before he was killed. It’s the reason I love it so much. This isn’t funny. You wouldn’t destroy it.”

			Ika’s smile faded, but his white eyes remained firm. “If you are staking my acceptance to the hunt for Kirga on this little test . . .  then yes, Uncle Gira, I would.” 

			Gira’s voice became angry. It was almost frightening. “Ika, drop the Curse.”

			“Nah, I don’t think I will.”

			“Drop. The. Curse.”

			Ika shrugged. “Sure. Just draw blood on yourself and I’ll stop the Curse right now.”

			“What?”

			“I said make yourself bleed and I’ll stop. I know my father used to wear that white bandana before he died. Trust me, I don’t want to wreck it forever. But if you aren’t going to let me avenge him and my sister, then I will. Draw blood now.”

			“Damn, kid,” said Pattamis from the picnic area. “That’s some cold efficiency. Good stuff.” 

			“My thoughts exactly,” said Cinnamon. “Very proud, in fact.” 

			Gira nodded to Ika, smiling softly, but also sadly in a way. After another few seconds he began to laugh. “Man . . .  you remind me so much of him. It’s truly a joy to watch you grow up and become more and more like Ikarus every year. But it also hurts.” 

			He bit down on his own lip, hard enough to cause a bright red bubble to form where his teeth punctured the skin. A thin trail of red slowly fell down his chin.

			Ika and Chandi stepped back at the same time, their Kanahs dissipating. The Curse was released and the dome of colourful energy disappeared in the air.

			“You passed,” said Gira, softly. “You are officially capable Oracles. Just capable enough that I won’t consider you a burden when I bring you along with me.”  

			Cinnamon cheered loud enough to wake the slumbering prince. “That’s my kids! Nice job, both of ya! You’re gunna make an old rabbit cry!” 

			Gira walked up to Ika and pulled him into a one-armed hug. “That was a good move, Ika. I’m sorry I got angry for a second there, but my anger only proved you were doing something right. You backed me into a corner and gave me no choice but to fight this duel your way. That’s what I have wanted to see from you. Fight smart if you can’t fight with brute strength. There are Oracles out there in Wenworld who are far weaker than me, yet can still beat me in a straight duel. There are many ways to play this game. You just beat me using one of them.” 

			He stepped back once, putting his hands on Ika’s shoulders. “I’m proud of you. Your father would be too.” 

			Ika suddenly felt like he was going to cry. It was a strange burst of emotion that built in his chest and threatened to break him down. He needed to take a few deep breaths and bite the inside of his cheek to prevent tears. 

			Gira went to Chandi and gave her a hug as well, telling her he was proud of her too. Chandi didn’t have the same instinct as Ika to prevent a sign of weakness at all costs, so she wept.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12: Devil in the Details II
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			CINNAMON THREW a glorious celebration inside his mansion for the passing of the test. Cake was baked and tall chocolate fountains were set across the long main table of the mansion’s middle floor. Bowls of bright candies and toffee were laid out to be enjoyed. 

			Keji ate from every bowl like it was his last day in Wenworld. Each of them sat in their own throne at the table, partaking in whatever they had their eyes on. It was a rich, yet very unhealthy selection—fit for such an occasion. 

			Ika was having more fun with his uncle than he had in a long while. It felt good to goof around and laugh with him, if only for a short time. Gira, for now, was his old self. He was telling jokes and showing a lighthearted side that Ika missed very much.

			Throughout the course of their junk food feast, Ika found himself wanting to hear a story from his uncle. Gira was the best at telling tales of Ika’s father, Ikarus, and his late Uncle Casey. Ika had many memories of Gira talking about the mischief he used to get into with Ikarus and Casey. It seemed like there was no end to the tales, as Gira rarely told the same one twice. Ika demanded to hear another while they celebrated.

			Thankfully, Gira was more than happy to share yet another adventure he had with Ika’s father.

			He quickly went into a passionate retelling of the time Gira and Casey had an arm-wrestling match that lasted for three hours. Ikarus had to eventually tickle Casey to get him to lose. Gira laughed while talking about it like it was the funniest thing in the world. Ika just enjoyed seeing Gira get so into retelling it.

			He then went straight into the time Casey thought it would be a good idea to lick a metal pole during the middle of winter because Ikarus dared him to do so. Alice’s parents needed to pour hot water over Casey’s tongue until it thawed. 

			Almost immediately after that, Gira linked that story to the time he, Ikarus, Casey, and Alice had the most intense snowball fight in history. Or, at least, that was how Gira described it.

			Many of these tales were from their childhood, as Uncle Casey had been like part of the Ivory family for most of his life. He didn’t actually share the same blood, but he might as well have. 

			Ika’s mother was often part of these childhood adventures as well, as she was a valued member of their friend group all those years back. It was how she met Ika’s father after all. 

			It was so obvious how happy it made Gira to look back on those days. It made Ika almost sad, as he was sure his uncle thought about his brother and his late best friend every single day. To know that they were both dead, buried in the dirt behind the Ivory house back in Turquoise Town, must’ve been agony for Gira. It broke Ika’s heart. He loved his uncle too much not to feel empathetic to that level of grief. He knew grief himself, of course.

			 Gira went silent for a minute, after he had worn out his enjoyment of the past. He eventually turned his attention to Master Cinnamon. “You did well training these two,” he said, unwrapping a piece of blue salted toffee.

			Cinnamon chewed on a giant gelatin carrot with reckless abandon. “Thank you. You’ve still only seen some of their progress. Their combat intelligence is just one thing that has been sharpened for better use. They are overall better Oracles now. They are no longer kids.” 

			“Sorry I missed the big moment,” said Keji. “I can sing a celebration song now if you want?”

			“No,” said Pattamis. “No singing. You have a lovely voice, kid, but using my Jinx to give you your music really takes the wind outta me. Save a good song for the right time.”

			Keji sadly dug his fist back into a glass bowl of candy corn. 

			“I may not be in the mood for a song,” said Ika. “But I would be interested to hear something else from you, Uncle Gira.”

			Gira, with a mouthful of toffee, made a surprised bark. “Huh? You want me to sing?”

			Ika laughed. “No, not a song. Since you’re already telling stories, how about a different one? The first time we went to Kanakon, right before entering Belasefka’s Kanah realm where we met Anwes the Beeky Tree, you told us a story about that girl . . .  Migra Morga.” 

			Silence came over the table.

			“I’d be interested to hear another story about her, if you have one. You told us the tale of Vedara and Alistair Morga was just one of many. You said she went on to be a menace in Wenworld for many years after that.”  

			Ika was hoping a change of topic would get Gira’s mind off of painful subjects. And he was genuinely curious about this girl. Now seemed like as good a time as any.

			Gira swallowed hard. He pulled out another candy and began to unwrap it. “Where do you keep all this crap, anyway?” he asked Cinnamon.

			Cinnamon gnawed on his gummy carrot. “I’ve got more cupboards in this house full of more food than I know what to do with. Besides, I’ve got a bit of a sweet tooth at times.”

			He was dodging the question. Ika hoped that this topic wasn’t also painful for him for some reason. He found it odd Gira would get so uncomfortable talking about it.

			Gira hummed while he popped the new blue candy into his mouth. After nearly a minute of silence, he spoke. “I’ve got plenty of stories about Migra, kiddo; enough to write my own series of informative novels if I wanted to. What would you like to hear?”

			Ika wasn’t quite sure what kind of story he wanted to hear, exactly. He just knew he wanted to know more about this elusive woman. The Morga family history was something Ika thought about often during the past two years. Belfaris Morga almost destroyed the Crystal when he fought Don-Galaga all those generations ago. What was it about that bloodline that made them so dangerous and unpredictable? Where did the bloodline stem from? What is it they want? Ika needed these answers.

			“What is the next story you know of about the girl that took place after the one with Alistair? What was her next act that gained her notoriety?”

			Gira’s eyes went sad again. They did that often during his first story two years ago. Ika remembered this well. He was sitting on the podium of Alistair Morga’s statue when he told it. 

			“The next event involving Migra I know of,” he said, his voice calm and soft, “was the execution of Darby Dennis, I believe.” 

			“Who the hell is Darby Dennis?” asked Pattamis. 

			Gira sat back comfortably in his tall throne. It was lined with blue silk. “Darby Ignuvald Dennis was a Prince of Porshalla many years ago; before any of you were born. Well, any of you except for the rabbit. He was still kicking before Darby was born.”

			Cinnamon hummed around a mouthful of gelatin. “I recall him. Gruesome story. A true one, too.”

			Gira looked down at his hands. “But anyway, Darby was no fan of the Morga family. The Morgas weren’t nearly as strong by his day as they were back in Belfaris’ day. The feared family was a shell of what it once was. Today the family is almost extinct, from what I can tell. You don’t hear much about Morgas these days. The bloodline has dwindled out.”

			He crossed his arms over his chest and rested them there. “Migra was very young when she made her way to Porshalla. She was barley a pre-teen. There was a decent number of Morganians—followers of the bogus religion that glorifies Belfaris—in the flying city. They caused a lot of headaches for Prince Darby. Once it became public knowledge that Darby detested Belfaris for trying to destroy the Crystal in the ancient tale, there were riots in the streets. Shops were burned and statues of Darby were pulled down with ropes and thrown over the side of the city to plummet to the canyons below. 

			“The politics in Porshalla were leaning very heavily toward support for Belfaris at that time. Many in the city, even if not followers of the inane religion, believed that Belfaris was onto something. They agreed that the Crystal is a cage that binds our souls; that we would be freed to eternal peace and happiness if we were to break from our confines. Some even believed they would be reunited with lost loved ones if the Crystal was no more. They believed that there would be no barrier between life and the afterlife. Both would be interchangeable in a way.”

			He leaned forward now, propping his elbows on the table and resting his chin on his hands. “There are some out there who think Lady Meamara is not our saviour, but our captor. They think she is evil for creating the Crystal.”

			“And what do you think?” asked Ika.

			Gira seemed to be taken off guard by this. “I beg your pardon?”

			Ika leaned forward. “I asked what you thought. Do you think Meamara is evil? Do you think some better existence is waiting beyond the Crystal? Do you think there is anything beyond the Crystal but darkness? I mean, we see stars when we look up into the night sky. But what even are stars? I’ve always wondered that.”

			Gira let out an amusing puff of air through his nose. “From what our scientists have uncovered at this point in time, stars are just illusions. It is said they are imitations of things that may have one time existed before Meamara put Wenworld in the Crystal. The stars we see when we look up at the night sky are nothing more than flashing lights. There is something sad about that; at least to me.” 

			Ika waited a few seconds before lowering his voice to a patient whisper. “And my other question?”

			Gira still said nothing.

			“Uncle Gira, do you believe Meamara is evil?” 

			“Ika, I don’t know what I believe,” said Gira.

			Chandi’s mouth went agape. “Gira!” she said, scandalized. “We pray to Meamara every day. Everybody does. We would all be dead if it wasn’t for her!”

			“How do you know that, Chandi?” asked Gira, a hint of frustration in his tone. 

			Chandi stammered, not able to formulate a response. 

			Gira sighed heavily. “The only person alive who has ever claimed to have met Meamara in person is Don-Galaga. Don-Galaga is the oldest living person in Wenworld. The four legendary animals are the oldest creatures, who were apparently also alive at the time of the Crystal’s creation; but there is no record of any of them claiming to have seen Meamara personally. Don-Galaga is the only one. I’ve asked him about this very subject many times. Do you know what he says about her? I mean have you heard it from his own mouth?”

			Chandi hesitated. “N-no . . .  I guess not.”

			Gira stared into her. “He has little memory of what happened and why Meamara created the Crystal. He only remembers that he knew her once, and that she did save us, in some great event he sees only flashes of. His memory of the time before this event is broken. How can I take that as truth?” 

			“And what about the First Generation?” said Ika, truly concerned by his uncle’s attitude. “What about our ancestors who were alive at the time the Crystal was made? They would remember Meamara, wouldn’t they?”

			Gira turned his steel gaze to his nephew now. “Memories gone. All of them. They passed down the story that millions of households in the world today worship, and they don’t even really know what happened. How do we know that Meamara didn’t have some terrible plan that put all of our ancestors inside of this Crystal Ball? We are supposed to know because they said so? Because they say they feel she was good and righteous in their hearts?”

			His voice was growing louder. Loud enough to make Keji flinch.

			“Don-Galaga doesn’t really know anything. None of us do!” He sat back in his chair slowly, taking a breath to steady himself. “So no, Ika, I don’t know what to believe. The Genmaga is the one who is prophesized to free us from our living lie. I’m almost certain that destroying the Crystal would kill us all. That is not what I want, if that makes you feel any better. But in terms of what strings are being pulled behind our eyes? I don’t know. Something tells me it goes deeper than we have been led to believe. Don’t automatically believe everything you are told. That is all I’m saying.”

			Ika couldn’t meet Gira’s eyes, so he kept looking at the table or at Chandi. Never in his life had he considered doubting the legitimacy of Lady Meamara. Never before had this viewpoint been brought up to him. All they had was Don-Galaga’s word, as the oldest man. But what if he was just . . .  wrong? Ika never stopped to consider it.

			“You were telling us about Darby,” said Cinnamon, clearly trying to get the conversation moving to anything but this.

			Gira coughed. “Yes, I was.” He wiggled in his chair, sitting up straighter as he maneuvered it to a more comfortable place below him. “Migra Morga became very popular among the anarchist groups in Porshalla during those years. Once they found out she was of the bloodline, she had their support easily. The thing that made Migra so dangerous was her intelligence. The girl was a genius by ten. She could solve equations better than professors with seven times her life experience in mathematics, could solve IQ test puzzles in a faster time than most in the world, could learn new Curses and pick up on new Kanah tricks as effortlessly as breathing; and most of all . . .  the girl was a born liar. She could lie like no one else under the sun—now or ever.

			“It was her skill in manipulation that brought about the downfall of Darby Dennis. In the first two years of her arriving in the city, she had formed a militia group known as ‘The Sons of Morga’. She gathered these followers so quickly by way of her manipulation Curse, not just her own silver tongue. If you recall my last story about her, it was her ability to turn people or creatures into her own thralls that caused the destruction in the village of Jahan. She used that ability on the Kensral, Vedara. The Sons of Morga were no different. 

			“At first their goals were simple: remove posters and destroy newspaper stands that were promoting the chastisement of Belfaris Morga and the Morga family, therefore cleansing the populace of the lies of Darby and those who opposed the idea that Wenworld was a prison. Soon, however, their goals became more violent. They were responsible for several assassinations of Porshallan officials, hanging them from street posts around the city. They burned down a mansion on one of Darby’s personal estates, killing seventeen politicians and four children. That was the event that got the past king’s notice. You know, Vulcris Aberdam? The king Cinnamon presumably killed.”

			Cinnamon wrinkled his whiskers.

			Gira took a few pieces of candy corn into his mouth before carrying on. “Don-Galaga and the Death Squad were sent to Porshalla to handle these Sons of Morga. After all, Don-Galaga had more than enough experience with that family. Remarkably, even with every member of the squad searching the city, Migra was not found. This was nothing short of impossible. It was later discovered that Migra was using her new Curse, Uma-Gibra, to elude the detection of the squad. This is the same Curse we spoke about in Kanakon. The Curse she is said to have created herself.

			“This cat and mouse chase went on for a total of two months. There was little Migra could do but hide from place to place. She could not make any political moves or hold any secret underground meetings with legions of Morganians as she could before Don-Galaga’s arrival. However, this disappearance, right when her support was beginning to grow in the city, was all part of her plan. When the Sons of Morga broke into the various Darby estates, they uncovered and stole numerous documents that revealed some not-so-favourable things regarding Darby’s current rule over the city. 

			“It was made very clear, through signed parchments now passed out to the public, that Darby was in favour of stripping away the rights of those who supported Belfaris Morga. It was common, and still is, for folks to pray to Belfaris in the same way we do for Meamara. Any citizens in Porshalla who were found praying to Belfaris, by word of Darby, were to pay more taxes to Vulcris in Kanakon than those who prayed to Meamara. And not only that, it was also made public by the Sons of Morga that Darby was actively covering up evidence that Belfaris was actually born in Porshalla, nearly a thousand years ago, when the city was far grander than it has been in these past few generations.”

			Ika had stopped eating by this point. He was too focused on the story to care about chocolate. Prince Keji was also listening intently, though evidently not intently enough to prevent his continuous eating. His face was covered in chocolate smears.

			“Belfaris was born in Porshalla?” asked Ika.

			“Yes,” said Gira. “That wasn’t the only part Prince Darby attempted to hide. There were also pieces of evidence found that proved Belfaris was not as evil as he is said to be in mainstream Capital media. Belfaris was a hero in Porshalla during the days of his youth. He fought for marginalized communities of races that saw less income than humans did at the time; he was one of the leading activists at that time for the preserving of the forests that still stand around the city to this day, as they were being torn down and burned at remarkable rates, according to the documents. He even saved a neighbouring village from their routine of being pillaged yearly by a gang that worshipped Meamara.

			“All of these things were painting a different picture of the man than the one his supporters were being forced to hear about in every newspaper throughout their cities. Belfaris supporters always suspected there to be some great conspiracy going on, and now they had the proof that they were right all along. The true heroics of Belfaris were being suppressed.”

			Chandi cleared her throat. “But, Gira, didn’t you say you hated Belfaris when we were in Kanakon?”

			“I never said I hated him,” answered Gira. “I simply said his final assault on Kanakon, where his legendary battle with the Dalada and Don-Galaga took place, was an unnecessary temper tantrum that cost many lives. I was right about that. Whether Meamara was the hero or the villain when she sealed Wenworld inside a Crystal is irrelevant, really. Because we’re here now, right? What can be done about it? Destroying the Crystal will kill us, I believe; so lashing out and attempting to damn us all because nobody listened to you is rather unwise. He could be right about Meamara. Or he could be wrong. But trying to break our Crystal is not a good idea, no matter what transpired in order for its creation to happen. Innocent people died because of Belfaris’ invasion of the Capital.” 

			Ika rubbed at his chin and frowned. He knew after his meeting with Stultis, the current ruling king of all Wenworld, that there wasn’t much hope to be placed in powerful politicians; but the lies plaguing Porshalla run sickeningly deep. If Belfaris was a good man, somewhere in his heart, then that should be known to the public. All sides of the man should be examined, not just the bad parts. And the stuff with the mistreatment of Belfaris supporters? It was just wrong, especially if some of those people may have had ancestors who were saved by Belfaris. It wouldn’t be a surprise for those stories of heroism to be passed down by the affected families involved in each event. 

			“Now that the truth was out about Darby Dennis, there was a swift revolution taking over the city. Even though it began with Migra using people as her thralls, it ended in some form of justice. Such is life, I suppose. What is any good movement without some hint of bad, and vice versa? Anyway, a massive wave of support for Belfaris’ followers swept in. This support, however, was not consisting of peaceful protests and strikes. The streets of Porshalla ran red with blood. Those who were on the fence about the whole Meamara argument had now chosen a side. Darby’s lies ran deep, and now that the full damage they caused was out to the public, there was no stopping what followed.

			“Once Migra’s possessed thralls threw the first stone or stabbed the first official, it didn’t take much for the furious mobs to join in; especially after the city guards fought back, killing innocents in bloody clusters. The people, who were already fired up, went into a frenzy when Migra made her glorious return, leaving her cursed realm of Uma-Gibra to lead the oppressed people to topple the corrupt, Meamara-worshiping government.”

			“What about Don-Galaga and the Death Squad?” asked Chandi. “Couldn’t they have stopped the madness?”

			“Most certainly,” replied Gira. “But only if they were given orders to do so by the King, which they were not.”

			Ika was puzzled by this. “Wait . . .  why not? Why did Vulcris just let them tear the place apart?”

			Gira tapped his finger nails on the table, amused. “Because, my boy, that is the nature of politics.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Ika.

			“It’s simple; the King saw no gain for himself in the riots and killing that Porshalla would suffer . . .  until Darby’s secrets were revealed to the public, causing that massive outrage. The Capital City receives a significant source of income and trade from Porshalla. The political climate there is important to the Capital. The way the rest of the world sees what takes place there is also important. Before the truth was revealed about the Prince, the riots, and especially the violence, could be swept aside as purely unnecessary and a threat to be eradicated. This is why Migra hid during those periods. But once that truth came out, the minds of the people had collectively moved toward revolution. It was seen as something that needed to happen. Therefore, Vulcris bit his tongue and let the madness reign, just to keep his own image as one who is unambiguously against corrupt rule and the mistreatment of the innocent. Total and complete nonsense.” 

			“How did it end?” asked Keji, biting his nails.

			Gira bit the side of his lip. “The masses pulled Darby from his home and beheaded him in front of his children. Migra stood tall on a podium of stone—left from a torn-down statue—encouraging the bloodshed as justice. The people screamed her name in praise as if she was Belfaris reborn. One of the blood, returning to save the lives of those who supported the blood. The young Morga stood in glory, all the while Don-Galaga and the Death Squad watched, unable to do a single thing to stop it.” 

			“All that,” added Master Cinnamon, “and she was only a little older than you, Prince Keji.”

			The blond boy’s eyes went wide. “Whoa.”

			“Whoa indeed,” added his hat. 

			Ika was, yet again, fascinated by this girl. He was fascinated by the Morga family, period. There was so much twisted history there. What was it about that damn family? Where did they stem from? What makes them so powerful? Ika had been thinking on and off about Migra for a couple years now. He wasn’t sure if the evil girl could get any more enthralling, but after hearing this story, it was clear she was beyond what he ever could’ve guessed. 

			The part of this story that disturbed Ika the most was actually not Migra herself, but the idea that Meamara might not be what everyone thinks she is. Who’s to say who is right on this old debate? According to Gira, Don-Galaga can’t even be trusted on this matter, as he has no real memory of the forging of the Crystal. 

			Ika could pull his hair out wondering what lies beyond. Is there anything outside of the Crystal? If so, was Meamara protecting everybody from whatever it was? So many questions; questions asked for over a thousand years with no answers in sight. It was maddening.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13: The Sanfron Trio
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			IKA AND Chandi took quick showers in Cinnamon’s mansion before everyone headed back out into the city. Chandi felt magnificent overall. Hearing Gira tell her he believed she was truly ready was an honour. She couldn’t help but cry when he hugged her. She wanted nothing more than to find Wriliara, but she loved Gira like a second father; his blessing on the subject lessened a great deal of weight on her shoulders. It just felt good to be trusted and respected by someone she trusted and respected. 

			The first stop the group made when re-entering the city was to a nearby clothing shop. Gira was nice enough to buy her and Ika some new clothes that weren’t Master’s typical all-black training garment. It felt good to wear some actual colours again.

			Ika was purchased a thin white sweater with an orange hood and orange patches on each shoulder. He was also gifted with some baggy black pants. Chandi was outfitted in a lace, long-sleeved purple shirt and a pair of skin-tight white leggings.

			Keji, who was now resting in the Gritka again, didn’t want any new clothes. Cinnamon had spares for him in the mansion anyway. And Master Cinnamon, well, he didn’t wear any clothes to begin with. 

			“So,” said Ika, checking himself out in the reflection of the store mirror, “where are we pushing off to next? What is our first step here?”

			They were standing in the middle of the crowded streets now. Chandi was wearing the Gritka on her back, swaying her body in various directions to avoid smacking into any pedestrians strafing by her. She couldn’t help but feel bad, seeing all the people with bags and long burlap sacks filled with clothes and food. So many homes must be lost daily here.

			Gira weaved elegantly through the throngs of people while Ika and Chandi struggled to keep pace. “Our best place to head now would be right to Princess Marnie. You two should meet her and get the rundown on our current situation. She will speak mostly of Barrick, but what happens with Barrick affects what happens with Kirga.”

			“How so?” asked Ika, grunting as he was shoved aside by a portly man who was weeping into a red rag. 

			Gira stepped back momentarily to guide Ika by the shoulder through the next cluster. “The civil war going on right now determines which faction controls which part of the city. Right now Marnie’s men still control the district where Kimiala’s vault is. They call it ‘Eskarahm Four’. That is where the Zyphur Spear is being held. As long as we still hold that area, the vault will still be heavily protected. But if Barrick manages to capture that territory, then all the secret and forbidden artifacts within will most likely be taken into the hands of him and his people. This, as I’m sure you can guess, would be very bad for the Princess.”

			Chandi was getting the hang of shifting her body weight while carrying the Gritka through a crowd. She had worked her technique into a sort of dance. It looked funny, but she wasn’t bumping into anybody. 

			“Why doesn’t Kimiala just use the weaponry inside this ‘Eskarahm Four’ to fight back against Barrick’s uprising? Why do they leave the artifacts unused?”

			“That’s a damn good question,” said Ika, sounding impressed. “A question I would normally ask. Look at you, Chandi. No messing about.”

			She shrugged. “I may not encourage mass violence, but it seems this city is well past that point. Might as well fall on the side of combat efficiency if combat is what’s on your plate.”

			Gira turned his head to smile at her. “As much as I agree with you wholeheartedly, honey, there is a reason the weapons are hidden away to begin with. They are absurdly powerful; so much so that the general consensus from all forms of government in Wenworld is to have them sealed away, never to be put in use. Some of those artifacts aren’t even weapons, per say. You may find an amulet that, if worn, will cause an unrelenting thunderstorm to always hover over the head of the wearer, a torrential downpour following them wherever they go. Kinda useless, but ridiculously powerful. You see my point.”

			He gave a dirty look to a woman with a large purple top hat who bumped into Chandi without giving an apology. “Or you may discover a fruit that, if eaten, causes the consumer to grow to be the size of a mountain. Although, at that size they would not be a beast of terror and strength, but an immovable pain-ridden mass of regret and ineptitude. Useless, but again, very powerful. Inside that vault right now is the spear that Dremagon used to kill the Black Raven and absorb her strength into himself. For obvious reasons, that weapon is too powerful for just anyone to get their hands on.”

			Chandi found herself agreeing with that sentiment. She didn’t like the idea of anybody having the Zyphur Spear, let alone Kirga the Hellcat. Of all the hands a weapon like that could fall into, Kirga’s would be the least desirable. 

			Gira led their walk for another thirty minutes or so as they climbed the districts. Sadly, the crowds of people looked even less well as they pressed deeper into the city. When at first they were holding their clothes together with worn stitches, now those stiches were holding their faces together. The citizens this deep were riddled with ghastly scars on their faces and arms, some of them very fresh. Every now and then a stretcher or two would be carried by, some poor soul moaning and thrashing around atop it. They were close to the combat zones now. That much was distressingly apparent.

			The main road spiraled upward now around the base of a tall building of white glass, like a cylinder of iridescent ivory that speared into two upper quarters. Derelict buildings of grey stone lined the spiraling walkway. Many were held up by wooden scaffolding, rotted and feeble. Green tarps were pitched up to create makeshift tents where wounded guards and civilians were resting, being fed sips of soup and healing elixirs by those who were lucky enough to be thus far unscathed. 

			The two quarters above their heads were standing on massive foundational blocks of black brick. There was a long banner of bright red that extended from the right side of one of the quarters to the left side of the other reading ‘Combat Zone. Do not trespass in this territory, or risk death.’

			“I take it we’re very close to the fighting now,” said Ika, sounding almost nervous, which was quite unlike him; usually he was the first stubborn, hot-headed fool to waltz into these situations thinking he was beyond it. Perhaps getting smacked around by a weakened Vedara really did do the trick in humbling him. Chandi sure hoped so. 

			Gira scanned the rooftops of the nearby buildings. “You are correct. So close, in fact, that Barrick’s men can probably see us right now. Keep on your toes, both of you. Things are very dangerous in these parts. One second things are fine, and the next somebody is dead.”

			Chandi swallowed a lump of anxious saliva. “So what, pray tell, are we doing here?” 

			Gira gestured for them to follow him over to a massive black tent set up next to a pile of glass and rubble. “Because this is where our best chance of meeting the Princess will be. She spends every single day on the front lines. She commands her troops and sets up defensive perimeters that allow the surviving citizens to flee from their homes and seek refuge in the lower districts. She’ll be around here somewhere.” 

			Gira bent to lift the thick flap as he escorted the kids inside. The tent was filled with three guards, suited in thin black armour and armed with tall spears. Only one of them was wearing a helmet. It was tall and black with red feathers sticking out from the sides. The face of the man couldn’t be seen, as the helmet covered all skin. There was a long horizontal slit where his eyes should be. It seemed to glow dark red.

			Gira walked up to this man. “Captain Lynch, I presume? My name is Gira Ivory. Do you happen to know where Princess Marnie is at this moment? I sense many Kanahs on the other side of that banner. Barrick is watching this position. I hope she knows that.”

			The man curtly nodded to the other two guards, who promptly left the tent. “Gira Ivory? I know that name. If you are here, does that mean the Dalada are nearby? We could use even one of them right about now.”

			Gira ran his hand along a wooden table that sat in front of the captain, his fingers brushing the large white map of the city that the men were mulling over. 

			“No. As far as I know, no member of the King’s squad is present in the city.”

			Captain Lynch sighed. “Sad to say I am not surprised by this. Stultis cares nothing for our troubles, as long as they don’t trouble him.” He took the map in his hands and began to roll it up. “And yes, Mr. Ivory, I am well aware they are watching. What business do you have with the Princess?”

			Gira stood a full head taller than Lynch, having to look down at that blazing red slit. “Well, it just so happens we have some information regarding your effort that Marnie should really be aware of. We suspect there is a man in this city right now who could cost you your hold on Eskarahm Four. I’m sure you can understand why Barrick taking a foothold there would be very bad for everyone.”

			Captain Lynch choked on a hurried breath. “W-w-what evidence do you have of this claim? What man do you speak of?”

			“I speak of the Hellcat,” said Gira.

			Lynch said nothing for a few seconds. “The . . .  Hellcat. You mean Kirga? The Genmaga?” He erupted into a fit of soft laughter, shaking his head. “I don’t think the Genmaga poses a very serious threat, Gira. I must say, you had me worried for a moment there.”

			There it was again; the constant misjudging of Kirga. Chandi tried to fight the frown that was taking over her face, not trying to seem rude to a Porshallan officer. Everywhere they went there was a unified feeling of ridicule toward Kirga. The title of Genmaga, and the lacklustre reputation that comes along with it, have tainted any kind of fearful notoriety that the Hellcat could possibly gain. 

			What made Chandi angry, though, was that these people didn’t realize ridicule and underestimation acted as a great advantage for Kirga. It is always better to be underestimated. It keeps him out of the range of the Death Squad. These fools couldn’t see that. Kirga was strong, and he could do whatever he wished so long as he didn’t kick up too much dust. So far he hadn’t actually offended Stultis in any way. He was seen as a petty criminal. The murder of Ika’s father and sister in a backwater town wouldn’t even faze Kanakon, nor would Kirga’s other minor skirmishes and assaults throughout Wenworld. He was finding Kensral who were willing to fight for him, meanwhile everyone was carrying on as if there were bigger things to worry about. 

			Barrick, she supposed, was one of the reasons Kirga could move with the ease that he did. It was events like Porshalla’s civil war that drew the spotlight. But nobody seemed to understand that what Kirga was planning was worse than anything Barrick could do to this city. Granted, they still didn’t have a full grasp of the man’s entire plan themselves. But he was well on his way to stealing the Zyphur Spear and killing the only remaining great raven. The fact that nobody else took it seriously was exasperating.

			“I am perfectly serious right now,” said Gira, sounding as annoyed as someone ought to be when being met with this same reaction every time they begin this conversation. “I must warn Marnie of what may be coming. I have met the girl before. She knows me and will vouch for me. She will believe me, even if her command does not.”

			At that moment, a bang echoed in the courtyard outside their tent. Chandi covered her ears to subdue the pain it caused. There was also a strong gust of wind that sent the black folds of the tent flying about, giving Chandi a brief glimpse of the outside streets. 

			A cool blue light shined over the entire area made up of the two quarters, as if the sun above the city had turned to ice. Chandi could see hundreds of pairs of feet from beneath the tent’s flap, running downward toward the staircase that brought them up originally. There was screaming and crying as pedestrians fled for safety.

			“Outside, now!” cried Captain Lynch. A gloriously clear horn sounded from one of the nearby towers, crisp and euphoric, like the howl of a deific wolf. “We are under attack.” 

			They emptied out of the tent quickly. Chandi scanned the environment for the source of that blue light. She looked up to see a man in a long golden coat casting a Curse. A ball of energy was amassing between his outstretched hands. It was growing fast, the heat from it getting worse. Chandi could feel the heat on her face, even this far away. 

			“One of Barrick’s men!” yelled Lynch over the screams of the fleeing hordes. “He is using that Curse as a first strike. He will blind us with it, then throw it at us to do as much damage as possible before his reinforcements arrive! There are others waiting to make their move. We must be ready for them to come right after that man’s Curse has been disbanded or used to completion! This is a frequent tactic of theirs!”

			Gira stood ahead of their little group. He looked back at Ika and Chandi, using his right hand to cover the piercing light. “What do you say, kids? Care to show me how far you’ve come in actual combat? These men will try to kill you. Can you handle them yourselves, or do you want me to take them out?”

			A jolt of nervous yet thrilled electricity surged through Chandi’s chest. She looked to Ika and nodded. 

			“We can handle it,” they said at the same time. 

			Gira smiled. “That’s what I like to hear. I’ll stay right here and watch. If things start to go bad for either of you, I will step in before anything can happen.”

			“No,” said Ika, his voice harsh. “No training wheels. Let us handle this completely; that means no backup of any kind. I don’t care if one of them is about to cut my throat. We need to face combat without a safety net.”

			Gira said nothing, only stared at his nephew with blank eyes. In the background, the ball of blue was burning brighter by the second. 

			“Promise me,” said Ika.

			Gira put down his hand and took a single step backward toward the tent. “Okay, kiddo. It’s on you. I promise.” 

			Ika grinned. “All right, Chandi. Let’s get to work.”

			After Chandi gently set down her master’s Gritka, they ran off in the direction of the dilapidated building the man stood upon, leaving Gira and Captain Lynch behind. 

			Chandi ran up a fallen brick wall, leaping off the ramp it created and soaring into the air. “Meresdash!”

			Flowering out from her left palm was a long, bright green lash. It churned and wiggled in the air, before tightening as Chandi threw her hand downward. The lash acted as a whip, reaching Barrick’s man within half a second. The lash wrapped itself around the man’s left leg. The building he stood on was small enough for the lash to reach him with Chandi’s feet returning to the ground. 

			“No more of that,” she said, yanking her arm hard in the direction of the tent. 

			The man was pulled off of the roof and was now freefalling toward the hard ground. His giant ball of Kanah now disappeared, the blinding blue light now fully gone. 

			As the man in the golden coat was nearing the ground, Ika pushed out both hands in his direction. “Likilia Vorma.” 

			A beam of red Kanah fired from his hands and crashed directly into the falling man’s chest, sending him through the building’s lower window with a resounding CRASH!

			Even though the two of them had taken care of the first assaulter, a cry of war rose up around them. The reinforcements were initiating their attack, distraction present or no. 

			“No!” said Ika, gesturing for his uncle to stop in his tracks, who was in motion to run to their assistance. “You promised!”

			Gira held out an arm to prevent Captain Lynch from joining the fight as well; something Lynch didn’t seem too happy about. He was speaking harshly into Gira’s ear, but they were standing too far away for whatever he was saying to be heard. 

			“Yeah!” shouted Gira over Lynch. “I promised when it was just one distraction and maybe a few stragglers. Do you hear those cries? That sounds like twenty men at least. That was not the deal!”

			Chandi had to agree about the number of men. It was difficult to sense their Kanahs, as there were countless Oracles between the two quarters. Some Kanahs belonged to the city’s guards, some belonged to citizens who were looking for anything but a fight, and some were, indeed, Barrick’s followers. It was too muddled to pinpoint the amount of men on that side, if you were judging it by Kanahs alone. 

			“We can handle it!” yelled Ika. “If it makes you feel better, this time you can jump in if things go wrong! Deal?” 

			Gira was still holding back the captain, who was surely chewing Gira’s ear off with reprimands. 

			“Fine, damn you!” answered Gira, ignoring Lynch completely. “I’ll be watching. The second anything goes wrong  . . .”

			“Yeah, yeah,” said Ika. 

			Surely enough, dozens of raging men came sprinting out from the piles of debris and shadowed alleyways. They were clad in no unified garment or recognizable armour. There were green cloaks, brown leather jackets, long black coats, and even bare chests. The men had mostly tanned golden-brown skin, as was most common in Porshalla; but some were pale white or dark brown, indicating they were born in other cities. 

			There weren’t many weapons among the groupings coming at them. This led Chandi to believe they were sufficient in wielding Kanah. Any who plunge into a fight without weaponry must be confident in their Curses. It was a simple but effective way to tell how much danger you were in. If you happen to be surrounded by thugs in an alleyway, but they have knives in their hands, chances are you can sweep the sidewalks with their faces. But if they corner you with nothing but bare hands and confident smiles? Well, you’re probably in for a proper duel. 

			“Ika,” said Chandi, hastily. “Use Allada! Rain down on them!”

			“Way ahead of you.” Ika clapped his hands together over his head, a spark of red electricity emanating from his forearms. “Allada.” 

			The swarms of attackers slid to a stop, looking up at the black cloud coming to form above their heads. Before any of them could summon a defensive Curse, glowing purple raindrops, long and sharp like glassy stilettos, fell upon them. Each drop created a massive explosion upon impact. Bodies were thrown into the air, kicking and screaming. Men flew through windows and crashed into tall piles of rusted metal and ashy stone. 

			A few of the attackers were lucky enough to dive away from the impact of Ika’s Curse, firing Curses of their own at the boy. Where Ika faltered, Chandi was there to make up for it. She used her green lash to sweep along their ranks; this time striking with tremendous force rather than attempting to wrap around their bodies. They too were sent flying in various directions. Already the bulk of the assaulting force was scattered and beaten.

			Ika turned back to his uncle, his hands now on his hips. “How was that, then?”

			Chandi looked over to see Gira’s impressed reaction. She found no such thing. Gira’s face had gone ashen pale. It took a few seconds longer than Gira for her face to fall equally white. She watched as Ika slowly came to the same realization. They could sense more Kanahs now, slower than Gira did. Simply put: too many for them to handle.

			Gira moved to them so quickly that Chandi would’ve missed it if she decided to blink at that moment. He pushed Ika back to where Chandi stood and leaned against them both with his back, guarding them from the direction of the incoming force. Lynch ran up to join their little huddle. 

			“Okay,” said Gira, his voice shaking. “That is a lot of men. Deal’s off.” 

			The cry of the re-reinforcements now boomed in the air. It sounded like nothing short of a small army. There was a small squadron of Porshallan guards running up the grand stairway. They must’ve been warned of the attack by the civilians who retreated to the lower levels. This was encouraging, but they still didn’t number enough to halt the wave that was coming. 

			“Their Kanahs seem stronger than the last bunch,” said Ika, squinting hard. “At least from what I can sense.”

			“They are stronger,” said Gira. “Much stronger. There are ranks among Barrick’s followers in the same way you would find ranks among any military force. Barrick must really want to capture this point.”

			Chandi could hear the collective running steps of the coming force, echoing throughout the network of dark alleys and reverberating out from the tall buildings. The sound was like the galloping of a hundred horses on dry mud. It was terrifying, yet oddly exhilarating. 

			“We must retreat right now!” said Captain Lynch, clinging to Gira’s shoulders like a child trying to get the attention of their father. 

			He doesn’t seem very regal or commanding at this moment, thought Chandi. 

			“Too late for that now,” said Gira. He raised a hand above his head. “Sivuragnah.” 

			A dark red vapour formed in front of him, materializing into a curving shield. It blocked an array of black arrows that descended on the group. 

			Chandi didn’t even see that attack coming until Gira blocked it. The arrows were not the typical shafts of wood and tips of steel. When they made contact with Sivuragnah, they evaporated into black mist. They were arrows formed of pure Kanah, meaning they would cause far more damage than the traditional variant.

			Some of those arrows feel upon the guards that ran to assist, killing at least four of them. Chandi gasped as their bloodied bodies struck the floor. The arrows were so effective that they managed to leave substantial holes in the torsos of a few of those guards. One of them even tore the arm off a man who still lived, writhing in pain and crawling to find cover behind a wall. 

			“We can’t beat them all,” said Chandi.

			A new feeling swept over her now. She was sensing another kind of Kanah. It felt like three Kanahs, potent and intoxicating. It was a calming sensation, making her feel like everything was going to be okay—even in the current chaos. This power was staggering. She thought, for a moment, that these Kanahs reminded her of Gira’s. Whether or not they were truly stronger than Gira’s was not something that could be fully discerned through sensing only. But, at the very least, they came from Oracles who could be considered cut from the same cloth as Gira or Master Cinnamon.

			Gira looked back at her, the colour back in his face now. He appeared relieved; deeply and gratefully relieved. 

			“We don’t have to,” he said. He used his free hand to point upward behind their position. “Because they will.” 

			Chandi twirled around to see three tall figures standing on top of a wooden gate to the leftmost quarter. The sun behind their heads made them appear like spectral shadows, looming over the city. The shadow on the left was burly and wide, with long braided hair flowing in the breeze. The shadow on the right was tall and thin, with a bald head silhouetted in the golden light. The shadow in the middle was shorter than the others, with long hair held down by ribbons. 

			“Who are they?” asked Chandi, still feeling rather calm. Their Kanahs were dizzying.

			Captain Lynch hooted with patriotic pride. “The Sanfron Trio! The jewels of Porshalla! They have come. They have come to end this battle before it begins. Hail them, young ones! Hail them and remember them well! They are the pride of this city and the pride of Princess Marnie Jubagvi!”

			Lynch was on the brink of tears as the shadows leapt into the sky, falling down in front of their fortified position. Gira was even confident enough to lower his Sivuragnah.  

			Swarms of Barrick’s followers stormed out of the alleys with murderous gleams in their eyes and hungry smiles on their lips. They had to come out of the alleys in single file. The three men stood in the center of the courtyard, patiently awaiting their arrival.

			Now that they were under clear light, Chandi could see them fully. The husky one with the long braids had black hair and scars covering his pale skin. As he was scanning the incoming waves, Chandi spotted his eyes. They were coal black, and his jaw was sharp and protruding. He had a menacing grimace to him. He looked like a man who had seen many fights. If he was one of the so-called jewels of Marnie, then that would be something safe to assume. 

			The bald man was not just so on his head; he was implicitly hairless. He had no eyebrows and no leg or arm hair. He was wearing lighter garment than the other two: a thick black vest and grey shorts tied at the hip by an orange cloth that floundered beside him as he stood. His eyes were insipid green and his face was almost boyish. He did not look like he had seen many fights, but the unique kind of smile he was wearing while staring at a small army of men wishing to kill him had the same effect as the large man’s scowl. 

			The shortest of the bunch had sinuous auburn hair, silken and clean. His face was delicate and unscathed, yet his eyes were tinted red—and they were as calm as only someone with great experience can possess. He wore a grey jacket that buttoned up to just below his pink mouth. His hands were covered by silky white gloves and on his feet were tall white boots, strapped down by six black buckles. 

			“That is Gurmick Vinker,” said Captain Lynch, most likely noticing the fact that Chandi was staring. “He is the leader of the Sanfron Trio. He is one of the main reasons this city has yet to be overrun completely. Aside from Princess Marnie herself, of course.”

			“What are the other’s names?” she asked the officer, who still shrank behind the broad shoulders of Gira. 

			“The bald mole-rat-looking man is Solomon Drez. He is a deadly Oracle. He is both feared and respected among the people and officers of Porshalla. To contest him in one on one combat would be a choice most unwise.”

			Lynch pointed now to the biggest of the trio. “The large one with the braided hair is Fafkun Jarvis. He frightens Barrick more than anyone else in this city. Fafkun has sworn to tear Barrick limb from limb. If given the opportunity, I have unyielding faith that he will do so.” 

			As the throng of men now closed around the trio, a bright white light began to shine out from Gurmick, their leader. Chandi could see he was saying something. She could also see the other two were following along, mouthing the same words. The white light began to take form over their heads. It rose and transformed into the image of a towering white dragon, horns long and bowed, and eyes piercing gold. It roared with its ethereal head titled back to the skies. The soundwave struck against Chandi’s chest like a drum. The fear that grew in the eyes of the attackers was instantaneous. They knew they had walked into something dreadful. They knew they had met their end. 

			The dragon, which was formed by the amalgamation of the three glorious Kanahs, brought its long face back down to breathe a wave of golden flame over the courtyard. It swallowed the enemy forces and burned their bodies to charred crisps. Lying in the street now were roasted-black skeletons with loosely hanging remnants of charred red meat strung between bones. 

			One collective Curse had ended the battle, swiftly and without clemency.

			Chandi covered her eyes to avoid witnessing the men’s deaths, but she noticed Ika was smiling at the summary and effective destruction. He seemed thrilled by the power of this notorious trio. Chandi was glad to have them on the side of the good guys, but she was far from thrilled about the death of any man. Death was not something to smile about. Watching Ika do so troubled her. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 14: Candy Council
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			IKA COULD hear his own heart pounding in his chest. Who were these people? He heard Captain Lynch call them ‘The Sanfron Trio’. Ika had never heard of such a group. After witnessing their prowess in battle with his own eyes, he felt ashamed he had no knowledge of their existence. Lynch also seemed to praise them as lords of the revolution. It was clear that Barrick Tendiga must fear them very much. He would have to be a pitiful fool not to. The trio made a hell of a first impression. 

			The men who Ika and Chandi had subdued were not killed by their Curses, only left unconscious; Ika made sure of that when he used Likilia Vorma and Allada. Normally those two Curses would easily be enough to kill someone, but Ika made the choice to use less of his Kanah when manifesting them, thereby not turning their bodies to mush. He had no intention of spilling any blood that didn’t belong to Kirga the Hellcat. But this Porshallan trio? They clearly had no mercy for the wicked. They wiped Barrick’s men out without blinking. Yet, judging by the colour of the dragon they summoned together, they were Sun Affinity Oracles. That was puzzling to Ika. It was rare for those born under the light of the sun to be so cold. Unless they weren’t truly cold. Unless they just hid their sorrow for the dead behind stone faces, letting it out in the solitude of night. This is what Ika suspected. 

			Sun Affinity Oracles were predisposed to compassion. It must be a hard life for these three men to live; left with no choice but to kill, but hating the killing itself. That was a special kind of prison that Ika did not envy them for living in. But when your home is ruined and evil men seek to erase what it once was completely, perhaps that level of forced brutality is the only option you have. 

			The three men walked leisurely over to their group. Gurmick, the one with the auburn hair, led at the front. 

			“Gira Ivory, I take it?” he said, eyeing Ika’s uncle calmly. 

			Gira stuck out his hand. “I am him. Gurmick Vinker, I presume? It is nice to finally meet you. Porshalla has sung your praises for many years.”

			Gurmick looked down at Gira’s hand for a moment before shaking it softly. “I am him, yes. It is a pleasure to meet you as well. My praises do no reach so far as yours. Don-Galaga himself speaks highly of you when he is here.”

			“He and I share a long and . . .  complicated history,” said Gira.

			Gurmick’s ruby red eyes sparkled, though his face remained impassive. “That alone makes you a man worthy of interest. Speaking once with Don-Galaga is considered a great honour—and more importantly, an outstanding rarity. The man does not converse openly with many. To claim you have a long history? Well, it is enough for people to imagine their own stories.”

			Gira’s mouth smiled but his eyes were emotionless, the opposite of Gurmick’s approach. “People have been making up stories about me for a long time. Some of them true; most of them not.” 

			Gurmick gestured to his left. “This here is Solomon.” The bald man gave half a bow, never taking his eyes from Gira. “He is a quiet one, but he gets the job done.”

			Gira nodded once to him.

			“And this,” said Gurmick, throwing his thumb over his right shoulder to indicate the daunting man behind man, “is Fafkun. Though I am the leader of the trio, Fafkun is thrice the killer I shall ever be; and even thrice the Oracle. He is deadly; though not the smartest man alive, I must admit.”

			Fafkun punched Gurmick in the upper arm, and Gurmick made a face as if his toes had been crushed by a sledgehammer. 

			“Nice to meet you as well,” said Gira to Fafkun.

			Fafkun nodded. “I would love to train with you sometime. Your prowess is known to me.” 

			“It would be my pleasure,” said Gira. “But I’m afraid we have more pressing matters on our hands. I would very much like to speak with Princess Marnie.” He turned to Gurmick now. “Would you be so kind as to escort us to her? Me and my company would feel truly safe under your guidance. These are dangerous sectors.” 

			Gurmick studied Ika and Chandi, his red eyes squinting. “Very well. You may follow me.” 

			It only took a ten-minute walk for them to arrive at where the Princess was supposedly stationed, according to Gurmick. They left Captain Lynch behind at his post. He had men to command and new battles to fight. His business in that zone was far from concluded. 

			They came before a small blue building that was shaped almost like an egg, rounded at the top and bottom—but flat only where the doorway was carved. There were no windows and no other entrances than the thin white door built into the front. Behind the building was a grey statue of a bear standing on its hind legs. It nearly tripled the size of the egg-like structure. The building was built in the middle of a forked road. Both streets on either side were empty of any traffic. No people, no carriages, no commotion of any kind. These were sections of the city dedicated to conflict. They were no place for pedestrians.

			The streets were made from light blue stone, rough and matte. The sidewalks that hugged each road were pale white and riddled with broken glass and splintered wood. The price to refurbish these areas—were the madness to end in Porshalla—would be a substantial one. Much destruction had taken place at the hands of Barrick. These were all homes to innocent people at one point. It was sad to see a duo of main streets be so abandoned. No doubt they were bustling in finer days. 

			Gurmick knocked on the white door, waiting for a response. Solomon and Fafkun stood closest to their leader, attached to him like two shadows. 

			“Password,” said a cold voice coming from within.

			“Esra Bivuhaja Marnie,” said Gurmick.

			That sounded to Ika like Edamirin. It was always a lovely language to hear spoken, though few did so fluently. Ika wondered if every member of the Sanfron Trio knew the language, or if it was just Gurmick. 

			The door was pulled open slowly. A Porshallan guard scanned their group with anxious eyes. 

			“Who are these others with you?”

			Gurmick stepped slightly aside, a show of subtle sincerity that he wasn’t trying to hide them

			“With me is Gira Ivory and  . . .” He turned back at Gira, leaving room for him to finish the introduction. He most likely just realized he forgot to ask Ika and Chandi’s names. 

			Gira stepped forward, but not close enough to cause alarm. “The boy is my nephew, Ika Ivory. The girl is his friend and loyal partner, Chandi MorrowHill. We wish to speak with the Princess.”

			Gurmick turned back to the guard at the door now, his face asking unvoiced for approval.

			The guard looked Gira up and down. “Gira Ivory, eh? I thought you’d be taller.”

			Gira seemed a little put off by that; perhaps even offended, which almost made Ika start snickering. 

			The guard moved from their way and allowed them passage inside. The room they stepped cautiously into was filled with soldiers. There were maps on dusty grey walls and chairs set up surrounding a tall wooden podium. 

			To and fro busy men scuttled around the main hall of this peculiar building. Though the outside appeared curved and spacious, the inside was tight with a series of small rooms connecting to the entrance hall. This was not due to any Jinx, but instead the internal carpentry of the building. The outside was made from what appeared to be a glossy blue porcelain. Meanwhile, the inside was built more akin to an old-fashioned hotel. This was the place where Marnie’s main force held their meetings; that much was clear by the amount of detailed maps found about. They planned punctiliously. The Porshallan forces were anything but flippant about this revolution. 

			“What did you say in Edamirin there, as the password?” asked Ika.

			Gira nudged him with his arm, but Gurmick smiled softly. 

			“Long live Marnie,” he answered.

			“All right, men!” called an ariose voice, shocking the room full of soldiers into attention. 

			A young woman rose the stairs to stand at the podium in the center of the room. She wore a sky-blue dress that buttoned at the chest and ended just below the knees. Not exactly combat gear, but she wore it well. Her boots, however, were similar to the grade issued to the soldiers around her, making her overall attire very sporadic. 

			Her skin was dark brown, a few shades darker than Chandi’s; and her hair was frizzy and black, held down by a blue headband. She was relatively tall: an inch or so taller than Chandi but still smaller than Ika. Master Cinnamon had once told Ika that the Princess of Porshalla was older than him by a year, which would make Marnie eighteen. That was young for someone expected to clean up this caliber of mess.

			Princess Marnie’s dark brown eyes surveyed the room, only stopping briefly at Ika and the group before looking on. “Barrick has been pushing us hard this past week. He is clawing at every inch he can get. Every day he hits us harder and harder.” The soldiers, medics, scholars, and various other forms of security remarked her in stone cold silence. “I will be honest with you; things do not look favorable for us. However, there is one thing that we must remind ourselves, my friends. When this civil war officially began—when Barrick made his first move and broke out onto the main scene—his support grew quickly. There were many in this city who flocked to him as a leader. There were many who believed he could act as a shortcut to a better, more financially propitious life. That was what Barrick promised people: more money, better living. But as this conflict has gone on, Barrick’s true nature has made itself apparent to the citizens of this great city, as I predicted it would. 

			“His brutality and selfishness are becoming the most popular point of discussion—on our side and his. He is now in the opposite position as he was when this began. He is losing people. People are just sick of the killing and want this to be over. Our side is gaining refugees from his side of the city by the day. Soon we will outnumber him. And with the Sanfron Trio fighting for us, victory is merely eventual. Keep courage, my friends. Keep courage for your home, so you may return it to how it once was in your parents’ days, and their parents’ days!”

			As her voice rose, the cheers of the room did also. There was a raw display of respect for this young woman that past kings of Wenworld—or even the current king of all Wenworld— would never see, even in their most ambitious dreams.

			Princess Marnie dismissed the huddle with a wave of her hand, jumping down from the podium and walking toward the Sanfron Trio while her people got back to work.

			“Gurmick, I am pleased to see you safe.”

			Gurmick bowed low. “My Princess. I shall never die, so long as you require me.”

			“A fine answer,” she said, nudging him with an amount of playfulness only the well-associated can share. 

			She smiled brightly when her eyes met Gira’s. “And Gira Ivory. Back in my city to cause more trouble.”

			Gira bowed. “I think you have enough trouble on your capable hands without me worsening the burden.” 

			“This is true.” She glanced at Ika, which made the boy’s stomach lurch. “Who do you bring along with you?”

			Gira stepped aside. “This is Ika, my nephew.”

			Marnie shook Ika’s hand confidently.

			“And this is his partner, Chandi MorrowHill.”

			Ika felt a little uncomfortable with Chandi being introduced as just his ‘Partner’. 

			The Princess shook Chandi’s hand as well. 

			Gira leaned toward her, but not close enough to make the guards watching tense. “We happen to have some information regarding the war that I believe you should know. Can we please speak together in private?”

			“Them as well?” Marnie whispered.

			Gira nodded.

			Marnie stood straighter, flattening the wrinkles in her blue dress. “Very well. Gurmick, stay here and make sure everyone keeps on their jobs. I must speak with Mr. Ivory in private.” 

			“So what if he’s here to steal the spear?” asked Marnie, doing a poor job at suppressing a smile. “The Genmaga can’t possibly pull off a heist like that, Gira. Even with the times as they are, Eskarahm Four is airtight. Good luck trying to break in there. Kimiala doesn’t mess around.”

			She had led them into a small storage room on the second floor, away from the sound and commotion. Long rectangular wooden tables lined the three walls of the room that faced the door. They were covered in various sets of black armour and small arms, like knives and iron knuckles. Most of the Porshallan officers would be more effective with their Kanah than any weapon could match.

			Gira had given Marnie the rundown of the situation. Once again, it seemed the gravity and importance of Kirga was spoken into deaf ears. 

			“And what if Kirga does pull it off?” asked Gira. “What then? Barrick gets into Eskarahm Four and reaps the rewards. Is that what you want? Aren’t things going rough enough? Marnie, you’ve always been smarter than the rest. Don’t fail me now by overlooking my advice. I beg of you.”

			The look in his eyes must’ve latched hold somewhere in her heart, because she swallowed a flabbergasted breath. 

			She closed her eyes for a moment, breathing deeply. She opened them slowly, a new look on her face. “I trust you, Gira. If you are truly this scared of the Hellcat, for reasons I cannot possibly understand, then I will hear your council.” 

			Gira bowed yet again. “Thank you.”

			“What is it you would have me do?”

			Gira suddenly began to pace in a small circle, gripping his chin and frowning. “Frankly, I do not trust the current security over the vault. I know that may sound derogatory, but please do not take offense, Marnie. Kirga is smart. Very smart. He has been planning this a while and he will find his way inside that building. He has two very powerful Oracles with him. One is also very smart; the other, not so much—but he makes up for it in raw strength. They will be a difficult adversary if the guards at Eskarahm Four are not briefed on who they are about to face. I’m talking abilities, motivation, fighting style, mentality; the whole picture must be painted. They must be prepared for the heist I feel is coming.”

			Ika looked over at Master Cinnamon’s Gritka, which was resting on the ground next to one of the tables. He wondered why the Princess had yet to say anything in regards to its presence. Cinnamon had once told Ika that he knew the woman very well. He said she was one of the very few people in the world who did not hate him for the accused crime of killing King Vulcris. He even said that Marnie gifted him many of the Porshallan assets that he enjoyed on his island. Certainly she would recognize the pottery right away, would she not? Surely she would know that Cinnamon, her old friend, lurked within? 

			Marnie leaned back on the table, running a hand through her thick black hair. “Then warn them we shall. Are you suggesting that you and these other two provide them with this briefing?”

			“I am,” said Gira. “I have been tracking Kirga on and off for years now. It is known that he travels with Kensrals he calls his ‘Apostles’. I have personally killed his past one, and these two young heroes personally fought with his new one, Vedara.”

			He hesitated. “Cinnamon . . .  also fought with Vedara; doing a great deal of damage when he did. Suffice it to say our input will be needed.” 

			Marnie’s face lit up. “Cinnamon! The Wenny Rabbit, Cinnamon?”

			Gira had finally stopped pacing, though he still twiddled his fingers impatiently. “The very same.”

			“Where is he?” asked the Princess, her white teeth shining and her dark eyes sparkling like gemstones.

			Gira pointed past her, to the white pot lying on the floor. “He happens to be inside that pot, as a matter of fact. A struggle to believe, but just take my word for it.” 

			Marnie regarded the Gritka as if she had just now found the final piece in some lifelong puzzle. 

			“Ah!”

			She walked over to it and bent down. She ran her hand over the ribbon and smiled at the pot as if it was her old friend and not its owner. 

			“So this is his Gritka, then? I never actually got to see it back then. When he told me he hid from the public inside of an old pot, well, I almost didn’t believe him.” She looked at Ika. “Does he have a large white mansion inside?”

			Ika stammered for a second before answering. “Yes, he does. He said you gifted him many of the things inside. He said you two go way back.”

			She smiled; sadly, but also warmly. “We do indeed. He used to help me sneak away from my father and get into mischief. He saw something in me that he said was rare and special. He said he thought I could be a great leader someday. If it wasn’t for his guidance in those years, I may not be leading this city in the war. I might not even be Princess. He convinced me I could spend my life helping people, and so I have. To the best of my ability.”

			Marnie stood up slowly, letting the purple ribbon slip through her slender fingers. “That was all before Barrick killed my father and started this madness.”

			“I have questions about the current situation in the city,” said Chandi. 

			Ika worried she was being too bold with that kind of statement. They did not know this girl, even if Master Cinnamon did. Ika had only met two princes thus far in his life. One of them was Keji, who didn’t really count, considering he wasn’t—and still isn’t—in any real position of power. The other was Prince Dessiel of Grematorga. Ika remembered well just how confrontational Dessiel could be, if he felt he was in any way offended. So far Marnie didn’t appear to be of the same sort, but one could never be too careful.

			“I would be glad to answer any of your questions,” said Marnie. “But, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d very much like to see my old friend again. May we continue this conversation within the Gritka? I’d like to see that old mansion again as well.”

			“Of course, My Lady,” said Chandi, bowing respectfully.

			Marnie touched her shoulder gently. “Just Marnie will do fine, sweetheart.” She moved toward the doorframe instead of the Gritka. “Let me first inform the trio of where we are going, lest they come in and think you all have kidnapped me. Don’t worry, I will make up a reason that doesn’t involve meeting Cinnamon. No one needs to know his secret hideout, and I’m a good enough liar to keep it a secret.”

			The group had no objections to this. 

			Princess Marnie Jubagvi was brought inside Cinnamon’s Gritka for the very first time. The reunion that took place there was glorious. Cinnamon was more excited than Ika had ever seen him. The Princess and the rabbit embraced and traded stories like war veterans. They smiled and laughed and rejoiced in each other’s company. 

			After the merrymaking had finally subsided, Cinnamon escorted everyone inside, where their earlier candy buffet was still laid out on the grand table—still more than enough leftovers to throw a second celebration feast. So, naturally, they did just that. It was during this second feast that Prince Keji and Marnie were also officially introduced to each other. She treated him respectfully, but Ika could tell she was reserved. Keji being a Yeryaila was a sore subject for many. It seemed like even Marnie had some hesitations in laughing with the boy. Ika made note of this. It soured his opinion of her. 

			Now that they were all sat around the table once more, chocolate fountains pouring and candy bowls overflowing, Chandi brought up her concern for a second time. 

			“My L— Marnie,” said Chandi, not touching any candy. Ika knew she had a history of a weak stomach when it came to sweets. There were few gassier people than her after Halloween. “About my questions  . . .”

			Marnie was drinking a tall cup of chocolate milk. She placed it down on the tabletop and wiped her mouth with her forearm. “Yes. Ask me whatever you wish. I will tell you all I know.”

			Chandi leaned forward on her propped elbows. “How did the revolution officially begin? What did Barrick do to kick all this off?” 

			Marnie’s shoulders slouched noticeably. She gripped the ends of the table as if to steady herself from falling over. “That . . .  is a difficult memory for me; but I shall summarize it the best way I can.” She readjusted in her chair, clearing her throat. “My father was Prince Phenira. He was a good prince. He was a good leader for the people of this city. He tried his best, but poverty was a problem under his rule. As I said, he tried his best. But people who are too poor to feed their children do not care about how hard their leader tried. Barrick was one of those poor people. He made his way into the underground crime circle in the city to help him get out of this newfound poverty. He stole money from banks and robbed others who barely had enough for themselves. He rose quickly amongst the gangs and syndicates of Porshalla, as he was a strong Oracle. Still is. He trains hard and has the Curses to get what he wants. 

			“He was trained by a man named Desmond Borsin. Borsin was an ex member of the famous Moon Regiment in Kanakon, so he had access to expensive Curses in the library of Sheltrona that most people would never see. He taught those Curses to Barrick. Barrick, in typical Barrick fashion, killed Borsin when he became more powerful than him. With Borsin gone, there was nobody there who could oppose Barrick becoming the kingpin in town.”

			She picked up her glass again and took a long sip, gulping heavily. “His followers grew quickly within the next year or so. He made big promises about money and power to any who served under him. He spoke of a great change coming to Porshalla; not just for his own squad, but for everyone. At roughly the two-year mark, that change came when he and a hundred of his gangsters burst into the main royal hall of the city and challenged my father to a duel.”

			“Did your father accept that?” asked Ika. 

			“Yes,” said Marnie, her demeanour growing dejected. “He did accept the duel. My father was a kind man, not a killer. He was strong as well, but not nearly as strong as Barrick at that time. He was defeated . . .  and  . . .” She breathed in through her nose. “. . .  I had to watch him be butchered by Barrick to the sound of thunderous applause. The revolution officially began that day. Anyone who was there to witness the duel was foolish enough to believe that my father’s death meant the poverty of the city would die with him. Idiots. If anything, Porshalla is worse off now than it ever was. The only reason there is even a shred of decency left in this place is because of the Sanfron Trio.”

			“Speaking of them,” said Chandi, “who are they and how did they first start fighting for you? Are they ex-soldiers of some kind? Mercenaries, maybe?”

			“The San-what-who?” said Pattamis, resting on top of Prince Keji’s head.

			Gira laughed. “They are a trio of Oracles we met while you were snoring away down here. They are very powerful, and they fight for Marnie.”

			“Oh,” said Pattamis, frowning like he was thinking.

			Marnie drained the last of her chocolate milk, putting the glass back down for the last time. “There are seven districts in my city, you see. The Burga District, the Mophany district, the Repertat District, the Senfro District, the Aloes District, the Nunaer District, and last but certainly not least . . .  the Sanfron District. The trio were born and raised in that section of the city. That is where they got their notorious title. They are the pride and joy of the Sanfron District. They are heroes over there. You’d think they were the Dalada when they come to town, honestly. They deserve that fame, too. They have held this war on their backs. I don’t know where I’d be without them.” She barked a laugh. “Actually, I know too well; I’d be dead. Barrick would’ve long executed me by now.” 

			“How did they become so powerful?” asked Chandi.

			“They had a hell of a master,” said the Princess. “They were trained at a young age by an old woman named Agda Nespar. Agda was a loyal member of my father’s personal council. She died of lung disease a year before Barrick’s uprising. She was eighty-four. I am thankful she didn’t live to see what happened to this city.

			“She took the three boys off the street when they were only around ten. She taught them all the Curses she could. She trained them like warriors. Her effort in shaping those boys into the men they are today was one of the most beneficial acts this city has seen in generations.”

			“I’m . . .  so very sorry,” said Keji, not meeting Marnie’s eye. “. . .  I’m sorry my dad doesn’t care. I’m sorry he doesn’t do anything to help.”

			Marnie’s face when sending brief glances at the boy had been sour and irritated throughout their buffet. Only now did it soften as she regarded him. “You have nothing to apologize for. The actions of your father are not your actions.”

			Ika could tell, even after this, that she still held some sort of ill will toward the boy. He was the reason another Broken Calamity was going to one day inevitably come. When Stultis dies, Keji will not be capable of carrying the mantle. He is a Yeryaila, and so Wenworld is doomed. It infuriated Ika. He was such a gentle and noble young boy. He deserved better than to feel that much guilt over something he couldn’t control. Marnie was trying, at least, to not hold it against Keji. That much could be seen. Ika supposed that was a good thing, but his own acceptance of the boy came immediately. He didn’t need a warming-up period. There shouldn’t have to be one. 

			“Why doesn’t he help?” asked Chandi. “Why doesn’t he get the Dalada to end this tonight? I just don’t get it.” 

			Marnie took her dark eyes slowly from Keji, who still wouldn’t meet hers. “Because Stultis is getting a healthy amount of Teeth funnelled right into his pocket from this conflict. As long as the Capital City benefits from revolution in Porshalla, revolution in Porshalla shall endure. You see, Stultis had to dedicate a significant amount of his own finances into running the government in Porshalla. Back when my father ruled, Stultis was obligated to compensate the city’s defences and trade corporations to the best of his ability. He was obligated through treaty. If he willingly broke it just to hang onto extra Teeth, then the remaining major cities would see that. It would not look good for Stultis’ rule. But once Barrick flipped the table, Stultis doesn’t have to pay a canine. So, technically, it’s not like the King is gaining Teeth, he simply gets to save far more these days.”

			“And the Dalada?” said Ika.

			“The Dalada do nothing without the King’s orders,” said Marnie. “Stultis makes up various reasons why he can’t send his fabled ‘Death Squad’ into Porshalla to mop up the mess. You see these lies all the time in the local and worldwide papers. Headlines like ‘The King’s Hands Are Tied! Treaty Preventing the Interference of Don-Galaga!’ Or some other crap like that. There are numerous treaties that Stultis must keep to when negotiating with his surrounding cities; not one of them prevents him from using Don-Galaga and his boys to end conflict in those cities. But Stultis controls the bloody media, so he can spin things however he chooses to.”

			“Is Teeth the currency here as well?” asked Ika. “I wasn’t sure if they used a different kind.”

			Marnie hummed. “Yes. Teeth is the currency in all the main cities in Wenworld. It is only in some of the lesser known slums and underground settlements where they conjure their own currency.”

			Time passed and more discussions were had. Marnie was more than happy to share her knowledge on the flying city. At times she seemed eager to let these newcomers know about her family’s long and storied history as leaders in Porshalla. There was so much history to know. So much politics. So much death and schemes. But light and love as well. Marnie loved her home, blemishes and all. She lived and breathed it. Loved and longed for it. It was wonderful to see that level of passion, but also sad to see how she was dealing with the rapid deterioration of generations of history and rule. 

			Ika noticed, after a time, that his uncle was beginning to grow impatient. Gira had a habit of licking his lips a lot when he was restless to leave a situation, and right about now they were rosy red with constant pressure.

			“So about Eskarahm Four,” said Gira, sternly enough to cut off the Princess’ conversation with Cinnamon.

			“Yes?” she said, turning away from the rabbit.

			“We need inside. We need Kimiala to show us where the Zyphur Spear is. We need to either be there to help them protect it, or convince them to have it moved to another location.”

			Marnie shook her head. “Good luck getting them to move it. The building is under some powerful Curses. Moving anything sealed within to another city would be a nightmare. I still don’t think there is much to worry about when it comes to it being stolen, Gira, but I shall help you get in nonetheless.” She pushed herself back from the table and stood up. The rest of them followed her example. “Kimiala do not patrol the outside of the vault. It doesn’t even have any entrance doors you can knock on for inquires. The only way to get in is through a special set of Runes.”

			Ika was getting sick of Runes. Runeworkers, from his experience, were not the best company to keep. Little Sammy was an exception, though. The Grematorgan Runeworker was good to them. Ika missed that blue fox. 

			“Who is the Runeworker that can help us with this?” asked Gira.

			“His name is Pumpkin,” said Marnie. “He’s a Wenny Rabbit. You can find him at the top of the Sanfron District. He runs a restaurant of a sort up there.”

			Cinnamon’s eyes bulged. He bounced up and down on his muscled thighs. “Pumpkin! That crazy old rabbit is still kicking? And he’s running a restaurant! Meamara bless me!”

			“You know Pumpkin?” said Marnie, giggling as she did.

			“Of course I know him,” said Cinnamon. “He was a close friend of mine decades ago. I haven’t seen him since before you were born, Princess. I have to be there to meet him again.”

			“Good,” said Marnie. “Then your request to get inside of Eskarahm Four may go a bit smoother. I was just about to say you’ll have a tough time getting his help.”

			“I’ll get his help,” said Cinnamon confidently. “Have no fear about that.”

			Marnie put her hands to her hips, ruffling her blue dress. “Then if that is settled, I should really get back to work. I’ve been in here quite a while. The whole city could be burning in my absence.”

			“Yes,” said Gira, “it is time we got moving. Thank you for your time and assistance, Marnie. It means a lot. You won’t regret taking us seriously.”

			“You’re very welcome,” said Marnie. “And even though it was yesterday, Merry Crystmas to all of you. I wish we could enjoy this season under better circumstances.”

			“Merry Crystmas,” said Ika and Chandi.

			Ika had forgotten Crystmas was just yesterday. It felt like a month ago already. He wondered how his mother was holding up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15: A Late Crystmas Present
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			THE PRINCESS was promptly returned to her duties among the soldiers. She had defenses to lead and people to feed. Her plate was full enough.

			The group now had their next step laid out for them: find the Wenny Rabbit, Pumpkin, at the top of the Sanfron District, and get his help in entering Eskarahm Four. Easy enough.

			Chandi was fine with this new objective, but walking all the way up the city’s floating sectors to get to the Sanfron District was a real pain in the ass. 

			They had to take many detours to avoid combat zones with Barrick’s men. There were bright banners all over the city that warned them where not to trespass. So many detours had to be taken that it took them well over an hour to enter the district they needed to climb. It wasn’t easy to reach the Sanfron District, but once they were there, it was obvious just how much influence the legendary trio had on the place.

			Right from her first step under the massive gold banner that signaled the entrance, Chandi spotted three distinguished statues in the entry courtyard. One for Gurmick Vinker, made from solid bronze; one for Fafkun Jarvis, made from glittering glass; and one for Solomon Drez, built from pure ruby. They were at least fifty feet tall each. Admittedly, Fafkun’s was closer to fifty-five or even sixty feet. 

			The streets were lined with posters of the heroes, and there were many pedestrians who were even dressed as them—performing some sort of mediocre cosplay. The passion in the hearts of Sanfron residents was awe-inspiring. 

			The entire section of the city was in better condition than the others Chandi had passed by thus far. The buildings, housing complexes, and glimmering towers were made from what looked like Tenttati. 

			Tenttati was a kind of ore that could be found deep within Wenworld; usually in places where water collects beneath the surface. Tenttati had a silvery look to it, though it appeared to sparkle with purple when someone who looked at it was in motion. The buildings did so now as Chandi was walking.

			There was less shattered glass and strewn debris in the streets here. There was nearly no sign that a war was going on. Shops were thriving and people were smiling. This place was under the protection of the Sanfron Trio. There could be no better situation to live in. These people were blessed. And judging by their ear-to-ear smiles, they knew it. 

			“Gira?” said Chandi, tugging on his arm. 

			He was leading them up a curving stairwell of red glass. “Yes, sweetheart? What is it?”

			Chandi pointed to the spaces of open sky between the tallest Tenttati towers. “Are those what I think they are?”

			Above their heads, weaving in and out of buildings, were various streams of blue light, moving like a strong current of wind but making a far-off sound like the rushing water of a river. The most off-putting thing about these streams of blue was that little specks of black could be seen flying through them. Those specks, as Chandi figured out as they climbed higher, were actually people. They were riding what looked like surfboards in the sky.

			“If you mean Windboarders, then yes,” said Gira. “They are what you think they are.”

			“No way!” said Ika, leaning back as far as he could to inspect the hundreds of streams. He was carrying Master’s Gritka now, so he wobbled in place for a second, almost falling. 

			Chandi had read books on Windboarding, back in Turquoise Town. Surfing the streams of air in the sky was seen as a luxurious way to travel around the city of Porshalla. It also sounded like the most fun thing ever.

			Ika tugged on Gira’s arm now, making the man roll his eyes. “Don’t tell me we  . . .”

			Gira pulled his arm free. “Oh yes, kiddo. Where do you think I’m taking you?” He pointed at an angle up the glass stairs to a small white building resting on a solid black platform, roughly another three hundred steps upward. 

			Ika and Chandi shared a look. Within seconds they were bouncing up and down, singing like the world had fallen away. This earned odd looks from people trying to move around them on the stairway. 

			The walk to that white building was worth the sore legs. Chandi was used to strenuous exercise by now. With Cinnamon as her trainer, she probably could’ve easily ascended another five hundred steps before even asking for a break. 

			They entered the building and approached the main desk. It was waist level and dark burgundy. A chubby grey Wenny Rabbit with floppy ears looked over at them from his chair. He was wearing thin black glasses. 

			“May I help you three with anything?” he asked, barely paying attention to them. There was a copy of the local paper trapped beneath one of his paws. It was evident that he wished to return to his reading.

			The heading on the front read ‘Kirga the Hellcat: Threat or Joke?’

			“I’d like to rent three Windboards, please. We need them to get to the highest part of the district.”

			The Wenny titled his glasses downward. “What business do you have that high up?”

			Gira pulled a handful of Teeth from one of his inner pockets, scattering them atop the desk toward the rabbit. There was a number of Molars in there, Chandi noticed. 

			“Very well,” said the rabbit, sweeping the Teeth into a brown pouch, unable to help his smile. “There is a room just behind me on the left. Take whatever three boards you fancy. You must return them to the clerk at the desk when you arrive at the final stop, though. You cannot take them beyond our margins.”

			“Thank you,” said Gira, walking past the desk, Ika and Chandi trailing him. 

			The back room was filled with Windboards of varying sizes and colours. Gira ended up picking a whitewood one with black lightning engraved on the center; so fitting it was almost eerie. Ika went with a dark red board with white flames. Very eye-catching and intimidating. Chandi decided on the longest of the three boards. It was pink with black roses. She loved it. 

			Gira led them to the edge of a wooden dock, hanging hundreds of meters above the district floor. It was a good thing none of them had a crippling fear of heights, or this whole experience would surely go differently. 

			“You kids ready?” said Gira, smiling wickedly. He ran his hand in and out of the stream that began in front of his chest; the product of a detailed Jinx. “I’ve only done this once before, years ago. It is way more fun than it looks. And it looks fun.” 

			Ika’s face had gone red and his breathing was frantic. “This is worth everything bad that has ever happened since leaving home. This has made it all worth it.”

			Chandi found his excitement adorable. “I call going in first before you.”

			Ika was still bouncing. Cinnamon’s mansion must’ve been experiencing quite the quake from it. “Fine.”

			If Ika wasn’t willing to argue that point, his mood must’ve been better than ever. 

			Gira held his whitewood board in his left hand, bending his knees and leaning forward. “All right. Watch how I do it and follow my lead. Don’t do anything fancy, like tricks or some crap. That means you, Ika. Your mom will really kill me if I have to tell her you splattered on the ground of Porshalla because you tried to be cool while Windboarding.”

			“Nothing fancy, got it,” said Ika. 

			Gira set the perfect example for them. He leaned forward and jumped, placing the board below him as he fell into the vaporous stream. At once he was off at tremendous speed. 

			“Hurry up!” he shouted, his voice growing distant as he sped along the fixed path.

			Chandi—as was decided—jumped in next, screaming with glee as the great burst of speed took her away. Ika joined behind a moment later, his own scream ringing out. 

			This, Chandi thought, was a kind of beauty—a kind of perfect bliss—that life was worth living for. The wind was not arduous, in spite of her rapid movement. The world was her stage. She was flying, in every true sense of the word. She was as free as a bird and as light as its feather. There were few truly beautiful things that one could experience. There were few things that made someone realize how small they were in the grand scheme of the world, and yet fill them with enough glee to make them feel they were larger than life itself. This, Windboarding, was one of those things. 

			Chandi felt tears sting her eyes as she surfed the skies. Ika was right, this was worth all the pain they had endured to get here; to right now. Happiness came in many forms; this was of the purest breed of it. This was a mother’s hug. This was the praise of a father. This was the warmth and safety of a lover’s hand. This was living.

			“Can you believe this?” asked Ika, who was riding his board up the sides of the cylinder wave of blue energy. 

			“Gira said not to get fancy!” she hooted, unable to stop smiling.

			“Fancy?” he said, devilishly. “You mean, perhaps, like this?”

			Ika rode up to the top of the misty tube, hanging upside down for moment, then he came back down on the other side of Chandi. 

			Gira slowed down by tilting the front of his board. “Boy, if you don’t smarten up, I’ll shove that board up your bony butt!”

			Ika clutched his stomach and laughed; as hard and as freely as Chandi had heard in some time. “Okay, okay. I’ll stop. That was it. Promise.”

			Gira placed two fingers near his eyes, pointing them out at Ika, a gesture to let Ika know he was watching him closely.

			Chandi wished that prince Keji could’ve been here to experience this. He could’ve been, easily. He wasn’t Master Cinnamon; the boy wasn’t a wanted criminal. He did, however, enjoy napping in Master’s mansion. Normally there would be no reason to disturb him, but this was just too great to miss out on.

			“Look below, Chandi!” said Ika.

			Chandi shifted her weight to the right, glancing over below her board. Towers and crowded courtyards passed her by. She soared above them like a proud eagle. There were other people in the streams next to theirs. Some of them who were moving in the same direction waved, and Chandi waved back. Their stream began to bend upward, curving around a pointed tower of sapphire, rising up like a great needle. 

			“We aren’t far from the highest sector of the Sanfron District!” said Gira, still leading at the front.

			After another three or four upward bends, and another five or six curves and turns, they came to a small white building made to receive them. They returned their boards, rather reluctantly, to the clerk who awaited them. Chandi was already saddened by the journey’s end. She would’ve given an eye for it to go on for another hour at the least. 

			They had made it to the uppermost area. Here there were no towers. The housing units in this place were no taller than three stories. The ground was made from yellow bricks, and the houses blue brick. The sidewalks were thin and white, weaving in and around the vast collection of homes. Tall carriages lined with red fur were pulled through the main yellow-brick roads by large, hardy lions with thick brown manes. 

			“What’s with the lions?” asked Ika.

			Gira placed a hand over his eyes to shield the light of the sun. He squinted in the direction of the fancy carriages. “Rich folk live this high up. There isn’t much combat seen here. Chances are those lions are domesticated; bred and raised here for circus work or simple labour, like the pulling of those carriages. Jinxes can do a fine job at taming the usually wild animal.”

			Chandi studied the massive cats. “So the people up here are well-off while the people down below are fighting for their homes and lives?”

			“Welcome to the real world,” said Gira. “Much different than the communal camaraderie and good will found in a place like Turquoise Town.”

			Chandi missed Turquoise Town dearly. She only missed it more as she saw more of the world. 

			They walked through the tidy complexes. Gira was moving with clear purpose. He knew where he was going.

			“Where can we find this restaurant?” asked Ika. “Marnie never even gave us a name. How will we know when we’ve found it?”

			Gira kept his pace. “We’re moving toward the downtown area of the upper district. I imagine there will be plenty of cafes and restaurants there. Marnie said we would know it when we saw it. I find that as odd as you do. But I know Marnie. If she says it is so, then I have many good reasons to trust her. So, I suppose we’ll know it when we see it.”

			With Marnie’s word spoken again in reminder, Chandi now scanned every house they passed in search of anything that may look like a place of food and merriment. There was no such evidence of that when looking at any of these houses. 

			The Windboarding streams still crossed over each other above her head. Chandi would be overjoyed to have this form of transportation be used back home. Now that would be something.

			As they were walking, Chandi felt something fall onto her nose. It quickly became wet and cold. She glanced up again to see that it had finally begun to snow in Porshalla. Fluffy white flakes were falling slowly, turning and spiralling as the passive wind played with them. This was all it took for there to be a Crystmas feeling back in the air again. Even with the civil war waging in the city, a simple snowfall could bring a sense of peace.

			“What in the—”

			Gira halted, causing Chandi to bump into his back.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			Gira pointed off in the direction of the Windboarding streams, high in the air. One of those streams was far larger than the others. It was a significant tube of blue energy that dwarfed the surrounding streams. Inside it, to Chandi’s amazement, was a giant turtle, heading in their direction. It looked to be a sea turtle, thin and long. It was beige coloured and its shell was deep green. 

			The part that was most fascinating was the tall house it appeared to be holding on its back, resting atop its slim shell. The turtle was holding up a portable establishment of some kind. 

			“What is that?” asked Ika. 

			As the turtle swam closer, Chandi could see that the house it carried was not a house at all. It was a restaurant. It was shaped like a tall brown rectangle. The walls were wooden and the roof was grey slate. There were multiple balconies covered in round tables where families and friends sat around, drinking and eating. Golden lights flashed from the windows and music blared loudly from within. There was a large wooden sign above the entrance with bold white lettering written in the center.

			‘Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour’, it read. 

			“That,” said Gira, “Would be our restaurant. I guess Marnie was right, we did know it when we saw it.”

			The turtle began to slow down, coming to a stop at the top of a flight of white stairs leading to a wide landing platform. The turtle brought its belly down to rest there. 

			Ika ran ahead. “Well, come on then! Let’s get up there before it takes off again.” 

			Chandi and Gira chased Ika as he ran to the end of the street and climbed the white stairs. Visitors of the restaurant were coming off as they were going up. Men and women clad in lavish suits and sultry dresses descended the stairs with smiles on their faces. Clearly the restaurant was kind enough to drop its customers back off where they lived after their meals were complete. Perhaps the establishment worked in shifts of a sort, taking residents from one district at a time, flying them around the best sights the city had to offer, before returning them. Chandi suspected this was the case. Even though many people were leaving, raucous voices could still be heard partying within. Perhaps it took in multiple districts at a time.

			When the last of the exiting customers had cleared out and the only people left on the landing platform were the three of them, Chandi looked to Gira. “So, should we knock on the front door or something? We don’t exactly have reservations. And this place seems pretty high-end.”  

			The turtle’s long neck was beige on the sides and pale white underneath. It led to a bulbous head held high. The turtle’s glossy red eyes were gazing lazily off into the distance. 

			“I suppose so,” said Gira. 

			A set of wooden stairs trailed down the side of the massive turtle’s shell, leading to the ground of the platform. As they began to walk up it, the white double-doors to the restaurant swung violently open. Out stepped a small white Wenny Rabbit, looking down at them from under the cover of the balcony to his establishment. The snow still fell, slowly beginning to coat the roof of the building.

			He wore a white tuxedo on his chubby body, fit with a bright pink bow-tie just below his fluffy neck. On his head was a tall white top hat lined with a pink stripe wrapping around the bulk. He also carried a small pink cane that hooked at the top. His eyes were equally as glossy, and yet more passionately red than the turtle’s. 

			“Hello there!” the rabbit said with a friendly and powerful voice. “Welcome to Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour! I am Pumpkin the Wenny Rabbit. How may I serve you today? Are you three looking to catch yourself a ride in my parlour?”

			Gira cleared his hoarse throat. “Um . . .  yes, I guess. We actually have important business to speak of with you. Princess Marnie sent us to see you. She said you could help us with our . . .  endeavour.” 

			Pumpkin hummed deeply. “Princess Marnie herself, eh? I take it you aren’t from around here, then.”

			Gira shook his head. “No, we are not.”

			“This business,” said Pumpkin, “does it have anything to do with the vault? Anything to do with Kimiala?”

			A few seconds passed before Gira nodded.

			“Figures,” said Pumpkin. “There would be no point in mentioning me if Eskarahm Four wasn’t involved somehow.” He sighed. “Come on in, then! Can’t have you shaking out here in the cold. Snow is gunna pick up even worse soon. I suppose it puts ya in the Crystmas mood, but it’ll give you the sniffles just as quick.”

			They rose the old stairs patiently. They were very thin, so they had to take extra precaution not to stumble off the side.

			When they reached the top, Pumpkin stuck out his red cane to halt them from walking through the door. “Now, before you do enter, I’m afraid I must hear some proper introductions first. This is my parlour, and I wish to know the names of those who step foot within it.” 

			Gira took a step back. “That is perfectly fair.” He gave a half bow. “My name is Gira Ivory.” That made the suited rabbit raise a thick brow of white fur. “The boy is my nephew, Ika Ivory. The girl is Chandi MorrowHill.”

			Pumpkin leaned on his cane. “Gira Ivory. I know of you.”

			Gira smiled. “I hope you have heard good things.”

			“Some good. Some bad. But this is acceptable. I wouldn’t trust a man who had only good stories told about him.” He nodded toward the Gritka on Ika’s back. “What’s with the big pot?”

			Gira turned to look. “We carry our supplies in there. It is Jinxed to hold more than it appears to be capable of.”

			“I see.” Pumpkin spun his pink cane multiple times before tucking it under an armpit. “Well, I’ve already introduced myself. I am Pumpkin. I was gifted this parlour by Princess Marnie. She knew I always wanted to own a restaurant. Bless that girl. I live my days out here, catering to the wealthier inhabitants of Porshalla while Barrick craps on everything below. The Sanfron Trio make sure this place is unscathed though.” 

			He tilted his head toward the great turtle. “That there is Rurudyn. He was gifted along with the building. The two of them are kinda a package deal, as I’m sure you can tell. He is of a race called Mensatti. Mensatti are gargantuan and powerful. They can fly freely on their own, but the dedicated streams of Porshalla make it easier for Rurudyn to know his route. Wonderful creatures, these turtles are  . . .” He leaned forward, covering the side of his face closest to Rurudyn with a paw. “. . .  but between you and me, they aren’t the smartest creatures in Wenworld. They can’t even speak.”

			“I can hear you,” said a deep and weary voice. It sounded like nothing human. It was slow and monotonous. 

			Pumpkin’s face fell into shock. That voice came from the turtle’s mouth. Moments passed without anyone saying anything. Rurudyn the giant turtle slowly moved his massive head to look at their group, his lazy red eyes glaring.

			Pumpkin was visibly shaking. “Y-y-you . . .  you can s-s-speak?”

			Rurudyn nodded once, his eyes closing for a second. 

			Pumpkin frowned, thumping his foot fast and hard on the porch of the parlour. Thumping was a habit Chandi had noticed in Master Cinnamon. Clearly all Wenny Rabbit’s had this habit.

			“I’ve been working at this parlour for years and you never once thought to let me know you could talk?”

			Rurudyn blinked very sluggishly. “You never asked. Nobody ever asks how poor Rurudyn is doing. Nobody cares. Maybe Rurudyn would like someone to ask if he is doing okay sometimes. But no one considers this.” His imposing voice rumbled the porch.

			Pumpkin turned awkwardly back to face the trio. “Okay . . .  apparently Mensatti can speak. My mistake. Silly me.” He was transparently embarrassed now. “Anyways, follow me inside.” He pointed at the turtle and hissed through his teeth. “You and I will discuss this later.”

			As the group went inside, Rurudyn turned his lumbering neck back to look out at the falling snow, his languid voice ringing out again. “You know where to find me . . .  jackass.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 16: Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour

			[image: ]

			IKA WAS the second one through the door, just behind Pumpkin. He had to shield his eyes for a moment until they adjusted to the bright golden light that dominated the inside of the establishment. Once his vision was clear and he was fully inside, he scanned the place in wonder. There were hundreds of aristocratic types walking in and about tables, laughing at bars, dancing on podiums, and eating at tables. 

			It was what they all appeared to be eating that puzzled Ika the most. Upon further reflection—he supposed he should’ve been able to guess by the name of the restaurant—but the only thing served in this place seemed to be a small variety of pancakes. Every single plate was topped with them; tall towers of soft brown drizzling with maple syrup. Some had berries on top, others were smothered in whipped cream, soft and mountainous with puffy whiteness. 

			Another point of bemusement happened to be the various waitresses that rolled, yes rolled, around the parlour. Each waitress was dressed in a light blue skirt and white blouse. They were fitted with white roller-skates with tall red wheels. They skated up and down a series of slight ramps that brought them swiftly to each table. They carried metallic platters holding up multiple towers of pancakes, passing them out to tables as they rolled by. They chewed bright pink bubble gum, blowing massive bubbles and winking at customers. Their hair was large and tied into different fashions by pink bows. 

			There seemed to be up to four levels where people could be seated to eat, and one level where they danced and played music at the very top. When looking up, Ika could see the ramps that cut into each level. The music was loud and the cheers were thunderous. 

			“Welcome to the parlour,” said Pumpkin, having to raise his voice over the noise. 

			Gira put his hands to his hips. “Is there, perhaps, somewhere a little bit quieter where we can have this conversation?”

			Pumpkin smiled. “Yes, yes, there is. The roof. It is surprisingly peaceful up there, all things considered. Please, follow me.”

			They walked up each of the many ramps that led to the highest floor. After walking up a final flight of wooden stairs hidden behind one of the long counters at the bar, Pumpkin opened a hatch and led them to the roof. It turned out he was right. It was rather peaceful on top; once the hatch was closed again, that is. 

			The roof was a large squared patio with a round black table in the middle, protected by an antiquated gazebo. The flooring was dark wood polished to a glossy shine. The view from this point was terrific. Porshalla never looked so sublime. 

			The snow that still fell was fluffier now, falling in slow circles. Even though they were back outside, Ika found that this rooftop escape was not cold. In fact, it was rather warm. He spotted a thin sheen of deep green energy that seemed to leak out of the small barrier around the patio. This was a Jinx, without question. Smart. It was a way for people to enjoy the beauty of a snowy night without actually experiencing the chill. The snow didn’t even build up atop the wooden flooring. Each flake seemed to dissipate as it came within a certain distance of the gazebo’s roof; everything else below that point was warm and safe. 

			Pumpkin waddled over to the black table and pulled out one of the many chairs for himself. “Feel free to have a seat. Let’s get this conversation rolling. I’m curious what you lot care about Eskarahm Four.”

			Ika looked to Uncle Gira, who nodded in return. They took their seats after Ika removed the Gritka from his back and rested it against one of the thin pillars of the gazebo.

			Gira sat down the quickest, taking no time to enjoy the view from this high. “To make a long story short for you, Pumpkin, the Genmaga is somewhere in Porshalla right now and we have enough evidence to support the suspicion of him performing a heist on the vault here.”

			Ika sat down hurriedly, hoping not to miss any points in the discussion. If he was going to be treated like an adult now, then he had to act like one. Being a part of a discussion this integral was part of that deal. 

			“Evidence, you say?” said Pumpkin, narrowing his red eyes. His white fur ruffled. “What exactly is this evidence?”

			Gira, to Ika’s shock, gestured for him to actually explain. That was odd. It made Ika feel quite good. Gira leaned back and left the room for Ika to join in.

			“Well,” said Ika, feeling nervous now for some reason, “we encountered a Gatekeeper close to our hometown by the name of Wuta.”

			“Wuta, yes,” said Pumpkin, clearly recognizing the name in some way. “I have memorized most of the Gatekeepers names who still operate today. I believe he guarded the entrance to the Beldish Crest?”

			“That is correct,” said Ika. “Wuta was killed by Kirga, the Genmaga. But not before we could learn some last pieces of information from him. You see, he was being tortured inside of a Tredma Ilia. I’m not sure if you’re aware of that Curse  . . .”

			The rabbit hummed. “I am. Nasty stuff. Do go on.” 

			Ika felt like his uncle at the moment. It was intoxicating. He appreciated being treated like an adult for once. He was not the boy of two years ago. Gira wasn’t interjecting at all. 

			“Essentially, Wuta was tortured for information on the White Raven. According to him, Kirga wishes to kill the beast. Wuta, unfortunately, told Kirga exactly how he could do so: with the Zyphur Spear. Kirga then made his next stop the Capital City. In Kanakon, we believe he used a special kind of Curse to get the location of the spear out of Metrio Feralt, the figurehead of the Kimiala organization. Kirga, for reasons still unknown to us, wants the Raven dead. In order for him to do that, he must first obtain the spear from Eskarahm Four.”

			“And what makes you believe that Kirga can steal the spear, even if he supposedly wished to?” asked the rabbit.

			This was the point where Uncle Gira would normally chime in to voice his insistence on Kirga’s potential threat to Wenworld. This time he said nothing, letting the kids speak for him.

			Chandi leaned forward from her own seat at the table. “Look,” she said bluntly, “we’ve seen enough to prove that his followers are very powerful. The fact that they follow the man so unquestionably should be cause for concern, no?”

			Pumpkin didn’t seem very impressed. “They follow him because they must, not because they bow to his power. His followers just happen to be Kensral, the only ones who have no choice but to aid the Genmaga of a given generation. They are compelled by instinct. What a coincidence that Kirga’s list of loyal servants happen to be bound to him in spite of his quality.” He sighed. “Kirga shows no sign of being able to achieve a heist like the one you are suggesting.”

			“He killed Wuta,” Ika exclaimed. 

			Pumpkin laughed. “Wuta was a known Kenpa junkie. That drug would’ve whittled away whatever strength he once had. Stultis was soon going to replace him anyway. Wuta was a great Gatekeeper once, but toward the end of his days he was a laughable Oracle. Sure, he was still pretty strong, so perhaps Kirga isn’t wholly useless; but Wuta was still a shell of what he once was by the time Kirga got to him. I cannot say you have me shaking in my tux.”

			Ika looked to Gira now, well out of ideas. 

			Gira raised his hands. “Not this time, kiddo. This is your hunt, remember? You do the talking.” 

			At this time the great turtle Rurudyn took flight once more, aligning itself with the vast blue stream. Clearly it was time for Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour to make its next stop. The falling snow was now seen as little white blurs as the mobile restaurant picked up speed. There must’ve been an added Jinx on the rooftop to prevent the wind disturbing them, as Ika felt no change. 

			Chandi crossed her arms upon the tabletop. “If you won’t take our word for things, then you should at least take Princess Marnie’s. She sent us your way for a reason. By doing so she did her part in helping us with our task. Please, Mr. Pumpkin, do not deprive us of your part. We desperately need it. Kirga will be making his move any day now. He could be starting right now as we speak. We really don’t know for sure. All we know is that it will be soon. He can get that spear. I promise you that you do not want him to. Please help us.”

			The mentioning of Marnie seemed to soften the old Wenny’s red eyes. “If the Princess truly wishes to see you move forward with your outlandish, and most likely pointless plan . . .  then I suppose I have no authority to stand in the way of it.” 

			Gira smiled. “We appreciate your compliance.”

			“What is it you would have me do?” asked Pumpkin. “Specifically.”

			“Well,” said Ika, “Marnie informed us that a Runeworker was the only one who could get into the vault. She said you were the rabbit to see who had the proper runes for the job. It’s funny, she also thought you would take some more convincing than this.”

			“She underestimates how highly I hold her word. If she thinks this is a good idea, then I’ll see it through.”

			“Yeah,” said Chandi, “we didn’t even need Master Cinnamon to convince him.”

			Pumpkin shot out from his chair, his top hat falling off behind him. “Did you say Cinnamon?”

			Chandi sat back, shocked. “I did. He is our master. He said you were an o—”

			“Meamara’s bones! Cinnamon is with you!” He picked up his tall white hat and smacked it on his portly chest to dust it off. “Where is the old bugger?” He began to look around in desperate excitement, as if Cinnamon might just fall right out of the sky. 

			Ika pointed to the Gritka. “He’s in there, actually.”

			Pumpkin began to sniff the peanut-shaped pot. “That’s swell! He told me he found a good enough hiding place before the whole world wanted his butt on a platter. This is his great hiding spot! Brilliant! Get him outta there. Nobody here to see him; no rats skulking about on top of my parlour.”

			A few moments later Ika had uncorked the pot, shouted down with the news, and stood back as Cinnamon, Keji, and Pattamis exited the Gritka with a puff of smoke. 

			“There he is!” said Cinnamon, throwing his arms out for a hug and shouting.

			Pumpkin said nothing, only yelled with glee as the two rabbits embraced each other. 

			Cinnamon finally pulled back, looking almost emotional; something Ika had seldom seen. “It has been far too many years, my friend. How have you been?”

			Pumpkin wiped a tear from his cheek. “Better than you.”

			It was a rather dark joke, all things considered, but they both laughed riotously. The kind of laugh only two friends could share. 

			Once their laughter had died down, Cinnamon placed a paw on Pumpkin’s shoulder. “I mustn’t waste your time. We are in need of your help, old friend.”

			Pumpkin’s mouth went wide. “Waste my— dear Cinnamon, you are twice the fool you were when last we met. How could you ever waste my time! This is the best day in years. I would have you stay here for months if I had my way.”

			“If only,” said Cinnamon. “But these kids have a mission. I take it they have already given you the rundown.”

			Pumpkin nodded. “Indeed, they did. The Genmaga, Cinnamon? Really? Don’t tell me you are in on all this? It seems like quite the mountain out of a subpar molehill.”

			Cinnamon laughed. “I thought so once as well. But I have come to understand that Kirga may be more of a threat than King Stultis would have the public believe.” 

			Pumpkin, losing concentration, looked over Cinnamon’s shoulder to the young blond boy standing timidly behind him. “Is that  . . .”

			Cinnamon stepped aside. “It is. He is a good kid. Yeryaila, yes, but a good kid.”

			Keji bowed to Pumpkin. “A pleasure to meet you.”

			Pumpkin seemed hesitant, but bowed back. “You as well . . .  My Prince.”

			“What’s with the get-up?” asked Pattamis.

			Pumpkin only appeared marginally surprised by the talking hat for a few seconds before adjusting. “I run a fancy establishment, so therefore I must be a fancy rabbit.”

			Pattamis pursed his fabric lips. “Fair enough.” 

			“So,” said Gira, standing up from his chair at the table, “now that the reunions and introductions are taken care of, can we get down to business?”

			Cinnamon frowned deeply in Gira’s direction.

			“You say you need Runes,” said Pumpkin. “It is true that I have access to the ones you need. However, I require time to reapply the ink on my body. I have swapped out those old Runes a while back, though they still perform the same action. Reapplying them must be done flawlessly. It is a delicate thing. Allow me to spend the night adding them back into my arsenal, using the utmost care to insure it is done right. You lot can stay in the parlour rent-free while I do my work. I have a few spare rooms that can hold you on the third floor. We can make our way into the vault tomorrow morning. Afternoon at the latest. Is this acceptable?”

			Ika looked to Gira for confirmation, but he only shrugged. “You tell me, kiddo. Is that acceptable?”

			Ika now looked to Chandi. 

			She crossed her arms over her chest, but seemed in full agreement. “He has given us a good offer. He was kind enough to agree to our plan even before he knew we were close with his old friend. And now that we have seen him interact with Master, yes, I would say that is quite acceptable.”

			Ika found he agreed on all points. “Yes,” he said to Pumpkin. “That will work perfectly. Thank you for your hospitality.”

			He caught Cinnamon’s small smile. 

			Pumpkin clapped his paws together. “Then it is settled. Cinnamon, my friend, get back into your Gritka and I will escort you all to your rooms for the night.”

			Cinnamon returned to his hiding spot, but the Prince wasn’t as keen to go. He told Ika he wanted to see more of this restaurant. He said it sounded very fascinating. Ika allowed him to tag along outside of the Gritka. 

			The Morphing had begun and nightfall was descending on Porshalla.

			Pumpkin led them single file down the ramps, making sure to stay out of the way of the roller-skating waitresses flying about. Their momentum only truly halted when they passed by the musical floor. There were simply too many people in their way for them to pass by unhindered. 

			“Excuse me!” said Pumpkin. “This is my restaurant! Kindly get out of my bloody way!”

			The throngs of people acted as if they couldn’t hear him. Everyone was far too fixated on whatever was happening on the main stage. They were all chatting amongst each other in hushed, excited voices. 

			“What’s happening?” asked Chandi.

			Ika stood on his toes, but even when doing so he was unable to see above a few ladies’ obnoxiously tall and feathered hats. “I have no clue. I think a show is starting on stage, but I can’t quite see who is up there.”

			Pumpkin grumbled and thumped his foot on the ground. “We get local singers or guitarists in here sometimes. We like to support the local talent, but it also does a great job at pulling in more customers. Everybody likes the idea of food and a show. But things can get crammed in here when showtime comes around.” 

			Suddenly, the golden lights dimmed to a pulsing orange hue that washed over the floor. The waitresses, once finished delivering their trays of pancakes, stood still in expectation, their hands on their hips. 

			After a while, one of the waitresses popped a massive bubble of pink gum, chewed it aggressively, and shouted, “Come on! Some of us got work to do. Get the show started already!” 

			After her less than polite outburst, a string of acoustic guitars began to play a lovely melody. It grew louder and louder as each guitar joined in the unified sound.

			Ika shimmied himself deeper into the crowd; just close enough to be able to see the stage without any giant hats in his view. The stage was a long rectangle of dark wood. Chairs were set up that held the guitarists. There were six of them; three chairs on the left of the long stage, and three chairs on the right. They were all human. Behind them was a tall red curtain, closed in preparation for the main act’s arrival. In the direct middle of the stage was a metal stand that nested a collection of Jinxed yellow Kanah, made to amplify the singer’s voice to the whole building.

			The tune picked up its pace, moving to a frantic and excited beat. They played faster. Ika watched their fingers move at impressive speeds along the shafts of the wooden guitars. Finally, the thick red curtain parted and the main event took center stage to the sound of deafening applause. 

			Ika choked on air. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

			The performer who took the stage was no human. It was a Gast; one that Ika had quite the familiarity with by this point. His fur was golden and his ears were long and flappy. His eyes, staring out at the crowd from the base of his long snout, were bright golden. He wore a long waving yellow coat lined with bushy white fur, especially around the collar. He also wore a set of multi-coloured chains around his thin neck.

			“Ladies and gentlemen  . . .” said the dog-like creature, “. . .  prepare to have your minds blown, for I am the perfect and pure . . .  Phiggy! And I am here to soothe your repugnant souls with my soul-mending voice. You aren’t worthy, yes, I know; but I’m willing to make an exception for today.”

			Ika looked back to see Chandi’s face. She was equally as annoyed as he was.

			The music picked up yet again as the people roared with delight. And Phiggy the Gast began to sing.

			 

			Come one, come all, bask in my glory,

			Allow me to tell you a story.

			A boy there was, black and white,

			Who loved another, keeping him ever within his sight.

			The boy’s mother was cruel, a wicked thing,

			She took their love away, in that one dreadful spring.

			Broke the boy’s soul, his mother did,

			In his grief, the young man hid.

			For a man he was, no boy indeed,

			And his mother had planted the hateful seed.

			Swore he did, that he would see his love again,

			None would stop him, not a million men!

			 

			In spite of the rather bleak lyrics, the song itself was unfittingly up-beat. Something about it was almost disturbing to Ika, though. 

			“You know,” said Gira, who just appeared standing over Ika’s shoulder, “I’m starting to like this Gast.” He was brightly. 

			Ika looked back at the stage. “That makes one of us, then.”

			“How come he gets to sing?” asked Prince Keji.

			Chandi giggled and patted the boy’s shoulder. “You’ll get your chance soon. Don’t worry.”

			“I better,” said Keji, smirking up at her. 

			 

			His mother was Morga, I mustn’t deny it,

			So under her will she had him, in her palm he fit.

			Her own goals would the mother pursue,

			Using her boy, as mothers do.

			Consume the soul, she told him harshly,

			The Ivory girl will work nicely.

			Destroy the Crystal, my dear son,

			On the path I’ve set you, no use to run.

			 

			But poor Ika did cry, oh yes he did,

			When little Genevieve died, only just a kid.

			And now he hunts, Kirga he will find,

			To get his vengeance, though none he will find!

			 

			Ika’s heart skipped a beat. He glanced back at his uncle’s face. It was obvious by the look he found that Gira’s previous statement was now taken fiercely back.

			“What the hell is he talking about?” hissed Ika. “Why would he mention me like that? Is he crazy!” 

			Gira stared with dark eyes at the stage. The look alone frightened Ika to his core. 

			“I think I’ve just decided I’m going to kill him. If you’ll excuse me  . . .” 

			In one moment Gira was standing before Ika, fuming with a dark rage, and the next he was entirely gone. Ika turned back to the stage to see a bolt of black lightning strike the floor behind Phiggy. The crowd yelled in surprise and horror. Gira had appeared, and was now swiping at Phiggy’s back with a firm arm.

			Phiggy, as if nothing had happened at all, danced faultlessly out of reach of Ika’s uncle, waggling a finger at him. His song continued.

			 

			Easy now, Gira, your attempt need not be so dire,

			Handsome as you are, dinner first I require!

			 

			“ENOUGH!” said Gira, his silver eyes blazing to life. His Kanah escaped from his body as a lingering black mist that darkened the room. He almost seemed to grow in size, though Ika knew his eyes to be cheating him.

			“All right!” said Pumpkin, leaping to stand on one of the nearby tables. “Everybody out! Get out!” 

			He didn’t need to say it twice. All at once the people screamed and bolted down the ramps and out of the building. Within minutes the entire place was empty, save for their personal group. Even the waitresses had fled for their lives after seeing Gira’s overpowering wrath. The guitarists who were playing for Phiggy had also jumped from the stage, staying as far away from Gira as possible.

			Gira closed in on Phiggy, who looked nonchalant. “What was that about? You think this is all some big game?”

			Phiggy shrugged. “You tell me, big guy. You had your own verse in the song. It was coming up next. Though, I have a sneaking suspicion you wouldn’t want that part to be sung, eh?” 

			Gira thrust his hand forward, a burst of black energy leaving it. Phiggy dodged the attack without much effort. The fluidity to his movements was always astonishing. Ika remembered this from when he fought him in Grematorga tower. He was a slippery one.

			Gira’s attack instead destroyed a wooden pillar holding up a balcony area that now came crashing down onto a row of empty tables, shattering glass and splintering wood.

			“Nice,” said Pumpkin. “You’ll be paying for that!” 

			“Everybody just calm down,” said Chandi, stepping onto the stage with her hands raised. She was ever the peacemaker. “Phiggy, would you mind telling us what you’re doing here tonight? And also, why you are singing such a disturbing song? That was probably very upsetting for Ika to hear, and I’m not very happy about you doing that.”

			Phiggy ran his fuzzy hands down the thick white fur of his collar. “I don’t know if I’m in the mood to talk right now. Not after being attacked like that. I think I need some time for my anxiety to ease up.”

			Gira stepped forward. “You little—”

			“Gira,” said Chandi, stepping between them. “Just stop it for now, please. That isn’t helping.” 

			Gira took one step back. “Chandi, you’re just going to let him disrespect Ika’s sister like that? I am not amused by this little stunt.”

			“Trust me,” said Chandi, “I’m not amused either. But he is the reason we got to Porshalla on time. It was his Runework that helped us out. We owe him for that. Besides, I don’t know if it’s smart to antagonize him.” She turned to Phiggy. “What are you doing here? You never just show up without a reason. Spit it out.”

			Ika climbed on stage, followed by the Prince and Pumpkin. “Mentioning Genevieve like her death was some sort of joke, huh?”

			“Ika, please,” said Chandi. 

			Ika could hardly resist the urge to follow his uncle and attack Phiggy. Even though he suspected it wouldn’t work, it may make him feel better. Hearing Genevieve sung about in that fashion was disgusting. Just when he was beginning to think Phiggy really was on their side, he goes and does something like that. No matter what helping hand he may lend, they must never forget that he can’t be trusted. There was something too suspicious about him for Ika to consider him a valued member of the group. 

			“I am here,” started Phiggy, “because I thought I’d check up and see how my little adventures were doing. Since it was the sweat off my brow that got you here, I may as well see to it that my time and effort were not wasted. My entrance, of course, had to have some level of flare to it, but my reasons for being here are fully sincere; on that I swear my life.”

			“What was that song even about?” asked Keji. “I wasn’t paying attention to the lyrics in the beginning, but the part about Ika’s sister obviously made sense to me. Who was the first part about?”

			Phiggy slid his arms into the deep pockets of his golden coat. “I made up that song myself just before going on stage. If that doesn’t give me points for improv, I don’t know what does. I have personally witnessed the events of that story, and continue to witness them now. It is the story that will decide the fate of this Crystal. I’m afraid it would do me no service to explain it to you now, though. In order for things to progress as they must, certain aspects of that story must be kept from light. Isn’t that right, Gira?” He winked.

			Ika looked back and forth between his uncle and Phiggy. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“Shut your mouth,” said Gira, his Kanah beginning to leak out again, making it feel as if gravity was being turned up in the room. “You’re not just ‘checking up’. Speak now or die where you stand.”

			Phiggy laughed, his soft voice sounding harmonious as he did. “First of all, you do not frighten me. I do not appreciate being threatened; especially not by one such as yourself. I feel there are some things that must be said regarding myself and who I am. Most importantly, who I am in comparison to you.” Suddenly there was a deep chill in the air, like a wave of frost had swept up the walls and across the floor beneath their feet. “I am a leaf in the wind; I fear no dying tree such as yourself, unmoving and ignorant. I have seen the soul of the world and learned its secrets. I know your secrets, Gira Ivory. You are a babe at the breast of Kanah. I am breath and purpose. I am knowledge, and you are the passing thought. I am older than this world. My heart was beating before the first generation were robbed of their memory, before the streams ran down the mountains and the world sang its first song of life. 

			“I have killed, I have conquered, and I have lied. Meamara herself walks beside me, never ahead. If you are to speak to me, do so gratefully, as my footprint on the universe beyond will last until time ends, and your name will fade in the coming centuries after your passing. I am beyond. You are forever caged. Do not threaten me.” 

			Suddenly everyone had gone silent. Even Gira had nothing to say in response to this. Normally Phiggy’s voice was light and childish, but now there was a power to his sound that slowed the heart; that stiffened the legs. 

			Phiggy then smiled softly, his golden eyes losing their wildness. “Anyways, I am actually here to tell you that Kirga is on his way to meet with Barrick, and will most likely be carrying out his heist either tonight or sometime tomorrow. Just thought I’d let you know.” 

		

	
		
			Interlude: First Impressions are Everything

			[image: ]

			KIRGA WALKED ahead, leading his two Apostles and one rabbit behind. It wasn’t difficult to sneak into Barrick Tendiga’s territory. It was rather simple once Vedara’s stealth Curse was used. They made their way passed countless garrisons full of Tendiga’s supporters. It was clear that they were burning and pillaging the further they moved into the city. They did not treat the areas they captured with much civility. Fires were lit, homes were ransacked, and whatever buildings were lucky enough to remain intact were vandalized. 

			Kirga came to a halt, standing before a towering cathedral of grey stone. A giant glass window rose up above the main doors. Depicted on this window was an artistic mural of Lady Meamara holding three Crystals between her long hands. It was a beautiful piece.

			“Tendiga is inside?” asked Vedara, grumbling from under the hood of his gold cloak.

			Kirga nodded once.

			“How do we know he will be willing to parley with us, My Lord?” said Wriliara, standing to the other side of Kirga in his emerald cloak.

			“It doesn’t matter whether he is willing,” said Kirga. “He will.”

			Little Cocoa the Wenny Rabbit scuttled closer to Kirga’s leg, tugging on the black fabric of his thick shawl. “Hey there, pal. I think your skinny friend has a good point. This guy is dangerous. We can’t just waltz into his headquarters and demand his attention.”

			Kirga, without looking back, ripped the clothing out of Cocoa’s paws. “I can do whatever I choose. This man is not dangerous to me. Be silent and stay by my side. If you can manage that, you will be perfectly safe.” He began walking forward up the steps to the cathedral. “Now, let us make our entrance.”

			There were no guards patrolling the outside grounds of the building. That was very puzzling. It was known that Barrick was a confident gangster, but there was a difference between confidence and stupidity. Kirga wasn’t complaining, though. This made their entrance much less of a hassle; no one outside to question them first.

			Kirga placed his hands on the main doors and pushed them open. They swung to their hinges and alerted all inside that visitors had come. A stone throne laid with white fur sat at the end of a long red carpet. On it sat Barrick Tendiga, surrounded by seven men in long buttoned grey jackets, most likely his closest advisors. Surrounding them was a group of roughly twenty or more men dressed in makeshift armour, crafted from cheap steel and brass. Their faces were grim and focused now on Kirga and his following troop. 

			Barrick was a medium-sized man with tanned brown skin and long dark hair, interwoven with silver and gold braids. His face was almost smooth and delicate, if not for the deep gash that bent and distorted the left half of his face. The skin within the scar was a merging of various shades of fleshy pink. His blue eyes were small and beady, his pupils dilating in anger at Kirga’s interruption.

			On his wide chest he wore an armoured vest of rusted bronze, and on his shoulders was clasped a black cape that trailed down and flowed around his stout legs. He wore black pants, held up by a silver belt festooned with sparkling gems of red and orange. His boots were black leather, lined along the top with grey fur. 

			“Who . . .  exactly . . .  are you people?” he asked, his voice much calmer than his eyes appeared. 

			Kirga scanned the room and found that there was a high balcony above Barrick’s throne, hidden in the shadows cast by the mural window’s entering light. The Morphing had passed now, so that light was blue, and it painted the room with its somber hue. The balcony was filled with more men in improvised battle gear, looking down upon Kirga like hungry animals.

			“My name is Kirga. I bring with me my Apostles.” He didn’t mention his convict rabbit. “You may know of me. I am what is referred to as the Genmaga.”

			The room remained quiet, but Barrick smiled inhumanly. “I do know of you. Every generation has one of you. You’re a joke that lost its humour a few hundred years ago. What do you want and how did you get this far into my territory without being spotted?”

			“I thought I would come by to speak with you personally. You see, I am soon planning on entering the Porshallan vault of Eskarahm Four and removing a certain item from Kimiala’s protection. I figured it would be advantageous for you to take that opportunity to take what you and your people wish during that time of weakness.”

			The room erupted into laughter. The only one who wasn’t laughing from their side was Barrick. 

			“I see. You’ve got balls, my friend. I should kill you right now for being here, but I respect your confidence.” He leaned back in his tall chair. “You know, if you even attempted something like that, not only would Kimiala’s personal defence force kill you without much effort, but the Sanfron Trio would for sure be sent in by Princess Marnie to prevent that kind of thing from happening. If Eskarahm Four falls, or even slightly weakens, she is going to expect me to mount an assault on the building. The trio would be her first move in that game.”

			Kirga removed his heavy black hood, revealing his face to the crowd. His half black and half white hair tumbled down to below his ears. “I will deal with the Sanfron Trio myself, but I appreciate your concern.”

			The room erupted once more, and this time Barrick did laugh—perhaps harder than anybody else within the cathedral.

			“Get a load of this guy!” He leaned back over his throne to shout up at the balcony. “He says he’s going to deal with the Sanfron Trio . . .  by himself!” His laugh continued for at least another minute, changing at the end into something akin to a cry. Finally, he composed himself. “You know, I was wrong. I said ‘confidence’. Clearly what I should’ve said was ‘insanity’. You’re an idiot, my man. Get out now, or I’ll have someone take you out. This meeting isn’t funny anymore.”

			Kirga did not move. He also did not laugh or even smirk, finding none of this a joking matter. “Your involvement in my raid will be beneficial to us both. I suggest you think on it. We can both profit from the downfall of that vault. When I make my move, you will know it. The entire city will know it. You must make the choice then.”

			Barrick’s eyes dilated even further, his pupils nearly disappearing entirely. “Burgan!”

			A tall man with arms the size of Barrick’s thighs stepped forth from behind the crude throne. “Yes?”

			Barrick pointed at Kirga. “Break the Genmaga’s legs and throw him out into the street. Kill the others.”

			Burgan’s face morphed into a wicked smile, showing many missing teeth. “Say no more.”

			Kirga sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Vedara  . . .”

			“Yes, Lord,” said Vedara.

			“Show them who we are, please.”

			“Why can’t I?” said Wriliara, his usually composed voice sounding almost like a whining child.

			“Hush,” said Kirga. 

			Burgan ran forward like a bull that had seen red. Vedara stepped in front of Kirga, blocking the raging man’s path. Burgan curled his meaty right hand into a massive fist, gathering dark Kanah around it. However, before he could even throw the punch he intended, Vedara had reached out with his own right hand and clasped the other man’s face. Vedara’s hand was so large that Burgan’s entire head fit neatly inside it, with room still for Vedara to curl his fingers into the man’s dirty hair. 

			What happened next would be talked about in Porshalla for many years after Kirga was long gone. Vedara, with a toothy smile, closed his hand with all the possible strength he could muster. Burgan’s head exploded like a melon dropped from the roof of a house onto pavement. Red, pink, and brown chunks scattered in the air around the now headless body. Burgan’s giant lifeless torso flopped to the ground with a loud thud. 

			Vedara grimaced while shaking his hand out, freeing it of clumps of hair that had glossed between his fingers from the blood. 

			After a long silence, one of Barrick’s closest advisors bent over and threw up. 

			Barrick, seeing that, seemed to shake himself out of the daze he was in. “Someone get this coward out of here. You’d think he’d never seen a man’s head crushed like a grape before! Embarrassing!” One of the fighters from the shadows began to pull the advisor out of the cathedral. Barrick added, under his breath, “Granted, I’ve never seen that either, but at least I kept my lunch.”  

			Kirga looked around at the pieces of Burgan’s head that now looked like pre-cooked hamburger meat. “Vedara, that . . .  was repulsive. Was that wholly necessary?”

			Vedara looked at him dumbly for a few seconds, and then shrugged. “You said to show them who we are!”

			“Yes,” said Kirga. “And what part of that sentence led you to believe I wanted you to cause his head to explode? You could’ve just—Oh, forget it. Just forget it.” He walked around Burgan’s body to close the gap between him and Barrick. “I trust you have now seen we mean business. If I say I am going to do something, then I will do it. You are not speaking to a joke, Barrick Tendiga. You are speaking to the Genmaga. The real Genmaga; child of prophecy and bringer of change. I am no joke.” 

			Barrick gathered a deep breath, sticking out his chest. “Fair enough, Mr. Genmaga. Burgan was no pushover. He was one of my strongest, in fact.”

			“In that case, I apologize for the inconvenience,” said Kirga. “But your treatment of me since this meeting began has been an inconvenience to me. I suppose we’re even now.”

			Barrick laughed; this time not condescending, but somewhat welcoming. “Even indeed. All right, I’ll be looking out for your little heist. If you manage to kick up enough dust to make things actually interesting, me and my boys just might show up and see what we can gain from it. Though, like I said, my bet is on you all dying as soon as you try to get inside.”

			Kirga gave a half-bow. “Then we have an understanding. All I ask is that you keep a watchful eye. Good day.” He turned and left, his squad following.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17: The Other Affinities
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			IKA WRESTLED with his anger and lingering thoughts. Phiggy had left shortly after dropping his information on them. Now they had to stew in it while Pumpkin continued walking them to their room for the night. 

			First of Ika’s thoughts was the fact that Kirga would be making his move very soon now. The butterflies in Ika’s stomach were unbearable. He couldn’t even tell if he was excited or terrified. He couldn’t make up his mind whether he wanted to charge out into the street in a bloodthirsty rage, or if he wanted to go back home and crawl into his bed. He was experiencing so many emotions that he truly did not know how to process them all. 

			The second thing that jumbled his mind was Phiggy’s cutting speech to Uncle Gira. What the honest hell was that about? Was he just spouting nonsense? What did he mean he was older than the world itself? Meamara walked beside him, never ahead? Surely Phiggy was becoming a Kenpa addict. There was no way at least some drugs weren’t involved. What a lunatic. 

			Lunatic or not though, he had helped them again. The timeframe of Kirga’s next move was a useful thing for them to know. Ika just hoped the heist would be tomorrow, giving them a chance to get into the vault first. Phiggy did say it would be either tonight or later tomorrow. The ‘tonight’ part was what made Ika think too much. They would be out of luck if that was the time Kirga chose to steal the Zyphur Spear. 

			“What’s that?” asked Keji, stopping their somber tour to point at a large mural against an otherwise empty wall on the third level of Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour. 

			It was a detailed and rather striking painting depicting a man with long black hair holding a ball of white energy in one hand, and a ball of sizzling black in the other. He was standing over the body of the legendary Black Raven.

			“Is that Dremagon, standing over the Raven after killing her?” asked Chandi.

			Pumpkin rested his paws on his hips. “A very good guess, dear, but no. Dremagon was the one who killed the Raven, but that is actually a painting of Belfaris Morga.”

			Gira’s face went slack. He was already having a stressful day, and Ika could tell his stand-off with Phiggy had put him in a dreadful mood. “Why, may I ask, do you have a mural of Belfaris Morga in your restaurant?” His voice was icy. 

			Pumpkin made a huffing sound. “I’m a fan of history, what can I say? The chief reason is that I can do whatever I choose with my own establishment. Don’t like it? Run your own parlour.” 

			“Are you  . . .” Chandi hesitated, “. . .  Morganian?”

			Pumpkin shook his head immediately. “No, I do not support Belfaris. I swear that. This just happens to be a very rare and very expensive painting from somebody who did.”

			“Why does he hold both white and black Kanahs?” asked Ika. 

			“Because, this painting is depicting Belfaris mastering the fabled Third Affinity,” answered Pumpkin.

			“Third Affinity?” said Ika. “What is that?”

			Pumpkin frowned, tilting his head. “You’ve never heard? It’s just an old myth, but a very popular one.”

			“It’s nonsense,” said Gira.

			“You’re most likely right,” agreed Pumpkin. “But it’s still cool to think about.”

			Chandi stood on her toes to get a closer look at the details of the mural. “If there’s Sun Affinity and Moon Affinity, then what other kind can there possibly be?”

			Pumpkin smiled proudly up at his expensive piece. “Belfaris here is showing you what it looks like when somebody is said to have ‘Dual Affinity’. It means the Oracle can wield both Sun and Moon Kanah. As I’m sure you can guess, this would make them absurdly powerful. Any Oracle to actually unlock such an ability would be stronger even then Don-Galaga himself, if you can imagine that.”

			“How old is this myth?” asked Ika.

			“Oh, it goes way back,” said Pumpkin. “I’d reckon people have been talking about Dual Affinity since the Crystal was created; since the first generation! Now, think about this: if this other Affinity has been talked about for that long, don’t you think there has to at least be some truth to it?”

			Gira made a snorting noise. “I’d say that If something similar truly existed, then some Oracle out there would have it by now.”

			“You never know,” said Pumpkin. 

			“I never even knew about this myth,” said Chandi. “There is so much history to Kanah. I wish I could know it all.”

			Pumpkin laughed. “And I haven’t even mentioned the Gast’s personal belief on Affinity.”

			“Oh no,” said Gira, rolling his eyes.

			“What do they believe?” asked Ika, feeling curious now. 

			“Well,” started the rabbit, “are you aware of the strong connection that Gast have with Wenworld?”

			“We are,” answered Chandi. “Wenworld’s own Kanah, the purest form you can find, is an orange colour. The Gast are the only ones who can make use of that Kanah. There are some Curses that give off a vaguely orange shade, but having the Oracle’s base Kanah be orange is unheard of outside of the Gast race.”

			Pumpkin wiggled the fur above his red eyes. “There lies the answer. They believe in something they call ‘Crystal Affinity’. They think that, if an Oracle can build up a strong enough bond with the world’s own life force, then they can wield its energy like an Affinity. Just like the legend of Dual Affinity, this would make that Oracle nearly invincible. I can’t even imagine that level of power. That Oracle would be the nucleus of the world; the center of all Kanah, light or dark.”

			“As I said, nonsense,” said Gira. 

			“You’re no fun,” replied Pumpkin. “They could be real.” He shuffled onward down the hall to the next ramp. “All right, let’s keep it moving then.”

			Eventually they made it to the guest room. It was nice and quiet now, after Gira’s frightening confrontation with Phiggy had sent everyone fleeing for their lives. Ika was rather glad the place was empty, as this guest room was a little too close to the dining area. He found it hard to believe it would be tranquil in here if the place was bustling. Unless it was Jinxed, of course. Which, now that Ika thought about it, could very well be the case.

			There were three beds in the large room, each of them Queen sized. The duvets on top of each were thick and red. There were three pillows on each bed, long and white. The shams looked like they were made from fine silk. There was no window in the room, but there were a few more paintings. Thankfully none of them were of Belfaris Morga, as Ika didn’t really need somebody like that watching him while he slept. 

			“Only three?” said Gira.

			Pumpkin huffed. “Well, excuse me. This is the best room I’ve got, Mr. Ivory.”

			“Where will Ika sleep, though?” asked Pattamis, from atop Keji’s head.

			“Hang on,” said Ika, tersely. “Why is it automatically assumed that I am the one who is without a bed?” 

			Pattamis gasped. “Ika, you would make a poor sad boy like Keji sleep on the ground?” 

			Chandi hid her laughter behind a hand. 

			Keji looked confused. “It’s no big deal. Ika, you can sleep with me. The bed is more than big enough for the both of us.”

			Pattamis gasped again. “What? I wanted the other side of the bed. Where am I supposed to sleep then?”

			Keji lifted his eyes as if he was trying to stare at his own forehead. “Pattamis, you’re a hat. You don’t need a bed. We can put you on the dresser.”

			Pattamis drooped considerably, his blue point flopping over sadly. “I see how it is. Prince Keji is moving up in the world, eh? Don’t need old stupid Pattamis anymore. He’s just a hat; he doesn’t have any feelings.”

			“Oh, stop whining,” said Ika, snatching the hat from Keji’s head and tossing it across the room. Pattamis soared through the air until he came down on the seat of an upholstered rocking chair sitting in the corner of the room, next to a lit fireplace of grey stone. 

			Pattamis exploded into a string of curse words that would’ve made a sailor feel uncomfortable. 

			“All right,” said Pumpkin, “I’ll leave you to your business. I will be spending the night reacquainting myself with those old Runes. By tomorrow we’ll be ready for Eskarahm Four.” He began to close the tall door. “Sleep tight!” 

			Once they were alone, Gira was the first one to leap into bed. He did so in such a fast manner that he looked like a child who was excited for Crystmas morning. But he still had his grumpy face on, which only made it funnier. 

			Chandi crawled into her bed next, kicking the duvet into a comfortable position with her legs. “Shouldn’t we shower and change first? We should ask Master to let us use the mansion. We really didn’t even need to sleep in this room, but I guess it would’ve been impolite to refuse Pumpkin’s offer of hospitality.”

			Gira pulled his thick covers over his shoulders as he turned over. “No time. We need as much sleep as we can get. We can shower and change after Kirga and Wriliara are dead. Hell, we can throw a big ol’ party in the rabbit’s mansion when all is settled.”

			Ika slid into his bed as well. Keji followed, shimmying in next to him. 

			“This is comfy,” said Keji.

			“Wish I could feel it,” said Pattamis.

			“Complain, complain,” said Ika, teasing the hat.

			Chandi groaned loudly during a deep stretch. “Is everybody . . .  you know . . .  prepared for tomorrow?”

			It was silent for a few seconds. 

			“I’m ready,” said Ika, breaking that silence. “Tomorrow is the day I finally see Kirga again. Nothing is going to stand in my way this time. And I’m stronger now than I was; less naïve.”

			“Less talking, more sleeping,” said Gira.

			“How can you get to sleep so easily?” asked Ika. “Aren’t you . . .  like  . . .”

			“Nervous?” finished Gira.

			Ika clenched the duvet over his chest. “I didn’t say that. I’m not nervous. If anything, I’m excited.”

			“You are nervous,” said Gira. “And it’s okay to be. Stop pretending to be a tough guy. Real tough guys don’t need to pretend. You were about to ask me whether I was nervous? I’m more than that; I’m scared. I always get scared before a big fight like this. I was scared before I fought Panther. I was scared before I went to Florian Tower, two years ago. The one thing that always helps the most before those moments, though, is sleep. Sleep is fuel, kiddo. Get some now.”

			Ika stared at the ceiling of the room, wrestling with his feelings on this subject. “Maybe I am a little scared.”

			“I know you are,” said Gira. “But you should remind yourself that I will be there tomorrow, and I would never let anything happen to any of you. That is one of the main reasons I’m scared. Because if anything were to happen to you, it would be my fault. I’m in charge of a young man who wants to kill Kirga, and a young woman who wants to kill his very strong Apostle. I’m going to need eyes in the back of my head. But I cannot hold you back from what you have trained to do; what you have every right to do. So I wont. But I’m still well beyond nervous.” 

			“I love you, Gira,” said Chandi. 

			It was a seemingly random moment of earnest tenderness. It was the moment when Ika finally realized the gravity of their situation. If he wasn’t nervous before, for some reason that made him so more than anything else. 

			Gira actually laughed, though it sounded slightly sad to Ika’s ears. 

			“I love you too.”

			Ika, unsurprisingly, was having a hard time sleeping. He tossed and turned and cursed and groaned. He had no idea how long it had been since Pumpkin left them for the night. He had no clue how deep into the night it was by now. It felt like three or four hours had passed. 

			All the while the little prince lying next to him was out like a light. Ika was impressed. Though, that boy had been through so much in his life already that he must’ve taught himself to sleep through anything. All the days of being yelled at, pelted with rotted food, told he was useless and a failure—it was a wonder the boy could still smile at all. But he did. In fact, his smile was brighter than anybody else’s. Keji taught Ika something in the two years he joined them to live in Turquoise Town. He taught Ika to be grateful; to be grateful that he had people who loved him always close by. Yes, Ika had been through more than he ever should’ve; but he had a mother who loved him and raised him right. What did Keji have? No one but himself, and yet he grew to be such a lovely boy. Keji was Ika’s hero. Perhaps even more so than his uncle. And that was mighty praise. 

			Ika put his arms up over his head and stared at the ceiling again. It’s hopeless, he thought. There’s no way I can sleep. Uncle Gira was right. I’m nervous. Am I really ready for tomorrow? Or even tonight, if Phiggy was right? I know I’m stronger. I’ve worked my ass off training to make sure of that. But I don’t think there’s a way to emotionally prepare myself for what’s coming. Maybe I should’ve been thinking more about that over all this time.

			Ika nearly jumped out of his skin with fright when the sound of Chandi’s piercing scream filled the room. He sat up in his bed, looking frantically around for whatever was making her wail like that. Everyone else was wide awake now, too. 

			Gira was the first out of bed. He moved so fast that Ika’s eyes couldn’t follow the blur he became. Gira was at the foot of Chandi’s bed, grasping her by the shoulders.

			“Chandi! What’s wrong?”

			Chandi’s eyes were wide in shock, but still hazy with sleep. She kept on screaming, shaking all the while. She screamed like she was being burned alive. It was horrifying to listen to. 

			After a few moments of Gira attempting to soothe her, Chandi seemed to realize where she was and what was happening. She looked around the room, her breathing slowing down and her eyes relaxing. Now she just seemed embarrassed. 

			“I’m . . .  s-s-sorry about . . .  that. I just . . .  had a bad dream.” 

			Gira kept his hands firmly on her shoulders. “You’re okay,” he said softly.

			She looked into his silver eyes for a couple seconds, nodded a few times, laughed lightly behind her hand, and then burst into tears. 

			Gira pulled her into a tight hug, with her face buried in his shoulder. “It’s okay, honey,” he said, with his hand in her hair.

			“I miss them,” said Chandi through her violent sobbing. 

			Gira didn’t let her go. “I know you do.”

			Ika watched this unfold from his bed, helplessly. He felt like he needed to do something to help her, but he knew the best thing for her right now was exactly what Gira was doing. Ika felt so useless. He hated seeing Chandi cry. He would do anything in the world to make it stop; or to make sure it never happened again. 

			When he looked over, he noticed Keji was crying too, watching the state Chandi was in. Now Ika felt bad about that as well. He put his arm around the Prince to ensure him, without needing to say it out loud, that she was going to be okay. 

			A few minutes went by where the only sound in the room was that of Chandi’s throat-straining cries. Gira only attempted to soothe her a couple times. After that, it was best to just let her get out what she needed to get out and not interrupt it.

			Finally, after some of the longest minutes of Ika’s life, Chandi pulled herself away from Gira. 

			“I’m all right,” she said.

			“Are you sure?” said Gira, patiently, though he seemed very tired. This did wake him from a dead sleep. It woke them all. Ika wouldn’t have been shocked if Pumpkin heard it from wherever in the parlour he was applying his Runes. 

			“I’m sure,” she said, wiping her eyes with her arm. “I dream of . . .  him . . .  a lot. That bastard. But it usually isn’t as bad as that. It must be because we are getting close now. My nerves must really be getting to me. It’s pathetic. I call myself an Oracle.” She forced a giggle.

			Gira frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous, my sweet girl. You’re tougher than me. I had a safe childhood. My trauma didn’t come until much later in my life. But you? You’ve had to experience more than most people ever should. And you were just a kid. You’ve adapted like a champion, Chandi. Pathetic is the word furthest from my mind when I think of you.”

			She laughed again, then turned to look at Ika. She gave him a single nod, and that was enough to let Ika know she was fine. He nodded back, smiling weakly. He had similar dreams over the years since Genevieve. She knew that. They had an understanding that didn’t require words to clarify. What she was experiencing sucked, but there wasn’t much Ika could do other than just be there. And he was.

		

	
		
			PART II: The Heist of Eskarahm Four
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			Interlude: If You Weren’t Willing to Steal it, Then You Didn’t Really Need it
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			IT WAS the morning of December 27th, and Kirga stood at the window of an empty restaurant. At one time the place would’ve been lively with conversation and gaiety; now it was a shallow husk gathering dust in a war-torn city in the clouds. 

			Tables were empty, some of them thrown over against the walls as barricades; half of the windows were long shattered, the debris still laying atop counters and piling under chairs. This area of the city had seen combat already. So close to the great vault. Barrick may have been close to the site, but that didn’t mean he had the strength to get into Eskarahm Four, or even the strength to capture this sector of the city completely. Kirga, on the other hand, did. He had more than enough. 

			Kirga heard the crunching of glass from behind him as Vedara stepped forward to stand beside him at the window. 

			“It’s about time. Let’s get this show on the road.”

			Kirga kept looking out at the vault. It was standing just a few blocks down from where he and his squad were hiding. It was a looming grey building that funneled into a sharp front. If looking at Eskarahm Four from an aerial view, it would look like a thick triangle facing the south of the city; facing right down the lane to where Kirga was watching. There were no windows or even doors to the vault. The only way in was either through Runes or complicated teleportation Curses. A certain member of Kirga’s squad happened to possess the latter. It was the rabbit, Cocoa’s, only use to Kirga. That, and getting that spear out of the building safely, with the weapon fully intact and prepared for use. With Cocoa’s monitored assistance, Kirga was certain that they could handle the security measures and get the job done. 

			“Don’t let your eagerness distract you from the mission,” said Kirga. “I need your head on right for this. That means no superfluous competitions with Wriliara. This is as serious as I will ever need you to be, Vedara. I will be displeased if you screw this up. And I assure you I am not the one to displease.”

			Vedara waved a hand at Kirga, still staring down the street at the vault. “Yeah, yeah . . .  My Lord. I’ll do what I have to.”

			Kirga, for the first time since sneaking into the abandoned restaurant, turned his gaze from the vault and brought it to Vedara’s face.

			Vedara, even being the man he was, was visibly uncomfortable. “What?” he said, feigning innocence.

			Before anything else could be said, Wriliara slid up next to Kirga on the other side. He was completely silent. No crunching glass and no audible breath. 

			“I hope your rabbit is worth it, My lord,” said Wriliara.

			“Where is he?” asked Kirga.

			Wriliara slowly put his emerald cloak back on, raising the hood to cover his face. “When last I saw, he was sleeping in the other room. He doesn’t strike me as very useful.”

			Kirga looked back out at the vault, unable to keep his eyes from it for long. “Did he not save us from Pulkra? You have witnessed the depth of his teleportation abilities firsthand. How can you still be doubtful?”

			“Save is a strong word to describe what happened,” said Wriliara. “I could’ve handled Pulkra.”

			“Fool,” said Kirga. “He is of the Dalada. You would have died. I think Vedara might be rubbing off on you.”

			Wriliara scoffed in disgust. “Please, don’t insult me.”

			Vedara loomed over Kirga, looking down at Wriliara with piercing eyes. “A few more quips like that and I’ll snap those skinny bones. I’m not in the mood for you today.”

			Kirga’s blinding white Kanah emanated from his body only slightly, but it was enough to illuminate the entire room as if lightning had flashed. “What did I just tell you, Vedara?”

			Vedara pointed at Wriliara over Kirga’s head. “How come he gets to—”

			“How old are you?” asked Kirga, his tone exhausted. “Just shut up and get Cocoa. The time has come.”

			Vedara skulked off angrily. Wriliara smirked. 

			Minutes later Vedara returned with the tired, eye-patched Wenny.

			“We getting started?” asked Cocoa, stretching his back and rubbing his stomach. 

			“We are,” answered Kirga. “We are going to walk down this lane to the front of the building. Once we arrive, you are going to create a similar square to the one you did when we escaped Pulkra. From that point it is up to you. Eskarahm Four requires specific Runes in order for anyone to enter. You said it was within your skill to get us in without those Runes. Now is your opportunity to prove it. You had better be telling the truth.”

			Cocoa yawned. “Relax. I said I knew how to get in, so I know how to get in. I’m one of the best thieves alive for a reason. Stealing from Eskarahm Four would normally be beyond me, but just getting in? Forget about it. It’s in the bag. You guys can handle the rest once we’re in. My job is easy. Well, painful, but pretty easy.”

			“Painful?” said Vedara, looking down at the rabbit who only came up to his knees.

			Cocoa gave him a wink. “You’ll see.”

			Down the main street they walked, Kirga at the lead. There was no one around to question their advance toward the site. There were no longer any pedestrians lining the streets in this part of Porshalla. Barrack’s men were a little too close for anyone to feel safe here. The vast majority of the population were already migrated further south toward the main gate of the city. 

			There were no guards patrolling outside the vault. There was no reason. The building could not be harmed from the outside, by Kanah or otherwise. It was nearly indestructible. It would take something of unprecedented strength to damage the foundation of the vault. 

			“Almost there,” said Vedara, with a suspicious sound to his voice. “Nobody has tried to kill us yet. I’m disappointed.”

			“This building does not require exterior guards,” said Kirga. “I wouldn’t get discouraged; you will have plenty of people trying to kill you once we are inside.”

			Vedara smiled and scratched at his thick black beard. “Good.”

			They walked until they stood, unimpeded, at the sharp front of the vault. The building was taller than it looked from the few blocks south the restaurant sat. Its shadow darkened the intersection between the two roads that went around the vault. 

			Kirga spun to face his newest pawn. “All right, Cocoa, it is time for you to impress me. Get us inside. Once we are in, use your Runes to move yourself to a safe location until I need you again.”

			“How will I know when you need my help again?” asked Cocoa, removing his eyepatch to reveal his bright orange eye. 

			“There will be a signal,” answered Kirga. “I will be using a special Summon of mine before the end of today. When you see it arrive, consider that the signal that I require your assistance again. Teleport back into the vault and find me immediately. By that time, I will have the Zyphur Spear in my possession. I trust that isn’t too hard for you.”

			Cocoa fiddled with his paws. “Uh . . .  I sure hope I don’t miss the summoning, Mr. Hellcat.”

			Kirga grinned. “I find that highly unlikely.” 

			Cocoa, now fully prepared to get started, began speaking a long incantation into his paws. His stout body began to glow red with Kanah. His speech was that of deep Edamirin. There weren’t many who still spoke the ancient language this fluently. That display alone impressed Kirga, who himself could only grasp Edamirin at a base level. 

			It was clear that Cocoa had finished when he slammed his paws to the floor, bringing up a large pink square that surrounded their huddle, filled with old Edamirin Runes. 

			“Okay!” said the black rabbit. “Time to get us inside this vault.” He sucked at his long teeth. “This next part is going to really suck.”

			“Get on with it!” said Vedara. 

			Cocoa patted the air toward the massive man. “Okay, okay! Look, big guy, you can’t rush perfection.” 

			He spread his legs apart, breathing deeply in and out. Then, with a move that no one could’ve predicted, pulled a thin steel stiletto from one of his pockets and jabbed it into his glowing orange eye. He let out a hair-raising scream as blood ran down through the black fur of his face.

			“Are you daft!” shouted Kirga, taken off guard by this masochistic display. 

			Cocoa wailed in agony, but the pink aura rising from the square outline seemed to become thicker and more potent. More and more blood was leaking from Cocoa’s punctured eye.

			Vedara looked at Kirga in confusion. “Should . . .  we help him? I think he is going to die soon.”

			“No!” shouted Cocoa, finally mustering the will to calm down when in that much pain. “T-t-this is what n-needs to happen. This i-is the process!”

			Kirga raised an eyebrow. “How, pray tell?”

			Cocoa, with a shaky paw, pointed to the side of the stiletto sticking from his face. 

			Upon closer inspection, Kirga saw that there were Edamirin passages etched into the steel. “This is part of the Curse?”

			Cocoa nodded, his safe eye leaking tears instead of blood. 

			Kirga inspected the lettering curiously. “But why in the name of the Crystal would this Curse require you to lose that eye forever? Cocoa, you are useless to me now. That orange eye was your teleportation. Now you have punctured it. How do you intend to continue this mission in this state?”

			Cocoa shook his head violently, the pink aura around them slowly gaining even more strength. “The eye isn’t lost. It will recover. The Curse etches an Edamirin symbol onto the eye. Some teleportation abilities it grants me are r-r-relatively harmless, like the one I u-u-used to get away from that D-Dalada member.” 

			He steadied himself and wiped the blood from his face. His eye seemed to be bleeding less now. “But there are other times when the task is too difficult. In those times, the Curse demands pain as payment. Sometimes . . .  it is a great amount of p-p-pain. And in this case, where we are attempting to enter a site under the protection of Kimiala, the Curse demands an even more delicate process. Those passages on my stiletto are the words of the Black Raven. The Raven created Sheltrona, as well as the Curses that reside in the great library.”

			“I do not understand,” said Wriliara.

			Cocoa looked at him with his good eye. Already the pain appeared to be subsiding and an orange glow was overtaking the stiletto. “Through a series of my own experiments back in the day, I discovered that certain passages written in Edamirin with Kanah Ink can enhance certain Curses that may link with them. Edamirin Runes have always been the source of teleportation. It is the writing itself that holds the power, correct? So I figured it was only logical to assume that the Edamirin language in its entirety can miraculously alter the potency and ability of a Curse or Jinx; meaning not just letters, but numbers, symbols, and full recorded dialogue. I found that my hypothesis was correct. I have three passages etched into my weapon here.” 

			He pointed to his eye, which was now healing itself. “The first is a piece from a famous conversation between The Black Raven and an old queen by the name of Gabraseva: ‘I pass from one place to another. I go where my wings take me. I am hindered by no man. I move with a swiftness that no living creature has matched. I move where I please’. The Black Raven said that to Queen Gabraseva when Her Majesty prohibited the Raven from passing through the city of Belningra.”

			“Okay?” said Vedara. “Of what significance is that?”

			Cocoa smiled and shook his head, as if he was overwhelmed by the large man’s simplicity. “Those words have distinct meaning to them. The Black Raven was not technically speaking about any form of teleportation, but her words could indicate something similar if applied elsewhere. Since I discovered that Edamirin holds magical properties to its written word, I tested whether or not the person or being that spoke them also added to those properties. I found that I was once again correct. The Black Raven’s words, when written down in the ancient language, are far more useful than if any random person where to say the exact same words. The Black Raven was a being of immensely powerful Kanah, and using her most famous passages has allowed me to become the artist I am today.”

			“I have a question,” said Wriliara.

			Cocoa bowed his big head, still smiling proudly. “You may ask.”

			“How is it that your Curses know that the passages came from The Black Raven specifically? You just said these words would be meaningless from another. In that case, why would writing them down in the ancient lettering provide you with any sort of enhancement? How does your stiletto know those lines are from such a powerful creature? I do not understand.” 

			“A very good question,” said Kirga.

			“A very good question, indeed,” said Cocoa. “The answer is that the writing of the ancient words must be written at the place where they were spoken. In my experiments I also found out that even the location where one has spoken Edamirin is altered in some fashion. It is tainted, or blessed—however you choose to see it—by the ancient tongue. You see, it is told that Queen Gabraseva and The Black Raven had this historic palaver on the main roadway from Epunesak to Belningra, The Iron Road. So, I simply took my nifty little blade here and brought it to The Iron Road. There is where I etched the passage. And sure enough, I felt a deep power course through the stiletto. Such Kanah was in it then that would impress a king. My theories continued to come out correct. Edamirin is no normal language. There is a reason that Curses and Jinxes only spring to life after their Edamirin names, not their modern translations, have been spoken aloud. Edamirin is everything, boys. Edamirin is everything.”

			Kirga gripped his chin and hummed. “So you have used the piece of that conversation to achieve this impressive level of teleportation. That is your secret.”

			“It is, my friend,” answered Cocoa. “I’m something of a scientist, you could say. I perform various tests to see just how far an Oracle can take Kanah. The constant in all of my tests is that Edamirin is always the source of a new advancement. I believe there is much that can be achieved by learning the secrets of the legendary tongue.”

			“You are a very clever rabbit,” said Kirga. “I will give you that.” 

			Cocoa seemed in remarkably good spirits for one who had a piece of sharp steel sticking out of their face. “Thank you very much. I am honoured by your praise. You see, I also discovered that combining Edamirin passages can strengthen some abilities, hence the pain of the eye being pierced linked with the opposing Edamirin on both the eye and the stiletto. For example, if I had two coins, one in each hand, and on the coin in my right hand there was the Edamirin word for loud, and on the coin in my left there was the Edamirin word for blinding, you could smash the two coin faces together and create a thunderous bang along with a blinding light at the same time. That could be useful for escaping a tricky situation. It’s all about finding your own ways to play with these rules. Edamirin is the sandbox.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” said Vedara. “Just hurry it up.”

			“Hush now,” said Kirga. “I am fascinated by his experiments. There is much to be learned from the approaches he has taken. You should be as intrigued as I am.”

			“He is right,” said Cocoa. The barrier of Kanah around them reached its most powerful. “It is about time we entered. Are we all prepared?”

			“I suppose,” said Kirga, in a slightly disappointed tone. “Remember, Cocoa, when my summoning arrives, you are to teleport back to me. Understood?”

			Cocoa bowed. “Understood.” 

			“Then begin.”

			Cocoa slapped his black paws together, and the thick waves of energy consumed their group. 

			They landed in a dark corridor. The walls were tall and black. The ceiling was curved like a dome. There were no guards to be seen where they currently stood, though Kirga could sense the presence of many different Kanahs. The good thing about the vault was that many of those Kanahs belonged to the various weapons and objects stored within, rather than Oracles. This was advantageous for Kirga and his squad, as it would give them a brief amount of time to cloak themselves. Their Kanahs would be detected in a manner of minutes, but if they could cloak in time, they could avoid immediate detection.

			Cocoa looked around in surprise. “Well, where are the explosions and screams? I was expecting a fight.”

			“There will be one, I assure you,” said Kirga. “But there is no use revealing ourselves now. Not until we discover where the Zyphur Spear is being held. Now go.”

			Cocoa hung his head. “I wanted to at least catch some murder before I left.” He sighed. “Fine. Later!” He clapped his paws together again and disappeared with a flash of red. 

			They were alone now in the long corridor. “Now we must find where they are storing it,” said Kirga. “Wriliara, do you have any thoughts on where we should look first?”

			Wriliara looked down both ends of the dark hall. There were a few openings along the walls that led into separate pathways. “The Zyphur Spear is the only thing capable of killing the legendary animals, so it would be in a place highly guarded. We are currently in an area closest to the outside city. We are standing along the borders of the vault. It is my vote that we move toward the epicenter of this building. That is where weaponry as powerful as the spear will be held.”

			“My thoughts exactly,” said Kirga. “Kimiala would layer their artifacts with the least important on the outside, growing more and more powerful as we move into the heart of the vault. The Zyphur Spear will be in the middle of Eskarahm Four. There is no question of that. But in order to get that far in, we must not yet be seen.” 

			Kirga looked to his other Apostle. “Vedara, I am afraid I must ask you to use your stealth Curse once more. I know it takes its toll on you, but this is not like our journey into the Capital City. You will only need to use it for an hour at most. You must act quickly, before our Kanahs are noticed. You will not be in nearly as much pain as you were the last time you used it. And there also won’t be a brown rabbit here to smack you around like last time.”

			Vedara growled in a building fury. “Don’t you dare mention that damned rabbit to me! He was lucky I was so weak, that’s all!”

			Wriliara sniggered. “Yes, I am sure that is the reason he nearly turned you into a pile of dust. When we found you, it looked like you were a giant piece of coal. That rabbit made short work of you. It took you months to recover from that Curse he used on you.”

			Vedara growled once more. “If I saw that rabbit again today, whoever he was, I would easily crush him in a one-on-one fight. I cannot be defeated by any living Oracle in one-on-one combat.”

			“What about Kirga?” asked Wriliara, with a raised eyebrow.

			Vedara’s eyes slightly dilated. “Except for Lord Kirga, of course.”

			Wriliara hummed. “And the Dalada? What about them? What about Don-Galaga?”

			“Easy.”

			“Really?” said Wriliara.

			“My victory would be a certain thing.”

			“Your stupidity is the only certain thing,” said Kirga. “Now begin the Curse, Vedara, we have no time for this.” 

			“Fine.” Vedara brought his palms together and began to speak a long incantation in Edamirin. As deep and crude as Vedara’s voice usually was, the ancient language was always a beautiful thing to hear out loud. 

			“Tassa’dala Kargredsa Miritelningra Loperadta Mes’mala Gu Harteda Jiriuupe Makatatsa Leripem Mi Sen Kargredsa Itiderramas Garupe Garaesh’tela.”

			Once he was finished saying the passage, he began again from the beginning. Steam billowed out from Vedara’s mouth as he spoke the words. His Kanah was building to a staggering force.

			Kirga, who spoke Edamirin himself—though not quite as fluently as Cocoa—knew his words to translate to this: 

			Wondrous Creature of Water and Flame, Grant me the Power to Walk Unseen. Beautiful Creature of Trust and Guidance, let me Step Unbidden.

			It took a few more minutes of that rhythmic chanting for the trio to be transformed completely to spectral shades, invisible to the common eye. Now it was time to steal a spear. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 18: Communication Breakdown
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			CHANDI ROTATED her head to stretch her neck and bent to touch her toes. She had been doing stretches for an hour before anyone else, even Gira, was awake. Now they were all up and ready for what the day would throw at them; but still Chandi stretched and prepared, both body and mind. She was nervous; cripplingly so, as was evident to everybody else. 

			Gira placed a hand on her shoulder. “You are ready. You are as strong as the Crystal itself, honey. I know it in my bones. But even if that strength hides today, I’ll be with you. Remember that.”

			This did make her feel better. She took in a deep breath. She was not a little girl anymore. Gira patted her once on the back before walking over to Ika, who looked much calmer from where Chandi was standing. 

			The thought of looking into Wriliara’s sickening green snake eyes was boiling Chandi’s blood. How would she even begin their fight? Would she go in for hand-to-hand? What Curse would she open with if not? Could she find some way to use her orange monkey, Umanja? When would her opening for that be against an Oracle so skilled? And what about that mysterious Curse that Phiggy once recommended she use if she wanted to beat Wriliara? Filiorvis, it was called. Was Phiggy right? Did she really need that if she wanted to stand a chance? If he was right, then she will die today, unless Gira can save her. 

			So many thoughts took over Chandi’s mind. It was galling. But she had waited for today for so long. Even so, something just felt wrong about it; like today wasn’t truly meant to be her moment. She supposed she would find out. She wondered if Ika felt it too. 

			Roughly ten minutes passed where Gira took turns speaking to each member of the party personally—even Pattamis. Everyone needed to be in the right frame of mind. Another few minutes after that Cinnamon came out from the Gritka and delivered his own round of rousing speeches. His were a little less heart-warming and a little more ‘Suck it up and get it done’, which Chandi supposed did have its own form of effectiveness to it.

			Eventually, after an early morning that passed like a month, there was a knock at the bedroom door and Pumpkin pushed inside. He wasn’t wearing his tall white top hat, but he still had the tuxedo and cane. 

			“The Runes are all ready, my friends. I’ll get us into the vault with no problems. Once we arrive, though, things could get a little bit testy. I must be with you, as your entrance alone will surely get you killed, even with the relatively famous Gira Ivory travelling with you. The boys inside that building will not care. You’d be dust. But I will help you explain the situation to them. Kirga is going to be hitting them soon.”

			“Thank you for this,” said Gira. “Your assistance means a lot.”

			“Yes,” added Cinnamon. “You’ve come through for me yet again, old friend.”

			Pumpkin swatted the air. “Don’t mention it. I must be getting soft in my old age. A hundred years ago I would’ve told you all to kiss my fuzzy ass. But time has enfeebled me, evidently.” 

			He led the group into his own room, which was significantly larger than the guest one they stayed in overnight. The bed was king-sized and made with a thick white sheet. The pillows were long rectangles of shimmering gold fabric. The floor was mostly polished wood, but the area at the foot of the massive bed was covered by a large circle of crimson carpet. The walls were white plaster decorated with golden engravings of dragons and stallions. There was one tall window in the room that overlooked Porshalla below.

			On the area of wooden floor to the left of the kingly bed was a grouping of black Edamirin Runes drawn in various circular patterns. It was clear that four people were meant to stand in specific spots. Only four.

			“Hang on,” said Pattamis, looking down at the floor suspiciously from atop Prince Keji’s head. “How many of us are going on this little adventure?”

			Pumpkin gave a deadpan look. “Gira, the boy, and the girl. I can’t possibly let Cinnamon go in there. He’s a wanted Oracle. The guards would recognize him right away. And I can’t let the Prince in there either, as he would be entirely useless. The boy has no Kanah. And you . . .  you are a hat.”

			Pattamis pouted. “This sucks.”

			“He’s right,” said Gira and Cinnamon at the same time, something that seemed to disturb them both on a personal level. 

			“We’ll be enough,” continued Gira, gesturing to himself and the Turquoise Town teens. “We’ll get the job done. You guys have to wait here. Your time to help will come. But it isn’t inside that vault.”

			Cinnamon nodded. “Yeah. I don’t like it, but it is what it is. I’m confident I have trained these brats well enough to handle themselves. I can at least take comfort in that.”

			“You have trained these brats well enough,” said Ika, smiling. “We’ll remember our lessons and act like true Oracles in there.” 

			Cinnamon winked at Ika. “You better.” 

			Pumpkin stepped into the largest of the four black circles. “All right. No more talk. Please step into a circle of your choosing.”

			The three of them made their choices. Chandi opted for the one closest to Ika. 

			“Now,” said Pumpkin, “I will bring us in.” He bowed solemnly to Cinnamon, who was now standing in the corner of the room with an impatient look on his face. “While you’re here, relax, my friend. You have earned a little rest. I will tell you all about how it went upon my return.”

			Cinnamon grumbled a satiated response under his breath.

			Pumpkin’s eyes closed now, and his Kanah could be felt on the skin with a tickling sensation. Chandi braced herself for the transportation to take place. 

			“Tesa’dela Manacapta.” 

			A bright white light consumed Chandi’s vison. With that light came a nauseous feeling, like her stomach was being slowly pulled up her throat by a thin rope. 

			They all landed flat on their feet. Chandi was proud of herself for getting better at those landings. She couldn’t help but remember the time in Grematorga when she fell on her face in front of Ika. That was an embarrassing moment she swore she would never relive. 

			They were standing in a hallway of pale stone. There was a long golden carpet that laid atop the center of the floor, trailing all the way down to a dome-like room in front of them. 

			Out of that room immediately came a slew of six men, shouting at them. They were dressed in all gold suits that clung tightly to their muscled bodies. Their faces were covered by black helmets, glossy and angular. Their Kanah was impressive. And frightening. 

			“You! Don’t move a muscle! Who are  . . .” The shouting man leading the cluster paused. “Pumpkin? What are you doing here? And who are they?” 

			Pumpkin stepped ahead of their little grouping, putting himself between the Kimiala guards and their targets. Chandi was grateful for that. It was a subconscious move that reminded her of Master Cinnamon, who she was missing already.

			“Hello there,” said Pumpkin. “Kimiala is still just as fierce as I recall from the good old days. This is splendid. However, I’ll have you not roast us peaceful informants. You see, I am here with Gira Ivory, who I am sure you’ve heard of. We have some crucial information we feel you must know. I can vouch for this intrusion. Please take no offense to it.” 

			The guards still held their Kanahs in an offensive state. The lead guard did not move even slightly from where he stood. No shifting of the feet nor tilting of the head. He was fixed on them like a hawk upon mice.

			“Pumpkin, bringing them inside this vault is nothing short of a crime. You have abused the use of your Runes, which you took an oath to keep secret and never use again.”

			Pumpkin suddenly seemed affronted. “I worked here! I was one of you!” he said, straining his voice. “I know you, Benja Martens.”

			Now the guard moved for the first time. It was a shake of the head.

			Pumpkin continued. “I know your commanding officer, Metar Belnada, too.”

			“I am officer now,” said Benja, the leader.

			“I know your wife, Misty.”

			“Do not reveal such personal information to these outsiders!” shouted Benja from underneath his helmet.

			“I know Commander Zilch, Commander Begris, Commander Lupen. I know most of the old boys from this depressing place.”

			Benja’s voice remained cold. “You are no longer one of us. You left this life behind. Don’t reach for sympathies from me. You want to deliver information? Fine. Do so now. To me. But this intrusion will still cost you dearly when King Stultis hears of it.” 

			“Very well,” said Pumpkin, sadly. “Then I must let you know that the Genmaga will be mounting an assault on this facility sometime today. He may already be within your walls.”

			The men behind Benja laughed, but he silenced them with a swift hand. 

			“The Genmaga?” he said, as if he must’ve misheard. “You mean Kirga?”

			“I do,” said Pumpkin.

			“Surely this is some poorly conceived joke.”

			“It is not.”

			Benja put his hands on his hips and sighed aggressively. “You have used your old Runes to enter Eskarahm Four again, only to tell me that Kirga the Hellcat is coming?”

			Pumpkin said nothing. 

			Benja pointed at him. “You, old friend, have lost your mind. I will be contacting Stultis now. I hope this visit was worth it.”

			Gira stepped forward. “If Kirga is already somewhere here,” he said hastily, “I believe I have a way to prove it.”

			Benja’s expression was hidden behind the black helmet, but his held silence was telling. After a while, he broke it. “Gira Ivory. You have a good reputation with the Dalada. So much so that I am willing to let you explain to me what in Meamara’s name you’re talking about. What would the Genmaga want from this vault to begin with? What reason would he have to travel here and risk such an insane mission? Be quick about it. My patience is running thin from all of this.” 

			Gira clasped his hands together as he begged for cooperation. “Listen, Kirga recently snuck into Kanakon. This is no easy feat. You can contact Stultis yourself and ask whether that is true if you require official confirmation. He achieved this with the help of his newest Apostle, Vedara. He is capable of using a Curse that can cloak their group, not only from sight, but even from sense. Their Kanahs become invisible along with their bodies. They are next to impossible to detect, even for an experienced Oracle like Elra, who let them slip right past him and his wolves. If Kirga was going to sneak into this vault to steal an artifact—which he is—then that Curse is the only thing he could possibly use to do it. He could be in these very halls and even you would be completely unaware.

			“And as for his reasoning: Kirga is after the Zyphur Spear, the same weapon Dremagon once used to kill the Black Raven. We believe he is going to use it to kill the White Raven.”

			“Why would he attempt to kill the Raven?”

			“We don’t know yet. But Gatekeeper Wuta revealed that information just before he died. It is what Kirga wants. Please trust me. And now his Apostle is going to help him do it by snatching the spear out from under your noses. If he achieves that, it will be the most successful heist ever performed against Kimiala. It will not make your organization look very good.”

			Benja stuck out his hand again to halt a golden guard behind him who just took in breath to speak. “And how, Mr. Ivory, would you be able to prove this Vedara is using said Curse within this building?”

			Gira seemed to relax, exhaling and releasing his hands. “It would be quite easy. Vedara benefits from his ability being a complete surprise. There is no way to counter him if you don’t know how he is doing it. Thankfully, we do. The Curse must be maintained by the caster speaking an incantation over and over. It is a very taxing ability on the Oracle. Smoke can even be seen billowing from the caster’s mouth as they speak the proper words. The thing is, the Curse is lost if the caster stops the incantation even briefly. It takes them some time to recuperate and begin again.”

			Benja returned his hands to his hips. “And?”

			“And that precise moment when the Curse falters opens up the intruders’ Kanahs to be detected. If Vedara drops the Curse at any time within this vault, we can find where he—and therefore Kirga—is. That will be your proof we are telling you the truth. We can stop Kirga before he steals that spear; we just need to find him . . .  together.”

			Benja snorted. “Any stealth Curse capable of breaking someone into Eskarahm Four would be a rare thing. Truly.”

			Ika took a step forward now, which made Chandi very nervous. She begged internally that he wouldn’t be disrespectful and rip to shreds the progress Gira had just made in this conversation. 

			“If I can speak for a second, I’d like to say that I fought Vedara personally, along with Chandi.” He gestured to where she still stood timidly behind him. “His power is terrifying. He was recovering from using that very stealth Curse when we stumbled across him. He was near death, but still overwhelmingly strong. If someone that powerful could be brought so low by the simple usage of that Curse, then it is a powerful Curse indeed. You are being told the truth, Mr. Martens. They will take the spear if we don’t help you.”

			“If I were to entertain the idea of someone already being within our patrols,” said Benja, “how would you go about making them drop this mighty Curse? How would you pull the curtain on them?” 

			“Does Kimiala have any special protocols for dealing with intruders?” asked Gira. “For example, is there a plan for when, say, many intruders have overcome your outer perimeters? Is there a way to sweep the area clean?”

			Pumpkin smiled and patted his stomach excitedly. “There is, as a matter of fact! As far as I can remember anyway.” He looked over to Commander Benja. 

			Benja paused before speaking. “Yes, such a plan does exist. All of the outer guards would have to be called into the center ward of the vault, though. It is a special kind of Curse we all must contribute to. It sends a wave of Kanah, almost like a pungent cloud, through every hallway of the outer wards. It is only to be used as a last resort to fend off a mass invasion that we were not successful in repelling.”

			Gira smirked. “Then that is what you must use now, Commander Benja. Call all of your men back and perform the Curse. Then Kirga and his Apostles will have no choice but to lower their stealth Curse and change to a defensive one to save themselves. In that moment we will be able to locate where they are. I promise you they are here.”

			Benja looked around to his men, who stood silently, waiting for his orders.

			“Very well. I will make the call. This had better provide your proof. Pumpkin, you will be in grave trouble if this ends up being a waste of our time. As will you, Ivory. The Dalada will not save you here.”

			Chandi breathed out heavily in relief. They listened. This was going to make things go much smoother. At this rate, the defeat of Kirga and Wriliara could be an easier thing than she was anticipating. In Kirga’s mind, no one could possibly know of the specific Curse he was using to get into the vault. Chandi felt rather proud knowing it was their efforts from their first hunt that led to the discovery. She felt proud knowing she and Ika were the reason Kirga’s plan was about to be foiled. He was going to be caught today. The thrill of that realization brought the trace of a tear to her eye. 

			At one time she felt useless and was embarrassed about their first encounter with Vedara, but now she recognized that everything happens for a reason. Sometimes it takes a while for your own actions to be put into proper perspective. She and Ika were useful, in however small a way, after all. 

			But now that she thought about Wriliara being captured and sent to prison, a new wave of anxiety fell upon her. Is that what she wanted? Would prison be enough to satisfy her, or was blood what she really wanted? She wanted revenge on the man who butchered her parents in front of her. Would a tip-off about a Curse leading to his downfall act as the resolution she has been seeking for most of her life? She wondered if Ika was thinking the same thing. When she looked over to see his face, he didn’t appear disturbed by Kirga’s supposed capture. Chandi found that strange. 

			She walked over to him and nudged his elbow with hers. “What’s wrong? Shouldn’t you be a little happier? Kirga’s gunna get caught now. Kimiala know he’s in here somewhere.”

			Ika sighed, shaking his head slowly. His eyes didn’t blink. They were fixed in a daze. “He’s better than that.”

			Chandi frowned. “Huh?”

			“I said he’s better than that, Chandi. Sure, this will slow him down. I’m happy about that. But do you really think he’s going to be trapped by this plan? He would have thought of something like this. He will have a backup.”

			“What kind of backup could he possibly have?” asked Chandi.

			Ika shrugged. “We’re going to find out before the day is done. Just don’t get too excited, that’s all I’m saying.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 19: Protocol Black
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			IKA FOLLOWED behind his uncle as Commander Benja Martens led their group to the center ward of Eskarahm Four. While they were moving, Benja gave the order to bring all units back to his location. Ika caught the order as ‘Protocol Black’. 

			Benja explained as they walked that Protocol Black was meant to be performed in secret. There was no alarm blasted throughout the facility or shouts sent down each hallway. It was meant to be a discreet movement of units, for the very reason they were about to use it. If an intruder managed to sneak into the vault, it would be wise to let them believe they are still well hidden. It would be foolish to give away that their plan has failed. Let them walk into their own trap. 

			When they arrived at the center wards, Ika had to shield his eyes until they adjusted to the lights. The entire ward appeared to be one room. It was more akin to a stadium than anything else. The walls were made from white crystal that glittered with every colour in a rainbow. Once Ika got used to that, he couldn’t help but appreciate how beautiful it was. The walls curved outward and climbed up to form a massive dome. The floor was tiled with large squares of white wood, slick and shiny. 

			Kimiala could easily fit thousands of people in this so-called ‘Ward’. Ika had to squint to see other golden guards with black helmets entering through tall archways on the other side of the crystalized dome. From that far way they looked like little ants scurrying into place. One by one the various archways that lined the dome were filled with those little black specks. Hundreds of Kimiala guards were pouring into the stadium. 

			After ten minutes it seemed like an army had formed, ready for war. None of them said anything. There was no idle chatter or shared gossiping about why the order was given. The stadium was as silent as a crypt. 

			It was mostly filled with spacious emptiness, but one thing did rest in the middle of the stadium. Something so large it reached all the way to the gleaming roof of the dome. It was a black stone tablet, as tall as a house. It was rectangular in shape. 

			Ika walked ahead of the group to get closer to it. He had to push through a few clusters of silent guards who were moving into the same area. He noticed, once he was close enough, that the names of the artifacts under Kimiala’s protection were written on the black stone in glowing white letters. He read some of them in his head. 

			‘The Monkey Blade’, ‘The Singing Brooch’, ‘The Derasi Blade’, ‘The Jumping Shoes’, ‘The Gerash Ring’, ‘The Bloody Nail’. 

			‘The Jumping Shoes’ struck him as rather odd. But that was far from the weirdest one on the list. There were others like ‘The Bergri Burger’, ‘The Moonshine Dime’, ‘The Deific Panties’, and ‘The HillenBurg Sponge.’

			There were hundreds of magical artifacts written down and accounted for. As Ika began to walk around the tablet to inspect some more, he heard his uncle shout out to him. 

			“Ika! Get back here!” 

			Ika carried on. “I just want to look at this thing. Give me a second!” His voice carried to every corner of the stadium, as nobody else was speaking. This made him quite embarrassed. 

			When he finally got around to the other side, he found there were not more artifacts written down. Instead, there was a detailed map of the vault glowing in white ink instead. Every ward was mapped out in detail. Every hallway and every storage room. It was fascinating. 

			Ika looked over to motion for Chandi to come look as well. He received a warning glare from her. Her nostrils were flared and her jaw was clenched. Ika had seen that face many times before. He was getting on her nerves. Knowing this, he sighed and ran back to join her with Gira and Pumpkin. 

			He noticed that many of the guards were looking their way. But they didn’t seem to be focusing on him and Chandi—at least as far as he could tell. They were wearing helmets after all. They appeared to be fixating on Pumpkin. Ika wondered just how well known the rabbit was within the organization. His return was clearly something of note for most of the guards filling the stadium. 

			Commander Benja walked up to the black stone tablet and cleared his throat. Most of the guards were gathered around the western side of the great tablet, so that is where he faced when he addressed them. 

			“As I’m sure you are all aware by now, I have officially called for Protocol Black. The reason for this is very simple: I have my suspicions that multiple intruders have found their way into this vault!”

			Your suspicions, huh? thought Ika. You wouldn’t know anything if we didn’t come all the way here to tell you . . .  jackass.

			“I believe they are using a very powerful cloaking Curse to hide themselves from both sight and sense. The only way to detect them would be to force them on the defensive. Protocol Black is the best solution for this problem. Once their location is revealed, the red light marking them will shine on the map portion of the Great Tablet. I want half of the units present to move on that location immediately. I want the other half to remain here, as they will need to pass through here to get to the Zyphur Spear.”

			At this, there was finally a chorus of murmurs going through the crowd.

			“Yes, you heard that correctly,” said Benja. “They are here for the spear. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you all of how important that artifact is. I trust you realize the gravity of our situation.” He moved his head around as if scanning the crowd. “Where is Commander Aladen?”

			“Here, sir!” a voice called out. A tall guard with similar apparel stepped forward, though his helmet had red tribal carvings along the front. 

			“I want you to monitor this situation closely. If these intruders even make it past the first wave of units, let alone make it to the spear, you must be the one to officially put the word out for reinforcements to King Stultis. Asking for a member of the Dalada at this point will make the King furious, but we will have no choice if they make it deeper into this vault. We will need the Death Squad’s assistance to handle this incident. Am I understood, Aladen?”

			Commander Aladen straightened up. “Yes sir! The Capital City will be informed. Though . . .  sir, do you really think it will come to that?”

			A silence consumed the massive room again. 

			“I believe we should prepare for anything,” said Benja. “That is what wise men do. Now, everyone gather near the tablet. We have no time to waste.” 

			Ika stumbled backward awkwardly as they all moved into position. Once the small army of Kimiala guards was huddled as close to the towering black rock as they could possibly be, they got down into cross-legged sitting positions and clapped their palms together in a meditative pose. 

			“Should we be doing this as well?” asked Ika, feeling rather out of place now.

			“No,” said Pumpkin. “They must do this to summon the Curse required to cleanse the building. Every portion of this building—except for this ward—is about to become very uninhabitable. Kirga just might die from this alone if he doesn’t adapt in time. This Curse is nothing to play around with.” 

			“Benja said they were going to contact the Capital,” said Chandi.

			“Yes,” said Pumpkin. “Only if things get out of hand.”

			“But how? How will they get word all the way there of our situation? And how quickly could a member of the Death Squad even be sent?” 

			“Kimiala have always used a communication process that primarily involves creatures known as Red Calastapi Herons. Red Herons are the fastest animals in all of Wenworld. The fastest land creature is the Bentar Leopard, but Red Herons are the quickest overall. It will only take one heron a period of three to four hours maximum to reach Kanakon from Porshalla, a trip that would take a human weeks. 

			“Commander Aladen, if worst truly comes, will attach a letter to the foot of the Red Heron and send it to King Stultis. The birds are trained to know their routes. From there all that we would need is for a Death Squad member, or maybe even two, to be sent here. In the area of speed, it would be wisest to send Elra, as his wolf, Sutugius, can move at speeds almost comparable to a Bentar Leopard. Elra would most likely be our backup.”

			Ika remembered meeting both Elra and his majestic wolf outside of Kanakon during their first adventure. It was an amazing experience. He would welcome Elra’s help anytime. 

			A dense amount of Kanah gathered above the heads of the seated guards as a cloud of gold and white. This could only mean they were all Sun Affinity Oracles, based on those colours. Ika wondered if being Sun Affinity was some kind of requirement for working for the organization. Perhaps those who are Moon Affinity cannot be trusted with such valuable weapons and items. That stung a bit.

			The guards all spoke at once in a unified voice that exhibited raw power. “Terasomni Betebara. Mesukesh Mar’temtata.” 

			The air went suddenly cold.

			Pumpkin smiled. “There it is. Things are going to get interesting now. You better keep an eye on that tablet, boy. That map will be lighting up real soon.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 17: The Other Affinities
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			KIRGA AND his two Apostles walked slowly through the tall dark halls, moving closer to the center of the vault with every step. They were now cloaked, body and Aura, by Vedara’s Curse. Its Edamirin title was Kima Dollora. It damaged Vedara to use, but the reward was worth it. 

			They stalked through a branching corridor now that was lined with shelves. The ceiling was lower here and the area was cluttered with long tables with thick red books stacked upon them. As Kirga walked silently next to one of the tables, he could see that they were supposedly textbooks on Wenworld History. He found this intriguing. If the visit to this particular corridor was under any other circumstance, he might’ve spent an afternoon or two poring over these texts, learning what he could from the past. Kirga was a deep lover of historical study. He used to read history books many years ago with a certain someone he loved very much. 

			He bit the inside of his cheek and buried that thought. There was no time for that now. 

			The shelves that lined the walls held various jars of misty liquid and frames of dead insects. He wasn’t positive what those could possibly be for. It wouldn’t be shocking to learn that experiments were conducted in Eskarahm Four, but keeping their contents out in the open like this was peculiar. Though, Kirga supposed that no one was ever meant to be in this place save for Kimiala. 

			“As unsophisticated and repugnant as you are,” said Wriliara, walking behind Vedara, “I would be lying if I said Kima Dollora wasn’t worthy of praise. How did you learn such a Curse?”

			Vedara, still speaking the incantation with a burning tongue, looked back at Wriliara with a scathing fire in his purple eyes.

			“Ah, right,” said the smaller Apostle. “You cannot speak.” He turned to Kirga, who was walking on Vedara’s other side. “Do you happen to know, My Lord?”

			“I do,” said Kirga, still scanning the tables as they weaved through them. “It was one of the main reasons I wished to recruit him in the first place. His raw strength was appealing, yes, but it was the use of Kima Dollora that convinced me I must have him as an Apostle.” 

			He was so tempted to pick up just one of the books, but he knew better than to disturb the Curse. Grabbing physical objects was not permitted when under a full cloaking.

			“I first met Vedara outside of the city of Belningra,” he continued. “He essentially materialized out of nothing before me on the road to the city. I was traveling there because I heard a Kensral was causing trouble for the authorities. Vedara could not resist revealing himself to me and doing all that I asked, given the natural compulsion for Kensrals to serve the Genmaga of their generation. He was carrying a sack over his back when his compulsion drew him to me. It was filled with Teeth from a nearby bank. Vedara, who was once a feared warrior, was now nothing more than a petty thief. It was quite the fall from grace.

			“Naturally, I was curious how he learned such an advanced stealth Curse, so I demanded him to tell me. He did so without hesitation.” Kirga cleared his throat. “His answer was . . .  not what I expected.”

			“What was it?” asked Wriliara, after a pause.

			Kirga looked forward now. “He did not obtain the Curse from the library of Sheltrona. He did not purchase it from there. He was taught the Curse . . .  by Migra Morga.”

			Even saying that name aloud sent a heat through Kirga’s chest. He hated that woman; perhaps more than he hated anyone.

			“Really?” said Wriliara. “That little girl was a menace in her time. I suppose it isn’t a shock to hear she was in possession of such an ability. Did she teach it to him before the incident with Alistair Morga?”

			Kirga smirked. “I take it you mean the incident where Alistair cut off Vedara’s head.”

			Wriliara nodded. “That would be the one.” 

			Vedara grumbled in a reminiscent anger between his passages.

			Kirga released a laugh that sounded more like a dry cough. “Vedara obviously did not die that day. It would take much more than decapitation to put him down for good. Alistair was not aware of that. Few are. Vedara did meet Migra again, a few years after the incident at the village. She trained him for a time, teaching him only some of the abilities she had picked up since they last met.”

			“She must’ve been only a teenager at that time,” said Wriliara, with a hint of admiration in his voice.

			“That is correct,” said Kirga. “She didn’t train him for long, however. After his defeat at the hands of Alistair, Migra lost interest in her Kensral pet. She discarded him after he messed up a robbery in Belningra. You see, that is why I found him there. He lived in Belningra for many, many years, just sadly wasting away. Drinking had become his daily routine. Drinking and hunting deer in his bear form. He attempted the same robbery a few times throughout the decades, failing every time. The only time he actually succeeded was when he came across me, but by that time Migra was long dead, so he didn’t have anyone to impress. Quite pathetic.”

			“Do we know for sure that Migra is dead?” asked Wriliara. “You don’t hear anything about the girl these days, yes, but is it possible she is simply . . .  retired? She would be roughly seventy years old now, yes? Eighty even?” 

			“I can promise you that woman is dead,” said Kirga, with full confidence. “And yes, she would be quite old now, were she still breathing. But she is not.”

			“But how can you be so su—”

			“Wait!” snapped Kirga, pulling on Vedara’s cloak and making them all stop in place.

			“What is it?” asked Wriliara, scanning the area. 

			Kirga could feel something; something deeply wrong. An unsettled feeling washed over him. It felt like ice was creeping along his heart. Something bad was coming, but he did not know what yet.

			“I sense something,” he said coolly.

			Vedara kept going with his incantation, as stopping may reveal their location to Kimiala. If he stopped for a few brief seconds, then they could be safe. But if the three of them were fully uncloaked for a period of over a minute, their Kanahs would undoubtedly be detected. And if Vedara stopped using Kima Dollora right now, after using it for this long, he would be unable to use it again for at least another hour. The longer he uses the Curse, the longer the recuperation time. 

			“I don’t sense anything,” said Wriliara.

			Kirga clenched and unclenched his fists, thinking of what to do next. “That is because your Kanah is a sliver of my own. You will sense it; most likely within the next minute or so. But by then I fear whatever it is will have fallen upon us already.”

			Wriliara separated his legs, instinctually going into a fighting stance. “Then what do we do, My Lord?”

			Kirga did not answer, because he did not know. Were they to just wait around for this inevitable issue to arrive? What else could be done? Under no circumstance can they release Kima Dollora. The difficulty of the current heist will rise to near impossible if their secrecy is ruined. But how could it be? There was no way for Kimiala to know he was inside the vault yet. Kirga was planning on them learning after he took the spear. He knew there would be a fight, but having it begin now was inopportune at best, and a disaster at worst. Perhaps this worrying force he felt was not coming for them. Perhaps it was just a foreboding presence that lingered in the halls, but could never find them. 

			No. Kirga knew this to not be the case. Whatever was coming was going to directly affect their progress. 

			The air suddenly went so cold Kirga could see his own breath as puffs of white smoke. “It is coming.”

			Wriliara’s snake eyes dilated. “Yes . . .  I sense it now. That is not good.” 

			“There!” said Kirga, pointing ahead of them toward another hallway that branched off from their corridor to the right.

			A golden glow was building in the dark hallway, as if a being of pure fire was walking slowly toward them, lighting the path as it tread. But no being came forth. Instead, a cloud of golden mist began to fill their corridor at a remarkable speed. 

			“What is that?” asked Wriliara, sounding nervous now. 

			Kirga at once knew the game had changed. He sighed heavily, lowering his head. “I’m afraid our infiltration has been leaked somehow. The first act of our plan is a failure.”

			“But how?” roared Wriliara.

			Vedara still spoke the Edamirin Passages that kept them hidden.

			“Well,” said Kirga in a soft tone, “I have my suspicions about who could’ve had a hand in foiling this. It can only be Gira Ivory. He has somehow found out our plan and is one step ahead of us. I suspect he is in this very building right now. This must be some emergency Curse Kimiala is capable of using to kill all Oracles who wander their sacred halls.”

			“So  . . .” Wriliara paused. “. . .  are we doomed then, My Lord?”

			Kirga rolled his shoulders and cracked his back. “There is no need to be so dramatic. The game has simply changed, and therefore we must adapt.” His deep and commanding voice had now evolved into a frighteningly dogged sound. “Vedara, drop the Curse. I am going to need to use a defensive Curse of my own to counter this trickery. In order for me to use my Kanah, you must remove the cloaking. I thank you for your efforts, but it looks like you’ll be getting your fight sooner than expected.”

			Vedara stopped speaking the incantation, throwing his arms back and roaring at the top of his lungs. His mouth was leaking great clouds of smoke from his tongue and his teeth were shining in an excited smile. “YES! FINALLY! BRING ME THEIR BEST!” 

			He began to laugh manically, beating his chest like a gorilla. The cloak had dropped and the three of them could be easily seen now by the naked eye. The jig was up. 

			Kirga cracked his neck and clenched his jaw. This was not how things were supposed to go, but he could adapt. More of them would die because of this new approach. It was them who would suffer for this, not him. They just didn’t know it.

			The mist of gold was quickly moving toward them, swallowing the massive corridor completely. Every inch of the vault, except for the center, would be experiencing this same thing. 

			“Get behind me, both of you,” said Kirga. “Only I can protect us from a Curse of this magnitude. Do as I say.” 

			Vedara and Wriliara gathered closely behind Kirga. Vedara was still bouncing and grinning like a mad dog. 

			Kirga took in one heavy breath through his nose, and let it out slowly through his mouth, calming the flow of his Kanah. He would require full concentration to perform this Curse.

			“Reythrilian.” 

			As soon as the word left Kirga’s lips, an enormous spectral hand of white light came into form above their heads. It was so large the thumb touched one side of the corridor, and the little finger brushed against the other. Slowly the hand descended on the trio, closing around them as it captured them in a clenched fist.

			“We will be safe in here until the mist passes,” said Kirga.

			“An interesting Curse, My Lord,” said Wriliara, marveling at the ethereal fingers closing around their bodies. They could still see through the fist, so they could monitor the density of the surrounding cloud.

			It passed over them fully now, engulfing all areas that weren’t shielded by this mystical hand. 

			“Hurry up already!” said Vedara. “It’s fight time. Come on, come on, come on! These hallways will be soaked in red by the time we leave. I can’t wait any longer.”

			“Shut your mouth and have patience,” snarled Kirga. “Leave before this mist clears and you will die. It may only go on for a few more minutes. You can wait that long.”

			They waited for up to five minutes before the golden haze finally began to fade away. Kirga knew they had now been sensed and located. Vedara had dropped the Curse and the amount of time they spent inside of Reythrilian was more than enough for Kimiala to pinpoint their Kanahs. 

			Kirga stepped forward. As he did the spectral hand dissipated. “It is time. Units will be dispatched to our location now. The real fight starts now. We must get to the Zyphur Spear swiftly. Once we do, we must leave as soon as we can. By that point word will be sent to the Capital. If Stultis learns that an artifact has been taken from Eskarahm Four, he will send a Dalada member to Porshalla. That is the last thing we want. The mission will fail if one of them gets inv—”

			Vedara cut off Kirga’s last sentence with a howl of battle, running off down the nearest hallway toward the center of the vault, where Kimiala would be sending their men from.

			“Brain-dead beast,” spat Wriliara.

			“Did you at least hear me?”

			“I did, My Lord. I heard you very well. How long do you think it will take for him to find some guards to kill?”

			Kirga could sense them already moving on their location. Hundreds of Kanahs were moving quickly toward them. 

			“He didn’t need to run off at all. They aren’t far now. And they were coming toward us anyways.”

			“Yes,” said Wriliara. “I sense them now. There are many. And they are relatively strong, based on those Kanahs.”

			Vedara’s roar turned into a bloodcurdling screech of joy.

			“I take it he sees them now,” said Wriliara.

			Kirga could hear the sound of the first contact. Curses were being shouted out and the crunching of bones echoed down the hall. 

			“Let us join him. Are you ready?”

			Wriliara nodded, his green eyes radiant. “I am.”

			They ran together to catch up with Vedara. In spite of his size, the man could move quite quickly. It took them a bit of time to catch up. 

			By the time they arrived to the scene of the fight, blood was already running across the floor in dozens of thick rivers. Bodies were stacked on top of each other in morbid piles. 

			“Yes!” Vedara threw Kimiala guards around by the legs, swinging them like they were improvised maces. He dwarfed them all in stature. “Yes! Yes! Is this all you have to offer me? Pathetic. Bring me your commanders. Let me taste their blood!”

			A golden guard stepped forward slowly, parting the crowds of Kimiala who still lived. 

			“I am Commander Hesercal,” the man said. He was tall and broad-shouldered. His black helmet was marked with a white hand. “I will end this madness now.”

			Vedara, still smiling, dropped the guard he was holding to the hard floor. The body crumpled in a sickening position that could only be achieved if its spine was twisted and broken. 

			“Very well, Hesercal. Come and meet your death.”

			Another guard stepped forward. His helmet was marked by a blue Edamirin symbol Kirga knew to represent the moon. “I am Commander Zurga. You will not escape this vault alive. I promise you that. We have been waiting for a fool like you to attempt something like this. You have made our day a little more exciting. That is all.” 

			“Come then,” said Vedara, tugging at his long black beard to straighten it atop his wide chest. “I will show you both your own hearts.”

			Commander Zurga moved to Vedara with a level of speed that impressed Kirga. He kicked Vedara several times in both legs. They were delivered at blinding speeds. Three of them hit the inner thigh of Vedara’s thick left leg, causing the large man to fall to one knee. This was where Commander Hesercal picked up the slack. One second he was at least twenty meters away, and the next he was flying through the air next to Vedara’s head. He spun his body midflight and kicked Vedara in the temple, sending the Apostle crashing down to the floor. 

			Vedara was now soaked in the blood of the men he previously killed. He rolled around in it with a disgusted but slightly amused fury. 

			“You’ll have to do better than that,” he said, standing up and squeezing blood from his beard like he was wringing water from a dishtowel. 

			Commander Zurga wasted no time. He straightened his hand like a board and pointed it toward Vedara. “Ferekali!”

			A spectral arrow of golden energy materialized around his slim arm and fired at Vedara. It struck him in the center of the chest. There was a great burst of Vedara’s blood that fired out at least three feet. He roared in pain. The arrow did not go right through him; it seemed to be lodged in the thick muscle of his chest. 

			“Perhaps you should assist him,” said Kirga to Wriliara. 

			“No!” shouted Vedara, climbing slowly back to both feet. “These two are mine.” He glared at his opponents and smirked. “Not bad. Not enough to defeat the likes of me; but not bad.” 

			Hesercal ran at Vedara, coating his right leg in golden flame. He swung the kick, sending a wave of fire at Vedara’s face. Vedara, with his own Kanah Transformation, screamed an inhuman sound. What came out of his mouth was a shockwave that could be seen as ripples in the air. It sent the golden flames spiraling out in all directions, setting some of the lesser guards ablaze. They screamed in agony as they ran around, begging for someone to put them out. 

			The shockwave sent Hesercal soaring backward to smash against the wall of the wide hallway. His helmet now had a noticeable crack running down the middle. 

			Zurga tried to use Ferekali again, but before he could finish saying the Curse, Vedara was right next to him. Even with his imposing size, the man could move with a devilish swiftness. He grabbed the commander’s face with one hand and lifted him from the ground. With one motion he dashed Zurga’s entire body off of the floor like a rubber ball. Zurga actually bounced back into the air, but by that point he was a mangled mess of twisted limbs and broken bones. He died instantly upon impact with the ground. 

			Once Commander Hesercal had given his head a shake and composed himself, he yelled out in despair. There was little doubt by the sound of it that he knew Commander Zurga well, and was devastated by his passing. This only made Vedara laugh. Hard. 

			Hesercal stood up slowly, clenching his fists. A pulsing emerald Aura built around his body. “You will pay for what you just did.”

			Vedara pretended to yawn.

			Hesercal was back at Vedara’s side in a second, throwing multiple rabbit punches into the man’s stomach. Vedara’s knotted muscle absorbed each blow with ease. As Hesercal summoned green balls of Kanah around each fist, however, the strikes began to count for something.

			Vedara winced, throwing a wild haymaker that Hesercal ducked easily. The punches continued to be thrown, faster and faster. The commander punched the sternum, the kidneys, the face, the neck, the ribs, and the groin. He was moving so fast that the punches appeared to be connecting at the exact same time. Vedara threw his own punches in anger and pain, but Hesercal was too fast for him to even glance. 

			This fierce onslaught went on for a few minutes. The most remarkable part about it was how everyone else around just stood and watched. Kirga and Wriliara were standing right there, but the countless other Kimiala guards did not attack them, neither did Kirga and Wriliara seek to dispose of them. The clash between Vedara and these two commanders was taking up most of the hallway’s space, and it was worth watching. Kirga assumed the guards were watching out of respect for the last remaining commander, as he would not want this interrupted. 

			It became a bizarre moment of truce as Hesercal was burying Vedara in punches. It was like a gladiator arena had been made out of this particular hallway. There was nothing anyone could do—or even wanted to do—but watch it play out. Once a victor was clear, the madness would ensue again. But for now, this was what mattered. 

			Vedara eventually spit up a burst of his own blood. He was internally bleeding now. 

			“Stay still, you little—”

			Hesercal leapt into the air and brought both feet down upon Vedara’s head. Vedara plummeted forward, his face smashing against the floor. His large nose broke in four places and the impact made him bite his own tongue, which now leaked blood down into his beard, drenching it. 

			Hesercal’s blitz did not stop after this. He kept moving with that incredible speed, peppering Vedara’s back with punches, throwing in a heavy stomp every ten strikes or so. Vedara’s massive frame shook and bounced with each blow. His head snapped back so many times the whiplash effect was undeniable. 

			“This is a dreadful display,” said Wriliara, stroking his chin. “Should I intervene to save the pitiful oaf?”

			“No,” said Kirga. “It is his fault if he dies. He is the one who wanted a fight so badly. Now he has one. He should be grateful.”

			Now that Kirga looked closer, he noticed that his Apostle seemed to be just that. Even while being beaten mercilessly into a puddle of his own blood, Vedara was smiling. Smiling and laughing through it all. 

			Finally, Vedara made an effort to turn this fight around. He turned over to lie on his back right when Hesercal jumped in the air to stomp down on him. While Hesercal was still in the air, Vedara screamed yet again, sending out powerful shockwaves that rippled as they rose. The blast sent Hesercal even higher upward; so high that his back struck hard against the ceiling. 

			Vedara stood up. His eyes were now glowing a furious purple. His Kanah sparked around him like a building storm of black and purple. His smile consumed his face. As Hesercal was falling back to the ground, Vedara leapt upward to meet him in the air. He raised his giant fist and punched above his head, the blow connecting with Hesercal’s stomach. Hesercal fired back upward once again, this time hitting the ceiling so hard it collapsed. Giant pieces of black stone were falling upon the other guards, crushing a few to death.

			“Easy, you imbecilic ape!” shouted Wriliara up to his partner. “You’re going to bring the whole place down on our heads!” 

			Vedara landed on the bloody ground. Hesercal was falling through the air for the last time. His body was lifeless, twisting and flipping as it fell. 

			Vedara caught the commander by the face, gripping the whole front of the helmet with his hand in the same way he did with Commander Zurga. He smirked at Wriliara right before he crushed Hesercal’s head like a black balloon filled with red paste. 

			Now that the fight between the commanders and Vedara was truly over, the other guards roared in anguish and fury. They all ran at Vedara at the same time, seeking vengeance for their fallen leaders. Kirga knew this wasn’t going to go well for them. There were at least two hundred Kimiala guards surrounding Vedara, all with powerful Kanahs and years of training experience; and they were all going to die. 

			Vedara, much to his delight, spent the next fifteen minutes killing each and every one of those men with his bare hands. He didn’t utter a single Curse; he simply shattered their bones and crushed their skulls. He laughed throughout the whole experience. Kirga and Wriliara didn’t need to lift a finger; not even momentarily. Vedara moved with such speed and ferocity that there was no room for them to join in, even if they wished to.

			When the screams of pain and anger had finally faded to a dull silence—a silence of mass death—Vedara stood alone amongst the bodies, panting like an overworked horse. 

			“Well?” said Kirga, stepping over decimated bodies to reach him. “Did you get that out of your system?”

			Vedara, bent over and breathing heavily, wiped his face with his arm. Many Oracles in the world can heal themselves using their Kanah alone. It will naturally work at injuries over time. Vedara’s regeneration, however, was like nothing Kirga had ever seen. He was already looking back to normal, even after the abuse he suffered. 

			“Are there any more?”

			Kirga sighed. “Yes. There are more. We have no choice but to head toward them now.”

			Vedara’s smile returned. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 20: The Zyphur Spear

			[image: ]

			IKA STUDIED the map portion of the great black tablet. There were three distinct red dots that pulsed in a corridor labeled ‘Ferdachi Archive’ in white ink. Multiple Kimiala units were on their way there at the moment. Hundreds of little blue dots were swarming on the location. It would seem that the first wave of those blue dots was already disposed of, as once they reached the three red dots, they all disappeared. They blinked out of existence one by one.

			Kirga was right there. The fact that he was displayed as a red light on this rock was a strange feeling. Ika was standing in the same building as Kirga the Hellcat. He was so close it was unbearable. Ika wanted to fight him more than he wanted anything. He didn’t care that these Kimiala members appeared to be bouncing off of Kirga’s crew like water on rock. Two years ago that would’ve made his legs shake. Not anymore. He knew he was stronger now. The guards of Kimiala had impressive Kanah, but they didn’t have the advantage of being trained by Cinnamon the Wenny Rabbit. Ika had made more gains as an Oracle in the past two years than most men do in their entire adult lives. Ika was powerful now, and he wanted Kirga so bad it hurt. Today was the day. It just had to be. 

			Commander Benja studied the map as well. “As you can see by the blue lights, units are being sent in waves. Better that than to swarm them with our full force at once. The hallways are too narrow for that offensive to work. Too many men in one spot.”

			Ika noticed his voice was shaking.

			“I just . . .  I just can’t believe they defeated the first wave. There were two hundred good men working under those units. Whoever these intruders are . . .  they just killed them all. That’s two hundred families now missing members. Two hundred dinner tables that will now have an empty chair.” 

			“Shouldn’t you send word to King Stultis now?” asked Chandi, standing just behind Ika. “If they’re capable of defeating that many trained Oracles, then isn’t backup the only option now?”

			Ika found himself annoyed by Chandi’s insinuation. Did she think Kirga and his Apostles were unstoppable? Did she really think they needed backup? Kirga was moving one step at a time toward where they were standing. That is the perfect situation. He was coming right to them! They didn’t need to chase him anymore. With Uncle Gira here as well, there was no need to call a Death Squad member. They will handle it.

			“We must not do so yet,” answered Benja, his voice still shaking. “Only once they reach this room must word be put out. The Zyphur Spear is still a few sectors deeper into the center of the vault. Calling Stultis prematurely when we can find an answer ourselves will lead to severe punishments for all of us. Stultis is not to be bothered, unless under the direst of needs.”

			Chandi threw her hand out at the map. “This seems like the direst of needs to me, sir.”

			“Chandi,” hissed Ika under his breath. 

			“What?” She looked around to the others, including Gira and Pumpkin. “Am I the only one around here who doesn’t have their head up their ass?”

			Ika leaned into her. “Don’t you want to handle this without any . . .  interruptions?”

			She sighed. “Of course I do. But it seems like Lady Meamara keeps having other plans for us. This situation is quickly spiralling out of control.”

			Ika resisted the urge to raise his voice. “What are you talking about? They’ve made it through the first wave of the weakest guard. Even if they make it through the rest to get to this room, there is no way they can beat all of us. Calm down, Chandi. It will be fine. I can’t have you chickening out on me on a day like today.”

			“Excuse me?” she said, her voice icy cold.

			He knew he had stepped too far.

			“Enough,” said Gira, saving him. “Commander Benja, is it possible for you to take us to the Zyphur Spear? I would like to see what we’re guarding with my own eyes—and as we were the ones to inform you about the thieves right under your nose, I think you can grant us that at least.”

			Benja said nothing for a few seconds, as if he was considering this proposal. Finally, he spoke. “I suppose that is fair. You may see the great spear, but you may not touch it under any circumstance. Is that understood, Mr. Ivory?”

			Gira nodded. “It is. We will not dare touch the artifact.”

			“Very well,” said Benja, walking past them toward the northern exit to the colourful dome. “All units! Wait here until I return. Hold this position and be ready for anything. I will return soon enough to meet the Hellcat when he arrives. Have no fear of that.”

			His voice echoed in the vast space, as none of the other members of the organization present were speaking; they were all waiting for their moment to prove useful against the intruding menace.  

			Commander Benja led the group through a few small hallways heading north. Each hallway was locked at first by a large steel door that required an Edamirin password before it slid open. Ika was positive these doors would not hold back Kirga, though. They would need something far thicker.

			They walked through one final door and entered a small room that also resembled a dome; this time one built from pure emerald. In the center of the room was a white diamond pedestal that held atop it the great spear that was used to kill The Black Raven herself. 

			The Zyphur Spear was not lying on the pedestal, nor was it propped up by some sort of mundane wooden bracket. It was floating in midair, held in place by a stream of green energy that shot upward out of the diamond pedestal and ended at the top of the dome. 

			Ika studied the weapon with keen eyes. It was gorgeous.

			“That  . . .” said Chandi, “. . .  is a beautiful spear. My goodness.”

			The staff was long and wrapped in black silk. The spear itself was, like the room they stood in, made from arrant emerald. There was a long dark feather at the bottom end that flapped back and forth gently in the stream. This was a kingly weapon. The Kanah within it was pulsing so powerfully that Ika could feel it tampering with his heartbeat, slowing it down significantly. 

			“It is a mighty thing,” agreed Commander Benja. “Now you have seen it. Are you satisfied, Gira?”

			Gira stroked under his chin while studying the long and lustrous artifact. “I am. Many people, especially historians, would kill for the chance to stand in this room. If all else goes horribly today, this experience was  . . .” he smiled, “. . .  pretty neat.”

			Ika rolled his eyes. “Yes, very neat. Which is exactly why we need to stop Kirga from taking it, right?” 

			“We will,” said Gira.

			Benja shook his head and sat down on the rim of the pedestal’s base. “I still cannot believe the Genmaga is this strong. Unless he is simply hiding behind his Apostles, and he was just lucky enough to find willing subjects who are this strong. I don’t know. All I know is that I never would’ve expected this generation’s Genmaga to make it so far into Eskarahm Four.” 

			Gira groaned as he bent to sit down next to the commander. “His Apostles are weaker than he is, actually. Trust me, I have been chasing the Hellcat for many years. I have made it my life’s purpose, among other things. I get a little sick of people underestimating him and then living to pay the price for it. Don’t believe the newspapers or social rumours. The man is a grave threat to us all. I’m hoping that is clear by now.”

			Benja actually laughed, though it lacked any real mirth. “If he is lucky enough to even survive today, I assure you he will not be so incognito going forward. This has marked him as a dangerous man in the eyes of the world. Once the events of today are published and spread around Wenworld, even if he doesn’t get the spear, his days of being underestimated will be over. This might be a disadvantage for him. I have the suspicion that being underestimated has helped him get this far in the first place.”

			“You could not be more right,” said Gira, rubbing his kneecaps. 

			Pumpkin hopped up on the base as well, swinging his legs in front of him. “I just wonder how it was he got in at all, you know? I only managed it because I still knew of the old Runes. But the Hellcat? He must’ve cooked up something crafty to get in.” 

			Ika and Chandi took a moment of rest next to the others as well. Ika sat on the left end while Chandi sat on the right. 

			“Kirga has a habit of surprising people,” said Ika. “Even knowing that, though, I’m also scratching my head at how he broke in.”

			“Oh, it’s not that hard, really,” said a soft voice to Ika’s left. “You just need to know the right tricks. It’s getting out with one of the artifacts that causes the real challenge. I’m curious how he’ll do that.”

			Ika hummed and nodded. “Yeah, I can’t help but wonder—” 

			Wait a minute. 

			There was nobody sitting to Ika’s left. He recognized that voice, too. 

			Ika turned his head to the left and immediately shot up from the rim of the base in shock and anger. Phiggy was sitting right next to him, with his long feet stretched out and crossed one over the other. He was wearing his brown leather jacket and faded jeans. Sticking from his mouth was that thick cigar Ika came to expect, and on the back of each of his black boots were those same knife sheaths Ika had never seen him draw. 

			Phiggy crossed his arms behind his head and rested on them, smiling while blowing black smoke from his cigar. “Hello again.” 

			Everyone else jumped up to their feet now. Gira’s Kanah was out and pulsing, as was Benja’s. 

			“Who are you!” shouted the commander, stepping into a fighting stance.

			Phiggy held one hand out placidly, wiggling his long golden snout. “Easy there, Commander. No need to get crazy. I’m a friend of the kids. Best pal, in fact.” 

			“That is definitely not true,” said Ika. “But I guess you could call him an acquaintance by this point.”

			Benja remained ready for a fight. He was poised, moments away from attacking the shaggy dog-like creature sitting right below one of the most coveted weapons in Wenworld.

			“How did you get in here?” Benja asked, his voice quaking with rage.

			Phiggy took another puff from his cigar. “Didn’t you hear me? I just know the right tricks.”

			Benja, with a motion so fast it could only be seen as a yellow blur, threw a kick at Phiggy’s head. 

			Phiggy, with one arm still supporting his head, used the other to catch the kick. There was no sign of the kick doing any damage whatsoever to Phiggy’s arm. He didn’t even appear to be nudged from his relaxed position. 

			“I do wish people wouldn’t attack me all the time. All I do is help, and this is the thanks I always get. It’s a lonely life, being a better person than everyone else.”

			He pushed once, and the force was so great it spun Benja all the way around until he fell to the floor, still spinning as he did. It took a moment for him to stop himself and climb back to his feet. 

			Gira stepped between them. “Benja, I implore you to calm down for a minute. This guy rarely shows up for no reason. Just hear him out. He isn’t here to steal anything.” He looked to Phiggy. “Isn’t that right?”

			Phiggy smirked. “It is.” 

			Gira relaxed his posture once Benja’s Kanah dissipated. “So what is it this time?”

			Phiggy stretched his long arms above his head. “I just came to see how my crew was doing. Kirga isn’t far now. He’ll be right in front of you soon enough. I was curious how little Ika was feeling. I wanna know where his head’s at.”

			Ika was annoyed at being referred to as ‘little’, but tried his best not to show it. He was still angry about the song Phiggy chose to sing back at Pumpkin’s parlour. It was uncalled for and disrespectful of what he had been through. He was essentially mocking Genevieve’s death like it was the punchline to some morbid joke.

			“I’m fine,” he said. “Better than fine, actually. I’ll be ready when he gets here.”

			Phiggy nodded a few times, then turned his golden eyes to Chandi. “And what about you, my dear? You do remember the special Curse I told you about, right? The one you’ll need to learn if you want to beat Wriliara?”

			Chandi hesitated. Ika saw her chest build and depress with a deep breath. 

			“Yes. I remember. Filiorvis.”

			Phiggy’s smirk grew to a wide smile. “That’s the one. And have you learned it?”

			Chandi didn’t meet his gaze. “I have not.”

			Phiggy swatted the air angrily, losing his smile. “Then you’re toast, honey. Toast. You won’t beat him today. Might as well go home.” 

			Gira’s voice rose in irritation. “She cannot learn that Curse, you fool. She is too young for it. It would kill her.”

			Phiggy shrugged. “If she isn’t willing to take risks, then she isn’t ready to face an Apostle. But hey, what do I know?” 

			“It’s not a risk,” said Gira. “It’s certain death.” 

			“You don’t give her enough credit,” said Phiggy. “I think she would learn it just fine. She needs to try.”

			“I’m going to ask you how you got inside of this facility one more time,” said Benja, cutting them off. “If you do not answer, I will be placing you under arrest and bringing you to King Stultis himself. Answer me if you value your freedom and your life.”

			Phiggy slouched deeper in his spot. “Listen, the defenses on Eskarahm Four are old and outdated. Your inner defences are quality, I’ll give you that. But a skilled enough Runeworker or any Oracle with extensive knowledge in teleportation would be able to easily find the chinks in its armour. The little rabbit Kirga has with him is very skilled. I happen to be even more skilled. The Rune system you guys use is not flexible enough. You have to adapt and change it overtime; otherwise the weaknesses can be studied and memorized. There isn’t much more I could tell you. Arrest me if you wish.”

			“Wait, what little rabbit?” asked Ika.

			Phiggy finally got to his feet, rubbing his behind with a yellow-furred hand. “Little Wenny named Cocoa. He’s their teleportation specialist. He’s the whole reason they got in. I told you they would be in by today. You listened to me. I was right, as I always am.”

			“Cocoa,” said Benja, testing the name on his tongue like he knew it somehow. “Why do I know that name? I believe he was one of the prisoners held just outside Porshalla. He was scheduled to be executed, but he was killed when Pulkra destroyed the prison.”

			“Wrong,” said Phiggy, pointing at Benja. “Pulkra did, in fact, blow up the whole bloody place. But! He didn’t manage to kill every prisoner held in that facility. Kirga escaped with one of them; the same prisoner who has allowed them entrance to this vault.”

			Benja clenched his fists. “Damn that Pulkra. He informed the city that he destroyed the prison under orders from King Stultis. He said they were all to be disposed of immediately. He said nothing about the Genmaga stealing a prisoner.”

			Phiggy laughed. “Of course he didn’t. It was his failure that allowed Kirga to escape with Cocoa. If he had stopped them then, Kirga and his boys wouldn’t be making there way to this room right now. I imagine he told Stultis what really happened, as he would rarely lie to the King. But no need to make that failure public knowledge. Wouldn’t make the fabled Death Squad look very good.”

			“But wouldn’t that mean Stultis knows about Kirga’s plans?” asked Ika. 

			“He knows about Kirga taking Cocoa the Wenny,” said Phiggy. “And once Kirga makes it to this spear and the Red Heron is sent out, I imagine he’ll piece together what has taken place. I wish I could see the look of surprise on his face when he does learn, though. There’s no way he would expect the Genmaga to actually do what he said he was going to. Priceless.”

			Suddenly the sound of feet upon stone came from behind them all. A skinny golden guard came running down the hall, bursting into the room with panting breath.

			“Commander Benja!” he said, still gasping. 

			“Yes?” said Benja. “What is it, boy?”

			“You should return to the main hall at once, sir. The remainder of our units are preparing for battle with the intruders.”

			“What?” Benja gripped the young guard’s shoulders. “They should still be in contact with the other waves. We still have time.”

			“I’m afraid we do not, sir. They have already laid waste to the other units and are on their way to the main hall right now. They will arrive, based on the map’s tracking, within the next ten minutes, sir.”

			Benja slowly released the guard and let his arms hang limp. “That would mean . . .  impossible. Hundreds of guards. Close to a thousand good men. All defeated already?”

			Phiggy slid his hands in the pockets of his brown jacket and whistled. “That’s quite impressive. Sounds like you’ve got a fight on your hands. Better get moving, y’all.”

			The young guard gestured to Phiggy. “Sir . . .  m-may I ask who this is?” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 21: High Noon
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			CHANDI RAN alongside the others as they made their way back to the crystal dome. They needed to hurry. Kirga was apparently going to arrive any minute. 

			Phiggy disappeared right after they agreed to head back. Chandi wasn’t excepting him to stick around for the fight. But, now that she thought about it, she kinda wished he would. If he was half as strong as his speech to Gira led everyone to believe, then he would be a great ally. Too bad he seemed to have no interest in getting involved beyond pulling the strings. Even though he did claim to be powerful, Chandi distinctly remembered Phiggy saying to Ika during their match at Grematorga that he really wasn’t all that impressive; specifically in regards to his offensive capabilities. He said his defence was his specialty. Interesting. How much of what he said could be taken for the truth, though? 

			They made it back to the main dome, joining up with the awaiting units. There were at least three hundred men in the room; all of them ready to oppose Kirga. Commander Benja began shouting orders around to each group of guards. He was preparing them for what was coming. Judging by how quickly the other units were destroyed, he made it clear to the men that this enemy was beyond them; that they needed to work together if they wanted a chance to survive the day. He also put out the official order for the Red Heron to be sent to Kanakon at once. It was time for capital intervention. Chandi just hoped whoever would be sent would make it time. It would take hours for reinforcements to arrive. This fact aggravated Chandi, as Phiggy could make it all the way from Turquoise Town to Porshalla in no time. Why didn’t the Capital City have access to the same kinds of Runes Phiggy did? What made him so special? If Phiggy could perform feats that were beyond even the Death Squad, then maybe his boasts of age and power really were genuine. 

			The main hall descended back into an eery silence. Every pair of eyes in the room were focused on the hallway the map showed Kirga and his Apostles would be entering from: the eastern entrance. 

			Chandi could feel her heart beating against her chest. She was about to see Wriliara. For some reason that thought was even scarier than fighting him. Just seeing his face for the first time since that picnic . . .  it terrified her. She asked herself countless times over the years how she would react when looking into those cold green eyes again. She always came up with a different answer. She was about to see them glowing as they came down the hallway. Any minute now. The anticipation was making her sick to her stomach. 

			The last remaining minutes passed by. Finally, with a jolt of fear in her heart, Chandi could sense them.

			“Here they come,” said Gira, placing his hand on her shoulder.

			Chandi jumped slightly when she felt something touch her left hand. She looked over to see Ika had grabbed it. He smiled at her and nodded his head. The fact that he was feeling all of the same things she was calmed her down considerably.

			She squeezed his hand and nodded back. 

			Steps could now be heard echoing down the dark hall. It was too dark to see them just yet, but Vedara’s massive feet were causing quite the noise. It grew louder and louder every second. Chandi could feel each step through her body like a current of lightning in her veins. 

			Eventually, the steps stopped. The silence that followed was excruciating. 

			“Good evening,” came a deep voice from the shadows. 

			It was Kirga. Chandi was sure of it. She had heard Vedara’s voice already, and Wriliara’s was forever etched in her memory. This voice she was not familiar with. 

			“Show yourself!” commanded Benja, standing at the front of the small army. 

			“I intend to,” answered Kirga. “How many are you? Hundreds, I imagine? We’ve already butchered more than that to get here. What makes you think we can be stopped by this last line of desperate defence?”

			“Because I’m here this time,” said Gira, calling out into the darkness. 

			Chandi was not expecting that.

			A few more light steps echoed in the hall before blazing white eyes could be seen floating in the black. 

			“Gira?”

			Gira stepped forward next to Benja. “That’s right. You can’t escape me, Kirga. I’ll always be there, right over your shoulder. You’ll never win as long as I breathe.”

			The white eyes narrowed. “I knew you had something to do with my plan being ruined. Of course it would be you. You simply can’t resist being a plague on my life.”

			Gira laughed, which really surprised Chandi.

			“Kirga, my purpose in life is to make you as miserable as possible.”

			The eyes widened again. They appeared calm. “Then you have succeeded. No one has ever succeeded more in anything.”

			Glowing green eyes, like a snake’s, opened up beside Kirga’s. 

			Chandi’s legs began to shake. She felt Ika squeeze her hand so hard it hurt, which brought her back to focus. 

			“Is that who I think it is?” said Wriliara’s sly and contemptuous voice. To Chandi it held the effect of nails on chalkboard. 

			“Show yourself to me!” said Chandi. 

			She wasn’t planning on saying anything. It just came out. She couldn’t stop herself.

			“Let me see your putrid face. I’ve waited too long to watch you hide in shadows like a coward. I want to see you in full. Come out!” 

			Wriliara was the first of the enemy trio to step forward into the light. His pale sallow face was unhidden by the hood of his emerald cloak. The cloak itself was spattered with blood. As Wriliara seemed uninjured, it was safe to assume all of that blood was not his. 

			His hair was long and silky grey, tied into a ponytail behind his angular head. His chin was sharp and his cheekbones high. He stood calmly in front of the mass of guards ready to kill him. 

			“Do you remember me?” asked Chandi, her voice shaking worse than her legs. “Do you remember my face? My name?”

			Wriliara’s eyes moved from left to right, scanning the line of men. Finally they settled on Chandi.

			“Chandi MorrowHill. I do remember. I remember your mother, Suvin, and your father, Yosen. I remember the picnic and the blood. I remember your sobbing. I hear it often in my head. I have for years.”

			Chandi’s eyes brimmed with warm tears.

			“I remember how your parents fought,” Wriliara continued. “I remember your father begging for me to at least let you live. I remember your mother spitting in my face before I killed her. I even remember the day. It was May seventeenth.”  

			Chandi glared at him with more hatred than she had ever looked at another person. “I’m going to kill you.”

			Wriliara’s own glare was far softer. “So you have made your choice then.” He sighed. “You made the same choice I did. I wonder if you will ever find yourself standing where I am right now because of it. Life is funny that way.” 

			The next of the trio to step forward was Vedara, waltzing out from the darkness, his towering form casting its own vast shadow. He was absolutely drenched in blood. His purple cloak was mostly red now. Only small patches of purple could be seen underneath it. It could be surmised that Vedara did most of the killing to get to the center of the vault. Though, curiously, he also seemed uninjured. 

			Just how easily did they dispose of those units?

			“Ah  . . .” said Vedara, tilting his head upward and squinting at Ika and Chandi. “The brats from Florian Tower. What a small world it is. Where is your rabbit friend? I’ve been waiting to pay him back for what he did to me that day.” 

			“Absent at the moment,” said Ika. He was still holding Chandi’s hand. “Sorry. We’ll have to suffice.”

			Vedara shrugged. “Killing you might be good enough, I guess. We’ll see how good it feels, then I’ll decide whether I’m satisfied.” 

			And, at last, the leader of the squad came out into the clear glimmering lights of the crystal dome. The Genmaga was entirely unscathed. No blood. No bruises. It would be impossible to believe he had lifted a single finger since entering Eskarahm Four. His cloak was pure black, clean and immaculate. His eyes were white irises in seas of black. His hair was shoulder length; half white and half black. 

			“And now we come to the last play of this game,” he said, looking over the room. “Who is willing to make the first move?”

			Ika’s body suddenly became encased by a thick dark grey Aura that made the air grow cold. It was substantial enough to draw Kirga’s gaze to him.

			When their eyes did meet, Kirga looked surprised for a fleeting moment before regaining his composure. “There is a face I did not expect to see.”

			Chandi worried Ika would charge at Kirga right now, but luckily he didn’t do anything. He just stood and stared at the Hellcat.

			“Ika,” said Kirga, relishing the name. “I take it you’re here for the same reason as that girl next to you?”

			“He is,” answered Gira for him. “Do you remember why this boy could possibly hate you as much as he does? Do you remember why I hate you as much as I do?”

			Kirga’s composure slipped again, this time anger was the emotion he could not hide. 

			“Perhaps I should tell the boy why I hate you. Perhaps I should tell him what events led to Ikarus’ death in the first place. That could make this a very interesting standoff. What do you say, Gira?”

			Chandi looked to Ika after that, expecting to see some kind of reaction on his face. It was as if Ika didn’t hear it all. But Chandi certainly did. 

			A bizarre and incredibly tense moment passed in the room. It could’ve gone on for a minute, or it could’ve gone on for ten. Chandi honestly didn’t know. Everyone was participating in a kind of novelesque showdown, like an old book about two swordsmen facing off under a setting sun on some abandoned beach, with only the sounds of the waves washing ashore to set the scene. 

			Chandi and Wriliara were staring at each other; Ika was staring at Kirga, but Kirga was too busy staring at Gira, who stared back just as hard. Vedara was staring at Commander Benja, only because Benja was close enough to strike him first. And Pumpkin was staring at Benja, most likely worried for his safety when so close to the beast-like Apostle. 

			This stare-down went on without any words being spoken. It was a period of time that Chandi would never forget. One of the strangest moments of her life. 

			Gira hummed and nodded. “I say this.” He clapped his hands together and spoke clearly. “Buunja’Sala”

			A glorious eagle of black Kanah bloomed from Gira’s back, as if born from inside him. It was nearly eight meters tall when it finally came fully free. It took to flight within the dome, soaring down toward Kirga. 

			Vedara leapt up into the air in front of his leader, hoping to absorb whatever blow would come from this black bird. 

			The great eagle screeched a dreadful sound. It made all who stood near it clench the sides of their head in pain; all except Kirga, who stood unfazed. 

			The black beast slammed into Vedara’s chest, who had attempted to grab the eagle by the head. A blast of black and red mist bloomed out from the source of the impact. Vedara was sent flying back into the same hallway he entered from. Judging by the speed in which he was thrown through the air, Chandi guessed he would be sent all the way to the end of the hall. This might have been Gira’s plan all along. It’s possible that he fired that Curse knowing Vedara would jump in the way to shield the Genmaga, therefore taking the attack head-on and being swiftly taken out of this fight for the time being. It was rather smart, if it wasn’t a simple coincidence. 

			Now that the screeching eagle had exploded and Vedara the Apostle was out of the picture, the vast horde of golden Kimiala guards swarmed the remaining two enemies.

			Kirga and Wriliara got to work. They moved with blessed speed. This time Kirga did get his hands dirty. They used no Curses so far; they only moved from attacker to attacker, dismantling them with hand-to-hand combat only. 

			Wriliara was good, but Kirga was like nothing Chandi had ever seen; nothing she even thought possible. He broke necks with his hands and shattered sternums with his legs. It only took him one move per target. He hit them once, then moved to the next. He was stacking bodies behind him as he cut through the waves of Oracles with ease. 

			Wriliara wasn’t much worse. It took him two moves, maybe three, to defeat each guard that dared to stand in front of him. His movements were dancelike. He moved like water, bending around attacks. He seemed to slither around their defences like the snake he was. They were both pictures of skill. 

			The guards began to use Transformations, but you could tell they were unplanned and thrown out due to fear and submission. It was difficult for large forces to use Transformations in situations like these, as they were much more likely to hit each other with them than their enemies. And that is just what happened. Kirga and Wriliara threw attackers in front of the Transformations to be used as meat shields. When unable to do that, they simply dodged the attacks with their impressive speed, and the majority of the damage delivered would kill the guards who were standing behind where they moved. 

			It was not a good display for Kimiala. Commander Benja screamed at them to form up smaller squads and attack in unison, while making note of each other’s location to avoid cross-firing. It was no use. Kirga and Wriliara were making a mockery of these experienced Oracles. 

			Chandi was trying desperately to get to Wriliara. She wanted to join this fight, but she kept being bumped out of the way by other guards rushing in. She could only see Wriliara as an emerald blur flashing in and out of sight between golden shoulders. It was frustrating. Based on the performance she saw from the lesser guardsmen, she knew her own training with Master Cinnamon to be superior to whatever training they were getting. The Kimiala commanders were the only ones putting up a commendable fight. The rest were rather pathetic. They possessed powerful Kanahs, which confused her. Maybe inherent power meant nothing if the training was subpar. Chandi would show them how it was done, if she could only get to that bastard. He was right there! 

			Gira was pushing through clumps of men as well, trying to get to Kirga. That was a fight Chandi would be interested to see. Gira and Kirga were undeniably the most powerful Oracles in this bloody skirmish. To see them clash would be a stunning thing. 

			“Kirga!” shouted Ika, angrily throwing idling guards from his path. “Come here and face me! Ignore the rest!”

			Kirga paid no heed to Ika. He continued to cut down man after man, not even glancing in Ika’s direction. He was cutting his way toward Benja, who was standing ready.

			Pumpkin hopped up to stand on Chandi’s shoulders, which annoyed her quite a bit at this moment.

			“Benja!” he yelled from his new vantage. “Do not engage him one on one. Come up with a plan. Do you hear me? We must fight him smart!”

			Benja either ignored Pumpkin or did not hear him, because he rushed Kirga with a furious scream echoing from his helmet. He covered his arms in thick Kanah and threw a flurry of strikes at Kirga’s head.

			Kirga dodged most of them, but a few found their mark, causing Kirga’s head to snap back from the force. Chandi couldn’t watch the next part. Somehow she just felt it coming, so she closed her eyes. 

			When she opened them again, Benja’s still-standing body was without its head. Where it had gone, Chandi did not know. All there was to know was that it was no longer attached. Benja’s body wobbled for a full second, then crumbled to the floor. 

			“You fool!” wailed Pumpkin, falling into a fit of passionate sobs. “You damn fool.” 

			He fell from Chandi’s back in his sorrow, hitting the floor. He stayed there, crying, as Chandi moved forward. She wanted to stop and tend to him, but she honestly didn’t know what she could do to help him now. Benja seemed like he was an old friend of Pumpkin’s. Their relationship was clearly fractured, but an old respect lingered there. They were colleagues once. Whether they truly held each other in high regard or not wasn’t important. Pumpkin just watched him get decapitated. There were no words of consolation for that. Besides, she had an Apostle to get to. 

			Just when she was close enough to maybe even fire her own Curse at Wriliara, dark purple Kanah began to leak into the room like a gas. It was coming in from the hallway Vedara was sent down from Gira’s earlier attack. Evidently the beast was back in action. His roar of returning wrath reverberated in the crystal dome. 

			He came into the fight as a blur of black, landing with a resounding boom in the center of the action. He was now standing between Gira and Kirga, stopping Gira from reaching his target. The impact of Vedara hitting the ground cracked the floor and sent dozens of men flying into the air. 

			“Gira Ivory,” said Vedara, wiping excited drool from the side of his mouth with his arm. “I have heard of your abilities. Far and wide there are whispers of Gira’s ‘Black Lightning’. It is becoming a thing of modern legend. I am old and experienced enough to have a good guess at what the name of the Curse is that you utilize.”

			Gira stopped moving forward. He stood still, facing down the Apostle. “Knowing its name won’t save you from its wrath, Vedara. Move from my way or feel it now.” 

			Vedara laughed from his stomach. “But that is just what I want; not just the Transformations the Curse allows you. No, I want the highest form of it. I want your best, Gira. Few have ever seen you use the Curse’s final attack. I will force you to use it against me today. You will resort to that attack, or you will die at my hand. There is no other option for you. I wish to see Seppervein in action.”

			Seppervein. Chandi had never heard this word. Vedara seemed confident that it was the name of the Curse that allowed Gira to manipulate black lightning in the impressive ways he did.

			“I would never need to use Seppervein against someone like you. That would truly be an embarrassment on my name. I’ll go ahead and kill you with something less extreme.”

			Vedara growled in a way that was more fitting for his bear form than a man. His Kanah whirled around him like a building tornado, rising to the ceiling of the dome. The Kanah was darkest and most dense around his fists.

			He brought both fists high above his head and screamed. “Teva’Dendala!”

			“Get a hold of yourself!” came Wriliara’s voice from behind. “You’ll destroy the whole—”

			It was too late. 

			Vedara slammed his fists into the ground, creating an explosion that sent Chandi tumbling through the air. She could only see the room now in flashes of upside down, right-side up, upside down again, and right-side up as she flipped countless times. She saw Gira and Ika fly past her as well, spinning within the gale of Vedara’s purple Kanah. 

			Just when Chandi had righted herself in the air, she noticed she was now falling downward. The distance in which she fell was not right, however. She was falling for too long. She should’ve touched down on the floor by now. It was only by shaking her head and looking down that Chandi noticed Vedara had destroyed the entire floor of the crystal dome. Everyone who was fighting were now freefalling down to a lower district of Eskarahm Four. 

			Chandi’s fall was somewhat cushioned by a pile of dead guards’ bodies. She felt their useless bones crunch beneath her as she laid in their bloody and broken mound. She quickly rolled out, slapping away twisted limbs. She was seconds from throwing up. She needed a long moment bent over, with her hands on her knees, catching her breath and clearing her mind. This was getting out of hand. It was supposed to be an easy capture of the Genmaga. This was a nightmare. 

			She wondered what Grandma Ajith would think if she could see her granddaughter now. She had let them go on their adventure back at the gate of Turquoise Town. Did she really have any idea then what kinds of situations Chandi would find herself in? Almost certainly not. 

			Now that her nausea had passed, Chandi scanned the area. Bodies were littering this new floor. Giant chunks of grey stone debris were all over. Vedara had caused such destruction with that Curse. There couldn’t have been more than thirty Kimiala guards left. When this battle broke out there were hundreds. The remaining guards were stumbling back and forth clumsily. Most were gravely injured from the fall.

			This new ward they fell into was dark and spacious. Grey stone floors and black stone walls. The main area they landed in was a vast circular shape. There appeared to be nothing here. There were no artifacts, nor shelves, nor tall stone tablets with glowing letters. It was a wholly empty place. Chandi suspected it was a now unused sector; one that once held artifacts before a shift in construction. Either way, whatever the purpose of this underground area, it was now the stage for the next part of this battle. 

			Chandi cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted with all the power of her lungs. “Gira! IKA!” 

			The debris had kicked up clouds of grey dust that made her cough into the crook of her arm. It was difficult to see through this new smog, though she still heard Kirga killing guardsmen in the distance. She wandered through the dust in hopes of finding one of her friends. What if Ika was injured from the fall? What if he was killed? She had to bend over again to fight off the new wave of nausea that came from that thought. She shook her head hard and gave it a swift smack. Thinking like that wasn’t helping anything. She had to keep scouring. 

			She jumped in fright, her voice hitching in her throat as she felt something grab her ankle. She looked down to see Pumpkin lying among jagged stones. His white tuxedo was covered in dust.

			“H-he went off t-t-that way,” he said, pointing his free paw in the direction of the distant screams of combat.

			“Who did?” asked Chandi, frantically.

			Pumpkin coughed again. “The boy. He’s going for the Hellcat. Go help him before he gets himself killed.” 

			Chandi’s immediate reaction was to turn from Pumpkin and run in the direction he pointed to. Her legs jerked to begin that motion, but she stopped herself to look down on the ravaged Wenny. It wasn’t right to just leave him like this. “Are you hurt? Do you want me to carry you to—”

			“I’m fine, girl, go on!” said Pumpkin. “I’ll be okay. Find the boy.” 

			That was all the reassurance she needed. Chandi took off at a dead sprint, uncaring of the dense grey smog that coated her face. Ika would need her help if he was going to survive this. At the moment, after hearing what Ika was doing from Pumpkin, even Wriliara was not present in her mind. All that mattered was catching up to Ika. 

			She jumped over bodies and ran in and out of giant stones rising from the cracks in the ground. She could hear the yelling getting closer and closer as she went. One thing that bugged her, though, was the pulsing purple lights that were also growing closer to her. They were off to her left, moving through the air like dancing orbs that trailed ethereal ribbons. She couldn’t help but peer at them as she ran. She saw a thin silhouette moving around these orbs. Eventually she could tell what exactly it was she was looking at. It was Gira. He was fighting with Vedara, who had wreathed his fists in purple Kanah again, trying to take Gira’s head off with each swing of his arm. 

			The sound of the few guards attacking Kirga now moved to behind where Gira and Vedara were quarrelling. She had to pass by their battle to get to Ika. 

			“Stay still, little Ivory!” said Vedara, swinging with reckless abandon. 

			“This is a poor display,” said Gira. “This is not the Oracle I was expecting to meet today.” He continued to dodge each strike effortlessly, mocking Vedara as he did. “I had thought Kirga’s newest Apostle would be an upgrade from the last. Panther was much stronger than this. I killed him, just like I’m going to kill you today, Vedara.”

			Chandi slid to a stop, kicking up more dust. She could see them clearly now. She wanted to rush in and help Ika’s uncle, but Gira raised a hand to stop her. His eyes remained focused on his opponent, but he was making it clear he did not want her to move a muscle. So, for the time being, she didn’t. She committed herself to watching the bout, at least until she could find a way past them without catching a fist from Vedara. She couldn’t go around them, as two massive slabs of broken stone rose from the ground on either side of where they fought. They were remnants of the upper ward’s foundational construction, sent plummeting down into their current protruding places. 

			Gira moved in close to Vedara’s body, sidestepping a downward swat to do so. Once he was in, he brought his elbow up to meet the bridge of Vedara’s nose. The force of this strike snapped Vedara’s head back, making him stretch his torso, exposing vital points. Gira took in one loud breath and gathered black Kanah around his right hand. It sparked with black electricity. He delivered one powerful palm-strike into Vedara’s stomach. The attack did not send Vedara flying backward. He stood precisely where he was before the blow connected. But it did make him fall to one knee, choking on his own breath. The massive man clutched at his throat, unable to breathe. 

			Chandi had seen something similar to this done to Ika during their training. Master Cinnamon had struck Ika in the stomach in a way that restricted the use of his lungs. Cinnamon had told them afterward that the stomach was the easiest place to force your own Kanah into another’s body, allowing you to manipulated their organs in a variety of ways—depending on how you focus and release your Kanah. It seemed like Gira had just tampered with the performance of Vedara’s lungs.

			Gira, in typical Gira fashion, winked at Chandi before jumping in the air and spinning. After spinning multiple times, he delivered a thunderous kick to the left side of Vedara’s head. Vedara slid across the filthy floor, slamming into one of the massive stone shards.

			He slowly climbed back to his feet, still gasping for air. 

			Chandi knew this was her moment. She ran as fast as she could through the two stones. Before she could make it even halfway through, Vedara swiped an arm across the floor, aiming at the area in front of Chandi. He let out a Transformation of Kanah that came in the form of bright red fire. It built into a wall before Chandi, searing her face with its intense heat.

			As she was getting ready to summon a defence for herself, Gira’s Transformation in the form of a black whip wrapped itself around her torso, yanking her back to where she was standing before she attempted the sprint. 

			The black whip let her go, snapping back to Gira’s hand. “Don’t do that again,” he said, his silver eyes still on Vedara. “Why would you just run into a battle zone like that? You can’t underestimate an Oracle like him just because he appears injured, Chandi!”

			She got to her feet. “I have to get to Ika!”

			That made Gira look at her. “What do you mean?” 

			“Pumpkin said he’s gone after Kirga himself. I have to help him!” 

			Gira nodded solemnly, as if he just now understood the weight of the situation. “Okay. In that case, I’ll end this right now.” His eyes narrowed as he looked back at his opponent, whose gasps for air had become less frantic. He was already self-healing. “But I need you to promise me you will not move from that spot. No matter what happens, you will stay right there. Say the words.”

			“No matter what happens, I will stay right here,” she repeated.  

			“Okay. Then here we go.” He grimaced. “I always hate using this ability.”

			Vedara was back to full stature, but still groaning in lingering pain. Gira just stood there, motionless.

			Vedara ran at Gira with a newfound vigour. When he reached him, Chandi shrieked in horror. Vedara kneed Gira in the stomach, forcing a spray of blood from his mouth. Next thing Vedara did was pull Gira’s left arm outward and break it like a brittle branch by striking in at the elbow. 

			Gira yelled out in pain.

			Vedara then did the same thing to the other arm, forcing an even louder yell.

			Chandi was in shock. Why wasn’t he fighting back? Had he lost his mind? Vedara had now broken both of his arms. He can’t fight anymore. He can’t even use some stronger Curses that require palm connection. This couldn’t really be happening. Surely this was some kind of illusion. 

			Vedara wore a wicked smile. “Ah, now that felt wonderful. That’s the end of this fight, eh, Ivory?” He smacked Gira hard across the face, causing him to spin to the ground.

			“What are you doing!” shouted Chandi, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

			“He’s dying,” said Vedara, stomping on Gira’s left kneecap, crushing most of the bones in that leg.

			Gira’s screaming had stopped by now. All that came now was a weak and barely audible moan.

			Every instinct in Chandi’s body screamed at her to attack Vedara; to kill the lumbering sadist. But she made a promise to Gira. 

			She was going to watch him die right now. 

			“Is . . .  is that all you’ve got?” came Gira’s frail voice. “Pathetic.”

			Vedara stomped on the other leg now, crushing it entirely.

			This time Gira did scream, but it was hoarse and broken. 

			Chandi dropped to her knees, unable to keep her balance while watching this. She wished desperately that they never got out of bed this morning; that they never came to this vault at all. She hoped that she would soon wake, finding this all some horrifying nightmare.

			“Anything else to say?” said Vedara, stepping back to admire his gruesome work.

			A few moments passed before Gira’s pained whisper was heard. “Actually . . .  yes.” Chandi heard him take in a deep breath through his nose. She could also feel his Kanah, stronger than ever. “Arosamenda.”

			Suddenly whisps of red energy, like a bloody mist, pulled away from Gira’s body and floated in the air. They danced about like transparent ribbons in a performance. They bounced in place for a few seconds before whipping themselves at Vedara, fast as a strike of lightning. 

			The red mist swarmed around Vedara’s body. He flailed around, trying to swat it away.

			“What is this? Get out of h—”

			Vedara screamed in agony as, remarkably, both of his arms and legs crumpled up and twisted in various directions. He fell back on the cold floor, coughing up blood.

			Chandi began to sob in relief as Gira popped up from the ground seconds later, wiping himself off and winking at her again. He was completely unscathed. 

			Chandi climbed back to her feet with wobbly legs. “I don’t . . .  understand.”

			Gira walked up and hugged her, kissing her forehead as he backed away. “Sorry to scare you. Arosamenda reverses all damage done to the caster and directs it back on the attacker. It’s a great Curse, but I can only use it once every six months, so I have to make it count. And now I’ve defeated Vedara. So . . .  yeah, I’m pretty cool.” 

			She couldn’t help but giggle through her cries of happiness. “Thank goodness. I really thought you were about to die.”

			“Pffft,” said Gira. “I’m Gira Ivory, my sweet girl. It’ll take more than this buffoon to do me in. The day will come eventually. But it won’t be this guy.” 

			He leisurely walked over to Vedara, standing over him and looking down into his face. “Well, big fella, do you have any final words before I wrap this up?”

			Vedara peered up at Gira with fading purple eyes. “Long live the Genmaga.” 

			After saying the words, he began to laugh sardonically.

			Gira shrugged. “I would’ve gone with something more memorable, but okay.” 

			He held his hand out with the palm facing Vedara’s face. A thick blast of black Kanah exploded from Gira’s hand, completely melting the Apostle’s face so only an abnormally large skull remained, its mouth hanging open in anguish.

			That was one of the most potent Transformations of Kanah that Chandi had ever seen used. The level of skill it would take for a simple Transformation to melt flesh was astounding. Gira had better mastery of Kanah than decades of obsessive meditation could award. 

			“Now I’ve killed two of Kirga’s Apostles,” said Gira. He turned to look at Chandi. “Let’s go find Ika, shall we?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 22: Weep for It!
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			IKA HAD only survived the fall by bouncing off of a very tall shard of stone that had lodged into the ground underneath him as he fell. He hit the upper side of the shard with less force than the poor guards who made full, unhindered contact with the floor. Even so, his back still hurt like a rhinoceros had tap-danced on it. 

			He managed to get up after a few minutes of self-healing. His internal Kanah could soften the injury to a certain degree—which helped—but the pain could only be nullified so much, at least for an Oracle at his level of Kanah connection. Meditation was key, and he needed more of it. 

			Kirga. His thoughts devolved back into Kirga. He was right in front of him. Kirga was down here with him now. Somewhere. Ika had to find him and kill him. There was no more time to waste.  

			His next thought was of Chandi. Where was she? Did she survive that fall? Who was he kidding, of course she did. It would take more than that to take her out. He had faith that she was okay, hidden somewhere in this carnage. He knew she would be after Wriliara with just as much fervour as he now sought Kirga. He quickly begged Meamara that Chandi would succeed before stepping out into the fog of grey dust. 

			He didn’t have to walk for long before a pair of snake eyes glared at him though the haze. They floated roughly six meters ahead of Ika. 

			It was him. It was Wriliara. Ika had found him first. 

			He couldn’t actually see his face, but Ika called out regardless. “Stay where you are, snake! Wait until Chandi comes to kick your ass.”  

			He spoke a big game, but Ika’s heart was beating fast and his breath was weak. Why was he just staring? Why wouldn’t he attack?

			“What is your name, boy?” said Wriliara. His voice was icy and shrewd. “My Lord seems to know your face. I know of Kirga’s past with Gira, but you I am not aware of. I would know your story in all this.” 

			Ika’s hands clenched tight. “My story is of the one who will kill Kirga the Hellcat. It’s that simple.”

			“Why?” was Wriliara’s modest response. 

			Ika was caught off guard, stammering a few times while searching for an appropriate answer. “Do you see this scar on my face?”

			He wondered if Wriliara could see him through the dust.

			“I do.”

			“Kirga gave me that scar on the day he killed my sister.”

			Wriliara’s bright green eyes seemed to grow surprised, and then they shifted slowly back to inspection. “I see. That is as worthy a reason as any. But I have a question for you. Do you think killing Kirga will bring your sister back to you?” 

			Ika was not in the mood for these games. “Of course it won’t.”

			“Then why seek to kill him for it? What will it gain?”

			“It will give me the greatest feeling of my life; knowing that my sister’s killer got what he deserved. And by my hand.”

			The eyes narrowed and bounced up and down, a clear sign of a nod. “I see. So you do this for yourself more than your sister. You’re doing it because it feels good. You don’t care that Kirga is killed; you only care that you are the one who kills him. That’s very interesting.” 

			Ika’s dark Kanah swirled into life around him, cloaking him in black and purple light. “I don’t have time for this. Get out of my way. I’m going to kill your master.”

			Wriliara stepped forward, letting his full figure be shown. His grey hair was free from its ponytail, hanging loosely upon both bony shoulders. “I’m afraid you will have to pass through me first if you wish to even attempt that.”  

			Ika cracked his neck. “So be it.” 

			Sorry, Chandi, he thought. Looks like I’m going to kill him before you get the chance. For you, I’ll try to cripple him first, then I’ll leave him for you to finish.

			Ika moved to Wriliara’s side in only a single step. He didn’t have the physical speed of his uncle, but these past two years had made him quite impressive regardless. 

			Wriliara seemed shocked by his speed, as he took a second too long to duck the punch Ika threw at his jaw. It connected hard, drawing blood from Wriliara’s mouth already. Wriliara attempted to counter with a kick to the side of Ika’s knee, but that too was too slow. Ika, with only one more flashing step, was in front of the Apostle now. 

			His plan now was to empty the full force of a flame Transformation into Wriliara’s face, ending this early. As he lifted his hand to do so, however, Wriliara slammed his fists together in front of his chest, performing his own Transformation before Ika’s could take effect. 

			A blinding burst of grey Kanah exploded in front of Ika. There was a severed burning sensation that swept over his body. It forced him to leap back in fear of what was happening. A tall barrier of wavelike Kanah was expanding around Wriliara, forming an impassable wall. Ika threw another Transformation at it; a large ball of black energy. It did nothing to this barrier. 

			Ika jumped back further to avoid its reach. It finally stopped expanding.

			There’s its limit, he thought. This is a rudimentary defensive Transformation. It isn’t very complex stuff. I expect more out of this man. Perhaps my speed really did take him off guard, and now he is using this to catch his breath and take this a little more seriously. Or maybe this is the best of him. No. Don’t be naïve, Ika. You can’t underestimate anyone in a fight for your life. Remember what Master taught you. Always overestimate, never underestimate. He’d smack me if he were here. I need to treat Wriliara like he’s Kirga. I need a game plan to take him out. I can’t just rush in blindly.  

			He kept his eyes glued to the wall of grey Kanah before him, moving up and down quickly like a vibrating snow cloud. Far too much time passed without Wriliara doing anything.

			What’s going on? Why isn’t he attacking? He paused for a handful of quiet moments, squinting at the greyness. Unless he’s taking the time to build up Kanah for a Curse!

			Ika bent his strong legs and jumped high into the air. He looked down on the wall around his opponent, able to see him clearly now—standing in the epicenter of the grey storm. 

			Wriliara had his palms together and his eyes closed. He was doing just what Ika guessed.

			Damn. It took me way too long to figure that out. That would be another smack from Master Cinnamon.

			He cursed his own stupidity as he threw another ball of black downward at Wriliara. It was too late now. Wriliara’s body glowed with green energy. It engulfed him and shielded him from Ika’s attack. His eyes were also brighter now than ever, like two green suns were burning in the center of Wriliara’s head. Ika didn’t hear the Curse spoken, but he could tell already that it was a powerful one. Even at a fair distance, he could feel the heatwave coming from the shimmering green cloak.

			He landed on the ground again. As he did, the barrier of grey Kanah dissipated and Wriliara dashed to Ika’s side, seen only for a brief second as a green flash of light. 

			Ika engaged him in a flurry of traded combinations. They both threw punches and kicks at each other, blocking and responding as if locked in a dance. This exchange was not even, however. Ika was dealing no damage with his strikes, but Wriliara’s—even though they were blocked—were burning Ika’s skin badly. Ika knew he needed to get out of this situation as soon as possible, but if he dropped his guard for a moment, Wriliara would take advantage of his attempted flight by delivering a finishing blow. He was trapped in this dreadful blow-for-blow contest, searing his body every second it carried on. 

			He was on the back foot now, using his elbows to swipe away each punch with tremendous speed. With how much the deflections were hurting, Ika didn’t want to imagine how badly a landed blow to a vital area would hurt. 

			Wriliara continued to unload with a flurry of physical offenses. His speed seemed to be slowly increasing as this kept going. His eyes burned brighter and brighter. The light coming from them was illuminating their entire side of the underground corridor, making their quarreling shadows dance on the nearby wall like some lightshow.  

			I need to think of something right now, thought Ika. I can’t keep trading with him in this weird state. Think, Ika! Make a move to gain the upper hand. You better hurry, or you might catch fire soon. 

			He scanned the area quickly, looking for any piece of the environment he could use to his advantage. 

			He found it. 

			With every backward step, Ika was getting closer and closer to what appeared to be a deep hole made by a substantial chunk of debris from the upper corridor. That could give him the edge he needed. He only required a few seconds without being swung at to activate his own form of defense: Orisia. If he coated his body in that classic ethereal armour, he could even this playing field and begin to push Wriliara back. His Orisia from two years ago wouldn’t have helped him in the slightest right now. But his Orisia of today was a much different thing. It was his answer. 

			A few more steps were taken, and with each for them the pain was becoming more unbearable. Ika finally got a moment of respite when he swiped his right leg through a pile of dust, sending it up into Wriliara’s face. Ika took that one second of freedom to leap backward into the large dark hole behind him.

			He fell through the air, watching Wriliara grow smaller as he descended. He placed his index and middle finger on his forehead and said aloud, “Orisia!”

			Swiftly his body was encased in black, slightly transparent armour that clung to his muscles tightly. At one time Ika’s Orisia was pink. This was a new and improved form.

			Ika threw his head back, causing the momentum to throw him into a backflip. He landed at the bottom of the hole and fired back up like a spring. Once he reached the rim of the hole, he launched his fist up to uppercut the inspecting Wriliara on the tip of his sharp chin. 

			He flew over Wriliara, who had now fallen on his back among chipped stones, and landed on top of a shard of rock. He looked down on the Apostle, whose burning green Aura had finally dissipated. 

			“Why did you do it?” Ika asked.

			Wriliara stood up slowly, his eyes back to their usual glow. He craned his neck and felt at his jaw, opening and closing his mouth to recover some feeling after that punch. “Excuse me?” 

			Ika’s black armour sparked with purple energy around the gauntlets. “Chandi’s parents. I asked you why you did it. Why did you kill them?”

			Wriliara didn’t answer for a while; he only stared at Ika with empty eyes. Eventually, he smiled softly. It was a knowing smile, but somehow not arrogant. “Because . . .  they killed my sister. She was nine.” 

			Ika could think of nothing to say in response to that. Chandi’s parents would never do something like that. Granted, Ika had never met them; but he trusted Chandi, and her words on them were always in praise. She spoke so highly of them and the love they all shared. Ika refused to believe they would kill a little girl. 

			Wriliara’s smile faded. “Life is funny this way. Ask yourself something, boy. What if Kirga was a father? What if he had a daughter who was only a child right now? He doesn’t; but I’d like you to imagine he does. Tell me, would you still kill him?”

			Ika swallowed hard and kept Wriliara’s gaze, even though he desperately wanted to look away. “I would.”

			“Then don’t think yourself better than somebody like me. I lost my sister, so I wished to kill the ones responsible. You lost yours, so you wish to kill the one responsible. Chandi lost her parents to me, and so she wishes to kill me. I do not blame her for it. In fact, I almost encouraged it when I spoke with her that day. She has every right to kill me. Part of me hopes she does, if only because I feel it would be a fitting end to my story. Everybody has a story. Few know their own place in it, but I think I know mine.” 

			“Why serve Kirga, then?”

			“Hasn’t anyone ever told you about Kensrals, boy? There is no choice for those who are born with the power to transform. The Genmaga is our leader. It is in our instinct to serve them, be they righteous or deluded. I am here because I must be.”

			Ika’s Orisia evaporated from his body for now. “So If Kirga wasn’t the Genmaga, you would not be serving him?”

			Wriliara’s gaze went distant. He seemed to be thinking on that. “I . . .  don’t believe so, no. I suppose I wouldn’t. But my life was empty when Kirga found me; when I felt his soul calling to me. I wanted to die but I was too much of a coward to take my own life. He has given me a purpose. I want my sister back, but I cannot have her. Our parents abandoned us to survive on our own on the streets of a poor city called Barlina. Without my sister, I walk this world alone. Protecting Kirga and doing as he demands has made me worth something to someone. That is a feeling that all people long for.”  

			“And how would your sister react if she could see you serving a maniac?” asked Ika.

			“My sister is dead. She cannot see anything now.” 

			“IKA!” 

			Chandi’s voice rang out from the grey mist. She came running forward with Gira behind her. They stopped on the other side of the giant stone Ika was standing on top of. They faced Wriliara’s direction with their Kanahs prepared for a fight.

			“Thank Meamara,” said Ika. “Are you okay?”

			Chandi nodded, smiling at him briefly before glaring back at Wriliara again. “Yeah, I’m fine. I can see you found him.”

			“I did,” said Ika, watching Wriliara carefully. He wasn’t moving at all. He just stood there staring back at their group. “We fought, but I’m okay. If you want to kill him, Chandi, now is the time. You better hurry before Vedara drops from the damn sky or something. That guy is so annoying.”

			“Already dead,” said Gira.

			“Huh?”

			“I said he’s already dead. I just killed him.”

			Ika looked at his uncle in awe. “Really? Damn, Uncle Gira, save some for the rest of us.”

			Wriliara snickered from across the gap.

			“What are you laughing at?” said Chandi, her white Kanah forming a bubbling Aura around her body. 

			“No you didn’t,” said Wriliara, resolutely.

			Gira’s brow furrowed. “What?”

			“You didn’t kill Vedara. I don’t know what you think you did to him, but it wasn’t a kill. He will be back soon, angrier than ever. He only gets feistier after each regeneration. You’ll be in for it when he comes back around. I detest the unwieldly brute, but I cannot argue he is tough to kill. I must respect him for that, if anything.” 

			Gira walked in front of Chandi. He stood in front of Wriliara, just to the left of Ika’s stone. “I melted his entire face from his skull.”

			Wriliara stood still, nonplussed. “That’s wonderful. He’s not dead.” 

			“What you are saying is impossible.”

			“And yet it is the case. Vedara’s most powerful Curse is a fascinating one. Haven’t you wondered why he was said to have his head cut off by Alistair Morga, and yet he still lives today? There was even a statue made to honour that event. It’s a popular story. Haven’t you wondered why he hasn’t died of old age yet? He’s more of a cockroach than a bear, in my humble opinion.”

			At that moment a deafening roar of ire and ecstasy echoed throughout the entire corridor, chilling the bones with its odious sound.

			“See?” said Wriliara. “Here he comes again.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 23: Wait, it Gets Worse!
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			CHANDI’S BLOOD went cold when she heard the wrathful roar of Vedara. How could he possibly be alive after Gira melted his face? It was one of the most gruesome things she had ever seen, and yet Vedara was back to play after a period of minutes? 

			It took them some time to finally stumble on Ika. They walked through the wreckages of stone and wood for maybe seven minutes at the most. Vedara recovered from an attack like Gira’s in that amount of time. Remarkable. Remarkable and petrifying. What would it take to kill him, then? Every Curse has a weakness. There was some way to kill him. All they would need to do is find it. Chandi doubted very strongly that Vedara would just stand there with his arms out and let them test some theories. They were all in for a very long day. This whole operation had gone far worse than Chandi was hoping. 

			The next thing to happen after Vedara’s roar was Gira attacking Wriliara. He fired a blast of transformed black Kanah at Wriliara’s head. The Apostle responded by standing perfectly in place, but tilting his head to the right, letting the beam graze his hair as it went by and exploded into the floor in the background. The explosion sent up more dust and debris, cluttering the air. Wriliara used that cover to slip away into the grey. 

			The ground shook like the world itself was being ripped apart. The reality was that Vedara was running toward them, and he was very angry. 

			Ika jumped down from his stone and landed next to Chandi. “Well . . .  what’s the plan now?”

			Chandi looked back and forth, searching for those snake eyes; those nightmare green eyes. “Where did he go? Ika, I can’t let him get away!”

			Ika gripped her shoulders. “I know, Chandi, I know. You’ll get him, I promise! But right now we have to save our own skins. Big boy is coming and we have to take him out first somehow. He’ll be an eternal pain in our asses if we don’t put our heads together and put this bear to sleep!” 

			A cold and daunting voice came from behind them. “I’m afraid I need the bear at the moment.”

			Chandi spun around to see Kirga standing amongst the debris. He still looked relatively untouched, even after killing so many men with his bare hands; even after the fall to the lower sector. He was handling this madness easier than anyone else. 

			Ika, as Chandi expected he would, ran directly at Kirga without a second of reflection.

			Before he could reach Kirga, however, Wriliara emerged from wherever he was hiding, moving to stand in front of the Genmaga. 

			“Move!” said Ika, screaming in rage.

			Wriliara did not.

			Chandi wasn’t sure what to do. In front of her, Ika was running headfirst into two Oracles well beyond his level of experience—one of them being her parents’ killer. But behind her, Vedara was running toward her and Gira with the fury of the sun itself. She had to make a decision. 

			Vedara caught up to them, leaping through a collection of rocks as if they were wet paper. Instead of attacking Chandi and Gira, he jumped over their heads, landing next to Kirga. 

			That was what finally made Ika slide to a stop.

			Chandi ran forward and pulled Ika back to Gira’s side, where they all got into a fighting stance, prepared to settle this with a proper three-on-three. 

			Kirga whispered a few words to Vedara, whose eyes were flaming purple, and he seemed to calm down. 

			Chandi couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Wriliara was right. Vedara was standing right in front of them now, fully healed. She watched his face be melted from his body; she saw how the only thing left of him above the chest was an empty skull. And now here he was, as good as new. It was both amazing and infuriating. She just wanted him to die already.

			Vedara said something that she couldn’t hear properly, and huge black wings sprouted from his back. He bent forward and scooped Kirga and Wriliara into his oversized arms. With one final grimace at Gira, he jumped into the air and took flight. He flew directly upward, ignoring the three of them now standing alone amongst the dead Kimiala guards on this abandoned level of the vault. 

			They had done it. They killed every single guard. From what Chandi could tell when scanning the area, not a soul was left. She just hoped that Pumpkin was still alive, hiding under a rock somewhere. 

			“They’re trying to go for the spear now!” yelled Ika. “If they can get back to the main hall, there will be nobody left up there to stop them. We can’t let them get away, Uncle Gira!”

			Gira smirked. “I don’t intend to.” 

			He moved with implausible speed, running up a spike of broken stone that led up to where Vedara was flying though the air. Chandi and Ika attempted to run up the same spike behind him, but they were only just reaching the beginning when Gira had already leapt from the tip, soaring several meters until he landed on Vedara’s back. 

			Chandi could only watch beside Ika as Gira was flown higher and higher. He wrapped an arm around Vedara’s neck and began to choke him. He used his other free arm to swing punches downward at Kirga from over Vedara’s chest. Wriliara struggled in Vedara’s grasp to reach up and swipe at Gira. Meanwhile Kirga was leaning lower in Vedara’s arms to avoid being hit by Gira’s anger-fueled strikes. He had to cling onto Vedara’s black beard to allow him to lean even lower without falling.

			What followed was the almost amusing spectacle of Vedara spiralling through the air, cursing angrily from the confusion and the sting of Kirga hanging from his beard. They rose as a mass of bodies, hissing and biting each other like a soaring ball of feral cats. But still they rose. Wriliara slapped Gira’s face and Gira choked Vedara until his face turned a dark purple shade. 

			They kept flying up until they could no longer be seen. They had made it back up to where they started before Vedara destroyed the floor of the upper level.

			“They’re gone,” said Ika. “I can’t see them anymore. They’ll be back near the hallway to the Zyphur Spear.”

			Chandi sucked her teeth. “Damn. Gira’s up there with them by himself. I hope he’ll be okay.”

			“He will,” said Ika. “You can’t kill Uncle Gira. He might be the only person tougher to kill than Vedara.” He smiled at Chandi. “But we still gotta get up there to help him stop their theft. We need to see if there’s another way back up. There’s gotta be some stairs somewhere down here, right?”

			Chandi shook her head. “We can only hope. But I don’t know. This place seems like it has gone unused for a long while. I don’t know if there will still be any open passages back up.”

			The approaching sound of a weak cough caused them both to turn around and see Pumpkin limping toward the spike of grey rock they stood upon.

			“Pumpkin!” exclaimed Ika, happily. “You’re alive.”

			“I am,” said Pumpkin, looking like he wasn’t long for the world. “Barely. I saw what happened just now. Gira’s back up there with those monsters. I used to work here, remember? I know a way back up. But we must hurry, or the Hellcat is going to get away with that spear.”

			Chandi and Ika nodded to each other.

			“Lead the way,” she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24: Sing to Me of Old Wounds
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			GIRA IVORY was a stubborn man. He knew it. Anyone who knew him knew it. If he decided to do something, it would get done. If he decided to not do something, then you better believe it would not be done. And if he decided he was going to ride a 542-pound man on the back as his black wings spun him through the air so many times he was tempted to throw up, then that is what Gira Ivory would do. 

			What a day this is turning out to be, thought Gira, still choking the life slowly out of Vedara. Things were supposed to go so smoothly. All we had to do was interrupt Kirga’s stupid plan; reveal his stupid hiding place to the stupid Kimiala; stop him from stealing the stupid spear so he can kill the stupid White Raven; let Ika and Chandi get their stupid revenge, and then go home. That was all I asked for. Now look at me.

			They flew up into the crystal dome they began in. Vedara dived quickly into the hallway that led to the place of the spear, skidding along the floor and throwing all human baggage from his arms and shoulders. Their bodies rolled and flipped over each other as they struggled to gain their footing after being tossed at such great speed. 

			The first one up was Kirga, still managing to carry himself with a level of unequaled class. “Wriliara, come with me to the spear. We are nearly through with this nonsense now. Vedara! Deal with Gira and make sure he does not interrupt us again.”

			Vedara was next to his feet, cracking his neck and rolling his mountainous shoulders. “Say no more, My Lord. I’ve got to pay him back, anyway. I’ll enjoy cutting the skin from his pretty little face.”

			Wriliara moved to his lord’s side reluctantly, looking like he still wanted a piece of Gira.

			Gira was the last to stand up, brushing dust from his legs and wiping blood from the cheek where Wriliara had scratched him during their flight. “Kirga . . .  I don’t know what you plan to gain from killing the White Raven, but you will be stopped eventually. Are you trying to gain enough power to kill Don-Galaga, is that it? Or are you trying to destroy the Crystal? Just tell me what you want.”

			Kirga didn’t walk away yet. He stayed to look woefully at Gira. “You of all people should know exactly what I want. What do you suppose I would want most in this entire world? What do you suppose would make me go to these lengths?”

			Gira knew the answer. It pained him to come to the conclusion. He wanted to scream, but he forced his voice to be as calm as possible. “Kirga, I don’t know what you think you’re achieving, but what you want just isn’t possible. If it was, don’t you think I would’ve tried it by now?”

			“Tried it?” Kirga’s face scrunched up in a building anger. “For who . . .  Ikarus? You can’t possibly mean anyone else.”

			“I cared about him too, you know.”

			“DON’T!” 

			This was the first time Kirga’s composure had broken like this. He pointed at Gira with an old and familiar fire in his eyes. His hand was shaking as it held there. The veins around his black eyes were bulging in anger.

			“Don’t you dare,” he said, warningly.  

			His level of sudden intensity seemed to disturb even his Apostles. Vedara did a double take in Kirga’s direction before looking back to Gira. There was a good chance that neither Apostle had ever seen him like that.

			Gira shook his head. “What is this all for, Kirga? If you’re attempting what I think you are, then what did Ika have to do with it? I thought you got your revenge on Ikarus already. You killed him. You had to kill his daughter too? She was just a little girl! I don’t understand what Genevieve had to do with anything that went down between the three of us. She was innocent and you killed her!”

			“You know nothing of what truly happened that day,” said Kirga. 

			“I know Genevieve is dead and Ika has a permanent scar, both physically and mentally, from what you did. You’ve become a psychopath, and if Ika doesn’t end up killing you, I promise you I will.” 

			Kirga straightened where he stood, a look of composed resignation on his face. “Vedara, this conversation is over.”

			Vedara took that as all the confirmation he needed, dashing at Gira and thrusting his massive shoulder into Gira’s chest. He wrapped one arm around Gira’s back as he thrusted, lifting him from the ground and carrying him into a leaning run. He used Gira’s body as a shield while he ran through three consecutive stone walls, the explosion of each sending shards of rock everywhere. 

			Kirga and Wriliara were out of sight of Gira now. They would be on their way to the spear while he was forced to deal with Vedara. If he wanted to stop Kirga from getting what he came for, Gira would have to deal with Vedara quickly. Based on his experience with the man thus far, that outcome was highly unlikely. 

			He was thrown from Vedara’s grip through one final solid wall. His back took the impact of four stone walls, shattering them. If he was a Yeryaila, or even a slightly less powerful Oracle, every bone in his body would’ve been broken by the first wall alone. Even though Gira’s internal Kanah was honed to a degree of near perfection, he was still in immense pain from that assault. 

			He slowly got to his feet by pulling himself up each shelf of a tall cabinet lined with books. The room he was in now didn’t hold any artifacts. It appeared to be a small archive of some kind. The room was not spacious, but very long. Most of the wall on either side, save for where Gira was thrown through, was lined with books. It made sense for an organization with this many dangerous weapons and artifacts to have colossal amounts of detailed documentation. 

			Vedara cracked his knuckles and smiled. “Prepared for round two, little Ivory?” 

			Gira limbered up by stretching his legs and rotating his arms. His black Kanah came to life around him. Even his usually silver eyes were burning with shadowy flames. “You’re becoming a pain in my ass.” His Aura cracked with black lightning. “I’m prepared for another round. I can do this all day.”

			“Good,” said Vedara, dashing at Gira again.

			Their Kanahs clashed with a sound like two mountains colliding.

		

	
		
			Interlude: Chasing a Memory
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			KIRGA BURST through the final door defending the Zyphur Spear, his blazing white Kanah exploding into the room from the force of the blast. His Kanah was potent enough to actually melt the majority of the massive doors that attempted to halt him. 

			“There it is, My Lord,” said Wriliara. “It is truly a work of art, isn’t it?”

			They both stepped fully into the domed room of emerald. The spear floated in the center, twirling endlessly in a stream of pale energy that rose to the roof. 

			Kirga stepped forward, so close his nose was nearly touching the stream that held the artifact. “Indeed it is. We are looking at the artifact that brought about the death of one of the four legendary animals. This spear killed the Black Raven. And now I will use it to kill the White.”

			He reached his hand out gingerly, slowly easing it into the stream. He grasped the shaft and pulled the spear free. The moment the weapon had left the stream in its entirety, a blaring sound like a brass horn sounded out. It was loud enough that Kirga was sure it could be heard in every corner of Eskarahm Four. But that no longer mattered; the Kimiala guards who were stationed in the vault were all dead. This was the point where the fight was originally meant to begin, if Gira hadn’t warned them of the presence of intruders, therefore ruining the plan. But even if things hadn’t gone according to the original blueprint, Kirga still held the spear of legend in his hands. They succeeded, at least in this aspect of the grand plan. The heist of Eskarahm Four couldn’t be called a true success until Kirga escaped the flying city of Porshalla completely. Only then would he breathe a sigh of relief and release his tension. For now they still had work to do.

			“Well done,” said Wriliara. “Now we must summon our rabbit back to get us out of here, correct?”

			Kirga didn’t look at his Apostle; his eyes were too busy looking over the flawlessly crafted piece between his hands. “Yes. He knows to teleport back in once my Summon arrives on scene. Once it does, most of this facility will be destroyed. Cocoa will take us out of the boundaries of the vault, with the spear.”

			“Sounds easy enough from this point,” said Wriliara.

			“Not quite,” retorted Kirga, now running his fingers over the pure emerald blade of the spear. 

			“What do you mean, My Lord?”  

			Kirga played with the long black feather at the end of the staff. “Well . . .  the plan happens to be slightly more complicated than how I described it when Cocoa was present to hear it.”

			“Is that so?” said Wriliara. “What details am I unaware of? If you wouldn’t mind sharing them with me.”

			“I wouldn’t mind at all,” said Kirga, now paying him enough respect to look at him. “You see, the most difficult aspect of this heist was not getting in, but getting out. There are two layers of protective Kanah around Eskarahm Four. The first is the one we passed by to enter. It is the product of a Curse that is meant to keep outsiders from entering the vault. The second layer is the far stronger one. There is a Curse currently placed on the building that prevents any artifact within from leaving the boundary. All artifacts must stay within this site. Getting through that Curse will be a trial indeed. It can be done with the help of our new friend, surely. But the second layer will come at a price. We bypassed the first layer with the help of Cocoa quite easily, but there is another way that can get through that first layer. I know of a way to drop it permanently, which is where my meeting with Barrick comes into the plan. He won’t be able to resist entering the vault with his men once the way is clear.”

			“How do you intend to drop it permanently?” asked Wriliara.

			“The only way to do it,” said Kirga, “is to destroy the building itself. If the stone foundation is broken, the first layer will be gone. The second will still remain, however. There is no way to remove that one.”

			Wriliara crossed his arms. “Is destroying the building’s foundation even possible?”

			“It is,” answered Kirga. “You will see when my new Summon joins us.”

			Wriliara spoke after a pause. “Since you neglected to share this with the Wenny . . .  I take it the price for that second layer is a grave one.”

			“It is,” said Kirga. The look in his eyes that he sent Wriliara was more than enough to get the point across.

			Wriliara hummed, smirking slightly. “I see. Will the Wenny be able to use the same method of teleportation as he did to get us inside?”

			“He will,” said Kirga. “The same Curse that got us in will get us out. But the one who holds the artifact will pay the price of passing through that layer. And so, if little Cocoa wants to sell the Zyphur Spear like I informed him he would be able to, then little Cocoa must be the one who carries it out. A deal is a deal.”

			“Very merciless of you, My Lord. I cannot say I’m unimpressed.”

			“Merciless?” said Kirga, cocking his head. “Cocoa is a criminal who was on his way to being executed before I saved his life. I have given him a chance to be an instrumental part in my plan; in the plan of the Genmaga of this generation. I say I have been more than merciful with him.”

			Wriliara looked at the spear with stimulated eyes. “How did you know about the second layer, My Lord? How do you know so much about the building?”

			“Do you remember the Curse I used on Metrio Feralt back in the Capital City?”

			“Do you mean that red trident?” 

			“I do. I used the same Curse on Gatekeeper Wuta. It has certain . . .  persuasive qualities to it. I can gain much information from someone I place under that Curse. Metrio Feralt, as I’m sure you recall, is the head of Kimiala. The location of the Zyphur Spear was not the only thing I pried from his mind. I learned much about the Eskarahms and their internal structures. It was through him that I learned about the Kanah layers protecting the vault, and it was through him that I learned their weaknesses. I never would’ve known to search out a specialist like Cocoa if Metrio didn’t inform me that the rabbit’s particular skills would be required to pull off my heist.”

			They began walking back down the hallway. As they did, Wriliara questioned Kirga again.

			“If you’ll indulge me, My Lord, I’d like to know more about this special new Summon of yours.”

			Kirga walked ahead, using the legendary spear as a makeshift staff. “Do you remember that period of time I left you alone with Vedara? This was well over a year ago now.”

			Wriliara sucked his teeth. “I do, indeed. You told us you had training to do alone, then you left for four months. One hundred and twenty-nine days to be exact. It is a miracle I didn’t kill Vedara in that time. Being alone with that imbecile for that amount of time was a truly dreadful experience, My Lord.”

			Kirga smiled at that, which was a rare thing these days. It was faint, but it was there. “Yes, I apologize. The reason I was gone so long is because I needed that amount of time to impress the creature enough to form a bond with him. Even after countless trials of respect the beast put me through, I still only managed to get it to agree to a single summoning. It has permitted me to call upon it on one occasion only, then never again. Even that seemingly trifling deal is more than any other has been able to get from this creature.”

			“I take it you speak of Symiria?” said Wriliara.

			“I do. It is a magnificent and imposing creature. Summoning it here will change the course of this city forever. It will not be able to summon within the vault, as the layers of protection will prevent any summoning. But it will arrive outside. Its arrival will undoubtedly be spotted by Cocoa. Once he sees it, he will come and get us.”

			They made it back to the crystal dome where Vedara had destroyed the ground. Remarkably, the giant black stone tablet with the map and list of artifacts was still there. It was hanging from the ceiling as if the top was built into it. Kirga was wondering why he didn’t see it among the debris on the lower level. 

			“It is time,” he said, motioning for Wriliara to step back and give him some room. 

			Kirga closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. His white Kanah gathered around his hands as he gently pressed his palms together. Almost as a whisper, he said the required words. “Shimio Symiria.” 

			A deafening screech the likes of which few have ever heard came from outside the vault. Eskarahm Four was constructed with multiple layers of solid stone, and still that terrifying sound could be heard. This was no ordinary Summon. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 25: If it Can Go Wrong . . .
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			IKA RAN up to Pumpkin, who had stopped leading them momentarily to take a breather. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

			If Ika was being honest with himself, he was asking for courtesy’s sake. He wanted to get back up to Kirga. There wasn’t a significant portion of Ika’s brain that was in any way dedicated to Pumpkin’s well-being. 

			Pumpkin shrugged. “Physically? Been worse. Mentally?”

			“I’m sorry about your friend,” said Chandi.

			Pumpkin’s red eyes dazed at the floor. “Oh, I wouldn’t have called Benja a friend, per say. But we were comrades at one time. He was a good man when he first started working for the organization. I watched him grow more and more jaded as he spent time in this place. Kimiala changes people; especially when working under a man like Metrio Feralt. He was one of the many reasons I just couldn’t work here anymore. He cares more about wealth and power than he does about actually keeping these dangerous artifacts out of the wrong hands. He just wants to be seen in a good light by the King. I’d be surprised if he didn’t secretly want to become king himself.”

			He sighed. “This isn’t how things had to go. This isn’t the life Benja had to live. It’s just very sad. And his poor wife. She’s a good woman. I’ll have to tell her about this myself.”

			Ika stood back up. Hearing about Metrio again had made his face go hot. There were few living men with more of a punchable face. “Well, I can’t imagine Metrio looking very good to Stultis if Kirga gets outta here with that spear. Kirga’s made this place look like a joke.”

			“But it isn’t a joke,” said Pumpkin. “There are few people alive who could’ve entered this vault in the same way the Hellcat has today. There is no mistaking it; the world has no idea what it’s dealing with when it comes to our generation’s Genmaga. The King has to be told about the potential danger the Hellcat poses. The Death Squad must act to stomp him out before he gains even more potential for chaos.”

			“Been there, tried that,” said Ika. “Gira, who has already made enough of a name for himself for his word to be taken seriously, was completely ignored when he tried to tell Stultis that Kirga was the real deal. Genmagas have been useless for so long nobody wants to believe that ours might actually pose a threat to our way of life. I’m not sure what more we can do to smarten people up. If the events of today don’t show Stultis Kirga is powerful, then I’m truly out of ideas.”

			Pumpkin wiped more dust from his tuxedo. It was so pristine when they first met. Now his signature outfit was ruined. “Maybe we can still stop the bastard from leaving, eh? Let’s hope it doesn’t come to any drastic revelations, because we put an end to it here. Come on, I’ll get us back there. Sorry I had to stop for a second.”

			“Don’t apologize,” said Chandi. “We’re just glad you’re okay.”

			Pumpkin gradually picked up his run again. They followed behind him as closely as they could, but he was a quick little thing. He led them down a hall at the east end of the underground corridor. It too had little to no sign of recent use. There were a few sets of very old scaffolding that scaled up the sides of the walls. They were covered in what could only be years’ worth of grime. 

			“So what’s the deal with this area?” asked Ika as they ran. “Why is nothing down here?” 

			Pumpkin looked around as he ran, scanning the scaffolding up and down. “I’ve only been down here a couple times during my days as a member of the organization. Even when I was here, it was widely unused. I was told it was once another area that held powerful weaponry. I’ve only heard rumours here and there, so take this with a grain of salt, but some say that a young guard attempted to use one of the weapons down here; just to see what it would do, I suppose. Based on any stories I’ve heard, it ended up contaminating the entire underground portion of Eskarahm Four with a kind of chemical component that could not be seen by the naked eye. It was causing many members of the organization to inherit deadly diseases. When more and more guards began to drop like flies from various lung or heart conditions, the guard who toyed with the weapon finally came clean on what he did. He swore it was an accident, and that he couldn’t have known what he did when the chemical agent was invisible to him, but that didn’t stop Kimiala from executing him via public immolation.”

			Ika was intrigued by that last part. “Public Immolation?”

			“Indeed,” said Pumpkin. “Meaning they brought him before a crowd in one of the richer districts of Porshalla . . .  and set him on fire.”

			“Isn’t that wonderful,” said Ika, sarcastically. “Is there, perhaps, a purpose for something like that?”

			“Not a very good one,” said Pumpkin. “It’s just a way to show the world how serious the organization is when it comes to their job, I guess. I don’t know. Take a wild guess at whose idea the immolation was.”

			“Metrio?” said Chandi.

			“That is correct.”

			“What a lunatic,” said Ika.

			“That is one word.”

			They eventually, after minutes more of heedless running, came to a spiralling staircase. They climbed as fast as they could manage. Luckily, their training had helped Ika and Chandi not get tired. Pumpkin was an Oracle as well, so his stamina was also not in question. 

			They reached the top, following Pumpkin through a tall black door that he had to force open, knocking over a line of shelves that were propped up against it. They broke out into yet another hall.

			Pumpkin scurried down one direction without pause. “Come on. They’re just down here. We’re going to need to think of a way to get over the massive hole in the room now, though. I don’t suppose either of you can grow wings?”

			Ika was still shocked about watching a man Vedara’s size sprout long black wings, like a raven’s, and fly upward as if he weighed no more than a feather. “If I do, I don’t know it yet.”

			“I’ll take that as a no, then,” said Pumpkin. “Wonderful. Well you better have some bright ideas because you’ll never reach them otherwise.”

			“What happens if he gets the spear?” asked Chandi. She elaborated before Ika could point out how dumb he thought that question sounded. “Meaning, like, how does he plan to get out of here?”

			“That’s a fine question, dear,” said Pumpkin, sliding across the floor to turn a corner. “I’m still baffled at how the bugger got in. There are protective layers of Kanah around Eskarahm Four. Kirga might be able to take the spear out, but he’ll die in the process. His body will be turned to ash if he tries to escape with an artifact. But, unfortunately, if the man has come this far then he probably has thought things out. I don’t know how he’ll manage it, but I think underestimating him any further would simply be stupidity.”

			Ika had to agree with that opinion. They had arrived in the vault just in time. They had warned Kimiala ahead of time what Kirga was planning. They had actually foiled Kirga’s plan. And yet the man still appeared to be winning. How was that even possible? Ika didn’t want to imagine how bad things could’ve gone today if they didn’t make it on time. 

			“There!” said Pumpkin, sliding to a stop before the edge of a jagged hole. They had made it back to the crystal dome. “There’s the bastard there!”

			Ika followed where Pumpkin was pointing. On the other side of the hole were Kirga and Wriliara. They were speaking to each other, not even looking in Ika’s direction. Kirga was holding the emerald Zyphur Spear in his hands. 

			“Where’s Uncle Gira?” said Ika. He couldn’t see Vedara with them either. 

			As Kirga leaned the spear against his shoulder to place his palms together, Chandi called out anxiously. “Wait, what is he doing?”

			The floor beneath their feet suddenly shook. Ika and Chandi clung onto each other to prevent losing their footing and plummeting back into the hole. Pumpkin was rolling around on the floor from the shockwave that tore through the building. A monstrous screech came from outside. Somehow it was still loud enough to make Ika want to cover his ears.

			“What . . .  was that?” said Chandi, now leaning against the wall of the hallway.

			Pumpkin got to his feet, his red eyes wide with worry. “I wish I could tell you. I’ve never heard a sound like that in my entire life. If we can hear it inside Eskarahm Four, whatever is outside is large and powerful enough to level this whole city. I sure hope that Red Heron makes it to King Stultis soon, because a Death Squad member would be lovely about now.”

			The world shook more and more as the seconds carried on. The atrocious screeches seemed to be getting closer as well.

			“It sounds like it’s coming toward us!” said Ika, shouting so his voice could be heard over this unknown beast.

			“That’s okay!” said Pumpkin, still struggling to stay on his long feet. “Nothing can get in here through force alone!”

			The sound was so loud and near now that it alone sent new shockwaves through the building. Pumpkin’s face was petrified because of it.

			“Are you super sure about that?” said Chandi, looking very frightened.

			“I mean . . .  I’m almost positive!” said Pumpkin.

			Ika looked over at Kirga, who stood patently amid this chaos. He was the one who summoned whatever was outside. No doubt about that. Everywhere this man went, chaos went with him. He was a plague upon Wenworld; a plague that had to be wiped out.

			Ika shimmied toward the edge of the hole.

			“What are you doing?” asked Chandi, tugging at the back of his collar.

			“I have to find some way to get over there and kill him!” said Ika. “Help me think of something. How can we get across this gap? I can jump a long distance—even longer with Orisia activated, or even Drasa Jija— but nothing I can manage will get me over this wide a gap. He’s holding the damn spear in his hands, Chandi! We have to do something, don’t we?” 

			She closed her eyes for a moment, as if she was either thinking or fighting off a headache. “I don’t know if there’s anything we can do, Ika. Where is Uncle Gira?”

			“I wish I knew!” answered Ika.

			Chandi looked to Pumpkin. “Do you know of any way to get us over this hole?”

			Pumpkin shook his head, his red eyes still wide with fright. “Wouldn’t you figure I’d have done it by now, my dear?” 

			Eerily, the shaking came to a sudden stop. There was no sound anymore. All was still and silent. That worried Ika more than the chaos of impending doom. Somehow this was even scarier.

			That moment of peace was shattered by the roof above their heads caving in. Rather than crumbling in on itself, the sparkling crystal dome exploded into a thousand tiny shards as some dark appendage crashed through it.

			The black stone tablet that hung from the middle was now destroyed, its massive pieces falling down below to the underground sector. Light poured in from outside. A cool breeze rushed in and ran through Ika’s orange and white hair.

			He tried to get a closer look at what had just broken into the vault from the outside, managing the very thing Pumpkin just said was an impossibility. It was a dark, shuddering mass that looked like a twitching insect leg. It was sharp at the end and smooth all along.

			“It can’t be  . . .” said Pumpkin, staring at the leg as it was pulled slowly out of the new hole it had just made in the facility.

			“It can’t be what?” said Ika.

			“No. There’s no way.”

			“What, dammit!”

			Pumpkin had to shake his head to regain his composure. “I believe we are dealing with a certain Summon that has not been seen for thirty years. I believe we just might be dealing with the great centipede, Symiria.”

			“Centipede?” said Chandi, shivering at the word. “A giant centipede? You’re kidding, right?”

			“I would not joke of such a thing, girl,” said Pumpkin. “I said there was nothing that could break into Eskarahm Four from the outside. I should’ve said there were very, very few things that could pull off such a feat. Symiria happens to be one of those things. That leg told me all I needed to know. We, my new and adventurous friends, are screwed.” He suddenly sat down on his backside, sticking his big feet up and slouching in defeat. “That’s it. The curtain has closed. The Hellcat has won. Let me leave this mortal coil with the final moments of peace I can muster.”

			“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” said Ika. “For the love of Meamara, get off your big butt and help us think of something.”

			Pumpkin refused to look at Ika. “You don’t get it, boy. You can’t beat Symiria. And if the Hellcat is a strong enough Oracle to summon him, then you can’t beat Kirga either. It’s time to call it a day.”

			Ika was annoyed now. “Fine, forget you then. Chandi, let’s see if we can—”

			Ika stopped his thought to look over at Kirga, who had only now acknowledged Ika was there. He held the Zyphur Spear in his left hand, and with his right he gave Ika a half salute with his index and middle finger. Then he and Wriliara turned to face a building red glow behind them. From that glow came a little black Wenny Rabbit. They spoke amongst each other before stepping into the boundary of the shimmering energy.

			“I think they’re trying to get out now,” said Ika. “Why not just go out through the massive hole in the roof they just made?” 

			“Because,” said Pumpkin, still not raising his head, “that hole has just removed the first layer of protection on this vault. That means anybody can get inside now. But the second layer cannot be destroyed, even if the building itself crumbles. It prevents anyone from getting out with an artifact. They will die if they try. Even with teleportation.”

			“But Kirga is leaving right now with that rabbit!”

			Pumpkin shrugged. “Then I guess the man has no problem trading a few pawns.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 26: Hammer to Fall
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			GIRA AND Vedara both moved with extraordinary speed. They traded blow after blow, crashing through more walls and bookshelves as they clashed. Their Kanahs were close to equally matched. Gira could see in Vedara’s eyes the thirst for blood. The Apostle wanted to kill him. Badly. Gira wasn’t exactly shocked about this. He imagined that having your entire face melted off, even if it didn’t kill you, must’ve hurt like nothing describable. Also, there was always a bit of notoriety being chased when someone tried to kill Gira Ivory. Many Oracles had come and gone who wanted to kill him for no other reason than to say that they were the ones who did it. That would be something to brag about; something that would significantly raise their reputation in the criminal undergrounds of the world. And reputation was truly everything. Killing Gira wouldn’t get them nearly as much respect as someone who managed to kill a Death Squad member, but at least it was a goal within logical reach.

			Even though all of those reasons for Vedara’s bloodthirst made sense, there was actually another reason Gira suspected might be the biggest draw for this bout. It wasn’t hard to guess what it was, since Vedara continued to scream it at him as they clashed.

			“Use your Curse, Ivory!” the massive man snarled like a rabid dog. “Use it!”

			He was talking about Seppervein. It was the most powerful Curse Gira had in his arsenal. It allowed him to use a special kind of Kanah Transformation: the black lightning he loved so much. But the Curse did not only come with a complex Transformation. If the Edamirin word was spoken aloud, Gira could use an ability so powerful that it would rival the strength of someone like Belasefka. This made sense, as Belasefka was the man who taught it to him. But Gira preferred not to use Seppervein unless he had no other possible choice. It took a very long time to recharge. He had one good use, then years would pass until he could make use of it again. 

			Duels between Oracles were a gamble sometimes. You wouldn’t want to waste a good ability when the day may soon come when you would require it more.

			Vedara continued to punch at Gira with his gigantic fists. Saliva flew from his mouth in his fury. “Use it, use it, use it, use it, use it!”

			They were in a wider area now. After breaking through the last of the ten or so walls they destroyed, they fell into a long rectangular room with mostly empty space. In the center of the room was a podium with a mighty hammer, standing nearly five feet in height, being held up by a stream of violet energy. The long staff was thick and pure white, while the head of the hammer was a massive chunk of squared black metal, covered all around with short spikes. There was a plaque below the hammer that read ‘Ibugalamarc’. 

			Gira and Vedara stopped fighting for an awkward moment, each staring at the hammer and then back at each other. Without the need for words, they both took off in the direction of Ibugalamarc. When close enough, they leapt through the air, their arms reaching outward to grab at the great hammer. 

			Gira was slightly faster. He used the momentum of his jump to dip the hammer into a wide swing, using all the power of his thrown bodyweight. Ibugalamarc collided with Vedara’s stomach. As it did, black energy burst from the point of impact with a sound like a lion’s roar. As Vedara flew backward, wailing in anger and pain, Gira studied the hammer to find the source of that peculiar sound. 

			A lion’s roar had come from the hammer. That was rather unusual. 

			There was also the sound of an alarm that went off in the building after the hammer was taken from its rightful place.

			Gira gripped the white staff with both hands and swung the hammer through the open air. Sure enough, as it swiped through, it made another sound like the furious roar of a great lion. Not only that, but there was also a spectral black paw that swiped out from the end to give the attack more distance. Gira swung it around a few more times, each time new paws stemmed outward, swatting at an imagined enemy.

			Gira held Ibugalamarc in front of his face and smiled like a child. “No way. This is sooo cool!” 

			Vedara limped back toward him, his breath coming out more like a wounded wheeze. “Lovely new toy, Ivory. I’ll be taking that out of here with me after I crush your skull with it.”

			Gira didn’t take his eyes off of the hammer, not finding Vedara a worthy enough distraction from such a magnificent toy. “No . . .  you won’t. Trying to take an artifact out of a place like this is a very bad idea, as my dear pal Kirga will soon find out. No, I’ll be returning Ibugalamarc to its rightful resting place once I’m done with you. Sad, but I’ll cherish my time with it.”  

			Before Vedara could conjure some kind of witty, or rather tactless remark, the world began to rumble. Gira fell back onto the podium while Vedara fell forward onto his hands. The screech of some demonic creature came from outside the building. 

			Gira’s heart was beating fast in his chest. He had never heard a sound like that before in his life. It sounded like Wenworld itself was roaring.

			“What in the name of the Lady is that?” he said, finally gaining a solid footing after the shaking had subsided.

			Vedara laughed, getting back to his feet as well. “That is the next part of the plan. That sound means I must finish this game.” 

			He ran at Gira, lifting his right leg high in the air, like he was about to bring his heel down for a blow atop Gira’s head.

			Gira held up the staff of the hammer in an instinctive defensive manner. 

			Vedara fainted, not delivering the kick. Instead, he swung his leg back to steady him as he lunged forward and grabbed the hammer with both meaty hands.

			Gira looked at the staff, now being gripped by both of them, then looked up at Vedara’s smirking face. Uh-oh.

			Vedara, with one swift yank, lifted Gira’s whole body into the air above his head and slammed him on the ground on the other side of where he was standing. He then lifted Ibugalamarc high into the air, ready to bring it down upon Gira’s face. 

			Gira, lying now between Vedara’s legs, responded by clapping his hands together. The tips of his fingers fired an array of black lightning into Vedara’s body, shocking him where he stood and making him spasm violently. In his spasms, Vedara dropped the hammer.

			“Bremlora!” said Gira. Using his own telekinesis Curse, he caught Ibugalamarc before it hit the ground. He made his hands dance, which sent the floating hammer cracking into the side of Vedara’s large head. 

			Bremlora was useful against objects and some weaker Oracles, but it wasn’t strong enough to throw around someone as powerful as Vedara. This usage of the Curse turned out quite well, though. Vedara stumbled away from Gira, grasping his face and cussing.

			Gira used this opportunity to get back to his feet and reclaim his hammer in his hands. Whatever Curse he uses to live so long and heal so quickly must have a weakness, he thought. There is no such thing as an invincible Curse. Since he survived Alistair Morga cutting his head off, and me melting his face, it’s safe to say his head is not the weakness. I have to start trying other things, testing them out one by one and narrowing down the options. What attack can kill him? Think, Gira, think!

			He moved at Vedara with hammer in hand, not giving his opponent time to regain his fighting stance. Their duel carried on. As long as Gira had Ibugalamarc, the advantage was with him. Each exchange of blows was in his favour. Vedara was taking more damage than Gira was. But even so, it was evened out by how absurdly efficient Vedara’s natural regeneration was. Gira had no such ability, so each attack was felt and harboured. 

			The infernal screech came again; this time the building began to crumble above their heads. A section of wall came apart, revealing a sky of white clouds. There was a way out now, and Vedara did not hesitate to take it. 

			The game had changed and they both knew it. Vedara knew from the sound of the beast that Kirga’s plan had moved ahead. There was no reason to remain within the vault any longer. Kirga’s next step would be evacuation, and he would not wait around for his Apostle.

			Vedara turned from Gira and ran in the direction of the new opening. He bent his thick legs and jumped through the hole, flying freely into open air.

			Gira watched him disappear from over the edge of the crumbled wall. He walked slowly up to it, examining the empty space with a critical eye. He could sense a sheen of Kanah there. Many wouldn’t be able to, but he could just barely detect it.

			“Something tells me passing through this with an artifact would come with some negative effects. I can only assume that is its purpose, as Vedara just passed it with no problems. He isn’t holding a legendary hammer like I am.”

			He felt his heart break at knowing he must part with Ibugalamarc. He really loved this hammer. He longed to take it with him, out of this dark and lonely place. He longed to wield this weapon forever. But alas, fate said it was not so.

			He walked back over to the podium, lifting Ibugalamarc to place it back within the stream that held it still. “Goodbye, new friend. I wish we could go on many adventures together. Some things are too powerful to be let out into the world. I knew you for only a brief time, but I feel our hearts have connected. I would have carried you to the far reaches of— I’m talking to a hammer. I’m talking to a hammer.” 

			He shook his head and left the artifact in its place. He ran to the opening and jumped through. His fight with Vedara was not over yet. 

			Evidently a round three was in order. 

		

	
		
			Interlude: Liars and Thieves Always Achieve
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			KIRGA LOOKED down at his Wenny accomplice. “It is time, Cocoa. Get us out of this place.”

			Cocoa rubbed his paws together. He had just stepped out from his red circle of Kanah, still waiting to be used again for their teleportation out of the vault. “Remember, Kirga, you promised me that I could keep the spear after you were done with it. Don’t get greedy on me after I went through all this trouble for you. The only thing keeping me going is thinking about how much Teeth I’ll earn from the thing.”

			Kirga gave a tight smile. “Do not worry, you will get your spear. As a matter of fact, as a sign of my innocence, I will even allow you to hold onto the artifact until we leave the city. It can remain in your safe keeping, free from my grasp completely.”

			Cocoa was stunned. “R-really?”

			Wriliara was doing a poor job at hiding a smirk. 

			“Absolutely,” said Kirga. 

			Cocoa, bouncing with joy, gathered the tall emerald spear into his arms and wobbled back into his circle.

			Kirga took a moment to salute Ika, who he knew was glaring at him from the other side of the gap, before he and Wriliara joined the rabbit. 

			Cocoa continued to jitter with excitement. “I won’t need to go through all that pain again like I did to get inside. Getting out should be a much smoother ride.”

			“A much smoother ride indeed,” said Wriliara.

			“What’s that?” said Cocoa.

			“Nothing,” said Wriliara. “Carry on.”

			“Hang on a tick,” said Cocoa, looking around. “What happened to the big fella?”

			“We have no time to wait for him,” said Kirga. “He is currently occupied with Gira. I do not know where he is at the moment, but it is his fault if he couldn’t end that fight soon enough to get here. We must keep moving if we wish to leave this place before King Stultis sends backup.”

			Cocoa chuffed. “No need to tell me twice.” He clapped his paws together, the Zyphur Spear held gingerly between them. With a surge of pink Kanah added to the red, he said “Imirar,” and the walls of Kanah engulfed the trio.

			There was a time when Kirga would’ve felt some semblance of guilt for what he was doing to the Wenny. Now he felt nothing at all. He just needed to take the next step toward the White Raven. That was all that mattered to him currently.

			They moved through a hazy state of bright colours, moving up and down like tides. It was a brief feeling, as only a minute later Kirga landed on white pavement outside of Eskarahm Four. They had made it out, spear intact.

			“We did it!” said Cocoa, jumping high, spear spinning around in his paws. “I gotta say, Mr. Hellcat, I wasn’t so sure about this. I really thought it was over our heads, but by Meamara, you did it! We did it! Do you have the faintest idea how rich I’m going to be when I  . . .”

			He stopped talking. He looked down at the ground before his feet, trying to keep his balance as he swayed from left to right. He looked like he was about to vomit. “What . . .  what is happening to . . .  me?” 

			He took a few steps toward Kirga, wrath slowly building in his stare. His fur was now beginning to run a stale grey colour. His whole body was changing. “You! What did you do to me, Kirga!”

			“I have done nothing to you whatsoever,” said Kirga. “But it appears that taking your precious spear with you has come at a cost.”

			Cocoa’s body began to crumble away. The paw he held in front of his face was falling apart, piece by piece; almost disintegrating into grey ash. His expression was the image of pure fear. 

			“No,” he said, his eyes brimming with tears. “No, no, I don’t want to die. What have you done? We had a deal!”

			“We did,” said Kirga. 

			A tear fell down the Wenny’s cheek, now cracked like thin ice. The cracks were absorbing his body as he fell apart. He began to shake in his terror. “You monster! You lying, filthy, cheating animal—oh, Meamara! Meamara, please, I’m not ready to die!”

			He got onto his knees and within another minute of prayers and sobs he was gone; reduced to a pile of wordless ash on the street. The Zyphur Spear lay on the ground next to the pile, still beautiful and glimmering green. 

			“Shame,” said Wriliara. “He was quite adept in his art. It’s sad to see the loss of such a talented Oracle.” He looked out at the empty street. Everything was broken and abandoned. “Now that that’s over with,” he said, moving on from Cocoa already, “what is the next step of the plan, My Lord?”

			Kirga walked over to the spear and picked it up, but not before giving his previous accomplice’s ash pile a swift kick to get it out of the way. The ash dissipated and spread in the air after Kirga’s foot had scattered it. “Do you see that massive hole in the vault?”

			Wriliara turned back to look at Eskarahm Four. The attack from the great centipede had caved in much of the left half of the facility. Symiria was gone now, destroying some other sector of the city. The screams of terror and the crushing of stone and metal could be heard coming from the south, so it was clear the beast had gone off in that direction.

			“Tell me,” said Kirga, “do you think Barrick and his men will be able to resist entering that vault to see what they can scavenge?”

			Wriliara looked back to his lord, a look of confusion on his sallow face. “I imagine not. But, My Lord, what benefit could there be to them even trying? Symiria will have just discarded the first layer of protective Kanah, but what of the second? Even if all of Barrick’s supporters flooded into that vault, they would not be able to leave with the items. They will die, just as the Wenny just did.”

			“That,” said Kirga, “is not my concern.”

			“Perhaps the one who carries it out will perish,” thought Wriliara aloud, “but the remaining men can take the artifact once the first turns to ash, as you just did.”

			Kirga wiped the grey residue of Cocoa from the staff of the spear. “I doubt it. The second layer is rather thick. The one who dies will simply drop the artifact within the boundary of the protective layer. By that point anyone who picks it up will crumble as well. They have a poor chance of getting many, if any, artifacts out of that building.”

			“But you told Barrick during our meeting that he would have his chance after we completed our heist.”

			Kirga looked at Wriliara with disappointed eyes. “Wriliara, I also told the rabbit that he could sell the Zyphur Spear for all it’s worth. I tell many people many things.” He began to walk down the lonely boulevard.

			“Where are you going?” asked Wriliara.

			Kirga looked over his shoulder. “I’m on my way to tell Barrick that his time is now.”

			Wriliara walked quickly to catch up to him. “Are we going to use him as a distraction to escape the city?”

			Kirga continued to use the spear as a staff, leaning his weight on it as he walked. “Ah, you’re finally using your head. Yes, the carnage he will cause in his greed will surely draw the eye of whatever Dalada member arrives at Porshalla. If we are lucky, we can slip away under the shadow of Barrick’s civil war.”

			“And Vedara? Will we leave him?”

			Kirga looked ahead, not bothering to meet Wriliara’s questioning gaze. “Vedara will be dead by the time we are ready to depart.”

			That caused Wriliara to freeze for a few moments before scurrying back to Kirga’s side. “What do you mean? What makes you so sure of something like that, My Lord? Vedara’s death, of all people’s, is no easy thing to predict.”

			“It is in this unique case,” said Kirga. “You see, Vedara is currently fighting Gira Ivory to the death. He will not win that fight.”

			“But  . . .” Wriliara said nothing for a moment. “You’re sure that Vedara cannot defeat him?”

			“Most certainly,” said Kirga. “I know Gira. You do not. I know him more than most people do, unfortunately. I despise the man, but I know what he is capable of. Vedara is no easy man to kill, but Gira will find a way. He might already be dead, in which case I have lost two Apostles to Gira.” He frowned deeply. “That man has been a scar on my life for as long as I can recall.” 

			The flying city of Porshalla descended into widespread chaos after the events of the heist. Symiria had been set loose in the city, and everywhere he went there was destruction and death. He could not be seen from the district Kirga and Wriliara were currently in, but the damage he was doing could still be heard throughout every corner of the great city. 

			Eskarahm Four itself was momentarily unguarded at present. Everyone within was now dead, thanks to Kirga and his Apostles. They had butchered the divisions of Kimiala without mercy. Even though the internal guard was gone, however, backup was on its way. Swarms of foot soldiers under the orders of Princess Marnie were being sent to guard the perimeter of the damaged vault. Those new units would arrive at the location within the next ten minutes. Kirga had more than enough time to convince Barrick that he needed to get there before Marnie’s men, considering he was staring down Barrick and a large force of thugs behind him right now.

			In an alleyway on the intersection of ‘Berry Street’ and ‘Redbear Avenue’ stood Barrick with his amassed force. They were facing the direction of the vault. 

			Barrick was dressed in a long white jacket with a tall collar that curved around the lower half of his head. His hair was interlaced with blue diamond braids, and his fingers were bedazzled with rubies and emeralds. He wore no shirt underneath his open jacket, showing off his scarred and muscled chest. Behind him were large and grimacing men who would frighten any sensible soul. They were ready for a siege.

			“I see you took my advice,” said Kirga, stepping up to the man with a level of nonchalance that could only be seen as insulting to the man who ruled the underground of Porshalla.

			“I decided it couldn’t hurt to keep my eye out,” replied Barrick, looking Kirga up and down. His gaze fell immediately to the glimmering spear in Kirga’s hand. “You actually did it.”

			Kirga nodded. “I said I would.”

			Barrick held his eyes for a couple of seconds, almost seeming to be studying him for any perceptible flaws. “You’re an interesting guy, Hellcat. So, how do things look over there in Eskarahm Four? Have I brought my men here for no reason? We all saw that monstrosity crush the building. I don’t know if that creature was your doing, but it is so large that this city’s borders can barely contain it. The only reason we can’t still see it is because it is now below us. I wouldn’t be surprised if the weight of it ends up causing Porshalla to plummet to the ground, killing us all.”

			Kirga laughed. “This city is held up by very powerful and very old Kanah. Symiria’s weight cannot upset its balance.” He stalled, scanning the force over Barrick’s shoulder. “As for Eskarahm Four, yes, a sizeable portion of the facility has been destroyed. It is an opportune time right now for you to capture the area. Not only will you be able to sack the place of weapons, but the strategic placement of the building alone will do wonders for your war effort. Capturing that street, weapons or not, will be beneficial to you.”

			Barrick didn’t smile. His face remained impassive. “That sounds perfect, Hellcat; so perfect, in fact, that I am standing here waiting for the catch.” 

			“I present you with all the power your army could ask for and you take me for a snake.”

			“You’re using me,” said Barrick. “Let’s drop the games. You need my distraction to get outta here with your shiny new toy.”

			Kirga appreciated him being able to put the situation together. Barrick had come far in his control of this influential city. He didn’t get as far as he did by being a braindead leader. He built something for himself in this city. The man wouldn’t be fooled that easily.

			“You are correct. But does that matter? If you get what you wish, do my own motives really make much of a difference?”

			Barrick’s stern face finally broke into a sly smile. “I don’t mind you, Hellcat. You remind me of myself.”

			That irritated Kirga. Barrick could never be half the man, nor the Oracle that he was; to even suggest such a thing was absurdity. But there was no point in showing that disgust at this moment, so Kirga suppressed it.

			“You’d better get your men moving now,” he said, keeping his face as passive as possible. “Princess Marnie will most likely be sending her units to secure the sector as we speak. If you wish to contend them in the battle for that position, it would be wise to arrive first and set up a defensive barrier.”

			Barrick nodded once, then tilted his head back to shout behind him. “All right, boys! You ready to pillage?”

			The roar of approval rattled the windows of the wide alleyway. Their passion was overwhelming. 

			“We’ll be on our way, then,” said Barrick, stepping around Kirga and moving quickly down the street. He waved over his shoulder. “Thanks for your part, Hellcat! Even if you were doing it for yourself!”

			The swarms of Barrick’s meanest men ran around Kirga and Wriliara, parting while passing like a wave around a boulder. It took multiple minutes before every last man had emptied the alley, the thunder of their feet rumbling the road.

			As the boulevard descended more and more into an eery silence as Barrick’s army got further and further away, Kirga was filled with a strange feeling. There was a stirring deep in his stomach that bubbled into his chest. The plan, even in spite of Gira’s interference, was going well. Even so, something felt wrong. Kirga recognized the familiarity of this oncoming feeling. He was sensing something. He was sensing Kanah. Judging by how long it was taking his body to adjust to the outside Aura, it was a powerful Kanah. If even Kirga was having trouble sensing it, then the source of that Kanah was no feeble thing.

			“I’ll be taking that spear back, if you don’t mind.” 

			A tranquil but commanding voice came from the far side of the dark alley. 

			Kirga turned to face the man who spoke. There was a dark silhouette standing between two small buildings. Kirga could see auburn hair hanging down around red eyes. Those were recognizable features for this particular man.

			“Gurmick Vinker, I presume?” said Kirga. 

			He was the leader of the notorious Sanfron Trio. They were the heralded heroes of the city; most likely the only reason Porshalla hadn’t yet been lost to Barrick Tendiga.

			Suddenly two other silhouettes moved in behind Gurmick. They appeared out of the shadows, seeming to be birthed from the walls. One of the new entries was slim and fully bald, while the other could almost rival Vedara in sheer size, with long braided hair. The smaller of the two was Solomon Drez, known for being the silent type. The large and intimidating one was Fafkun Jarvis. The three of them said nothing more; they only watched Kirga with focused eyes.

			“The Sanfron Trio,” said Wriliara, his green eyes glowing with apprehension in the dark alley.

			Kirga’s voice was soothing. “How may we help you, gentlemen?”

			“I just told you,” said Gurmick. His red eyes didn’t blink once since addressing Kirga the first time. “If you wish to leave this city alive, I’ll be taking that spear back. I’ll be taking it either way, but you can be either alive or dead when I do so. That, my friend, is up to you. Whatever you do next decides the outcome.”

			Kirga didn’t respond well to being threatened. It was one thing that always got under his skin: a man who thought he was tough enough to frighten Kirga. It was the quickest way to get on his bad side. He could be reasonable at times, but making it sound like a fight between him and his aggressor would be a one-sided beatdown brought out a very different side of Kirga. Being underestimated constantly was quite the annoyance.

			His voice lost its calmness, taking on a sharper sound. “I’ll tell you what,” he said, stepping toward the trio, “if you can defeat me in an open fight, I will gladly return this spear to you and apologize for the trouble I have caused. I will even turn myself in to capital authorities to ensure my arrest. But first you, Gurmick, must beat me in a one-on-one fight.”

			With the challenge thrown out, Kirga let the silence hang, waiting for a proper response.

			“I respectfully decline,” said Gurmick.

			Kirga wasn’t expecting that.

			Gurmick crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not one for bravado. I only wish to get the job done; and right now the job is returning the Zyphur Spear to its place in Eskarahm Four. If it takes all three of us to do so successfully, then I suppose my reputation can suffer. I really could not care less. So no, Kirga the Hellcat, I will not be fighting you one-on-one.”

			“Coward,” snarled Wriliara.

			Kirga raised a hand. “No need for that,” he said. “He’s putting the safety of his city above his own ego. That is not something to be belittled.” He wasn’t fond of the idea of needing to fight all three of these warriors. He needed to leave as soon as possible. This would take too much time, but it seemed he had no choice. “As admirable as it is, you still stand no chance of defeating me, even if all three of you attack.”

			“We shall see.” White Kanah began to build and swirl around the trio. 

			“Wriliara,” said Kirga, curtly.

			“Yes, My Lord?” 

			“I would like you to meet me at the location of the prison we rescued Cocoa from. It will be destroyed by now, so wait in the wreckage of that mountain until I am through with these three.”

			“What?” Wriliara stepped next to Kirga, his face worried. “You won’t let me fight with you?”

			“There is no need. You will only get in my way, and I don’t wish to lose yet another Apostle today. Do as I say and leave the city now. I promise I will meet with you before the day is done.”

			Wriliara frowned, looking back and forth between Gurmick and Kirga. “Very well, My Lord. I can only ever do as you ask. But you should know I believe I should assist.”

			“I know that already. My command remains the same. Go now.”

			Wriliara went swiftly, disappearing down the street in the direction of the first sector of the city. Kirga was alone now; alone to face the legendary trio. He wouldn’t have it any other way.

			Gurmick, Solomon, and Fafkun spoke an incantation in Edamirin. It caused the churning Kanah around them to rise into a great dragon, eyes flaming gold. It was so vast that it dwarfed the size of the two buildings that created the alleyway. It blazed and shined like a blinding flash of lightning in a still night. 

			“Last chance,” said Gurmick. His voice boomed with a newfound power. It seemed to be coming from the head of the towering dragon as well. 

			Kirga’s black and white hair was blowing fiercely in the wind that the gale of Kanah brought through the street. “Killing all three of you will boost my reputation considerably. As much as being underestimated aggravates me, I was also enjoying the advantage of not having the Dalada’s eye on my movements. After the theft of the Zyphur Spear and the single-handed murder of the Sanfron Trio, well . . .  every household in Wenworld will know my name. Things are going to get very busy for me.” 

			Gurmick’s voice came from the dragon again. “I have given you your chance. Farewell.”

			The dragon roared loud enough to be heard for miles as its great head descended fast toward Kirga. It was going for the kill.

			Kirga remained where he was, unflinching. “Reythrilian.”

			A giant white hand of cloudy Kanah formed in the air above his head. It caught the dragon by the face before it could obliterate Kirga, and with one powerful clench of the fist it crushed the dragon’s head. An explosion of mingled Kanahs lit up the sky, blowing countless mounds of snow from the nearby rooftops, scattering them in the air to make it seem like it had begun snowing again, even though the sky was clear and blue. 

			Kirga stood amongst the falling snow that twinkled around him as it reflected the light. “You’ll have to do much better than that, boys.”
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			Chapter 27: Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence
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			CHANDI WAS growing tired. It was turning into a very long day, and she did not sleep well the night before. The night was only saved by Gira, who soothed her mental troubles after her nightmare of Wriliara. Those damned green snake eyes haunted many of her nights. She could do so little to escape the horror they brought upon her. She actually stood right in front of Wriliara Bondiley today. Even though they did not fight, Chandi was still proud of herself. She faced him and did not break down or run away. She felt very good about that. Master Cinnamon’s training had made a warrior out of her after all. Now that Wriliara had escaped, though, she was filled with a feeling of anger. They couldn’t stop him. Kirga and his squad made a mockery out of them all. It was infuriating. 

			It was hard, but she did her best to suppress her thoughts of revenge at the moment. She needed a clear head if she was going to come up with a plan to fix all this. They still needed to find out where Gira went off to. He wasn’t with Kirga and Wriliara when they escaped. And now there was a giant centipede creature wreaking havoc on the city. There was much to do. 

			They had climbed up the rubble of the collapsed wall of the building, standing now on a jagged section of stone protruding outside to loom over the street in front of the vault. 

			Chandi, Ika, and a very depressed Pumpkin scanned the area from their vantage point, the wind blowing steadily from the north, threatening to nearly knock them off from their high place. The sun was still up and the sky was mostly clear. There was no sign of the beast that had done the damage.

			Ika pointed down the street to the west. “Look!”

			Chandi looked over to where he was pointing and saw a massive horde of armoured men running in their direction. Leading the charge was none other than Princess Marnie. She no longer wore a baby blue dress and combat boots. Now she was fully covered in white battle armour that clung tightly to her body. A look of determined fury was on her face.

			Pumpkin pointed now in the opposite direction of Ika, down to the east side of the sector. “Look over there!”

			Chandi spun to see what the rabbit was yelling about. Another force of hundreds was charging down the empty avenue, this force led by a man Chandi did not recognize. He wore a long white jacket that opened to show his bare chest. He was bedazzled in various diamonds and jewels.

			“That’s Barrick!” shouted Pumpkin. “He’s here to capture this sector of the city. He’s wanted to gain a foothold here for a while. Not only that, but there’s a giant hole in the damn vault now, thanks to Symiria, so he’ll want to break in and steal all the arti—oh, what a terrible, terrible day! I wish I never got outta bed. Maybe I’m still in bed and this is just a dream. Yes, that must be it.”

			“Oh, will you shut up,” said Ika. 

			They continued to watch the scene play out together. There was nothing they could do at the moment. Kirga was nowhere to be seen, and now they were caught in the middle of an imminent battle. All they could do was watch helplessly.

			Even though they were high in the air, overlooking the scene, they were close enough to hear Princess Marnie as she climbed upon a broken wooden carriage and addressed her men. 

			“This, my friends, will be the most important battle we have fought for months; perhaps even the last few years of this war. Barrick cannot be allowed to win here today. The very soul of our city is at risk. Never forget what you’re fighting for. Our parents grew up on these streets. Our grandparents grew up on these streets. This is our home! It means more to us than an opportunity for money or power. Barrick is slowly destroying this great city. If that coward Stultis refuses to do anything about it, then we must take matters into our own hands. Defend your homes and your families!”

			The Porshallan soldiers roared in support of the young princess’ words. They would die on this street if it needed to come to that. 

			Chandi was sincerely hoping it wouldn’t. 

			She looked over to the other side, seeing Barrick stop to rile his own army. He jumped onto a pile of rubble to overlook the countless thugs who were eager to get the fighting started. They had benefited greatly from Barrick’s new rule. They got to do whatever they wanted with no consequences. To them, Barrick was a king. They would do as he bid.

			“All right, boys! I can’t say I’ve prepared any triumphant speeches, so . . .  let’s go kill some people and steal some weapons!”

			That was enough for them. They erupted into screams of loyalty that rivaled Marnie’s side, which repulsed Chandi. 

			Barbarians. 

			“What do we do?” asked Ika, gripping Chandi’s shoulder. “It’s up to you. Do we chase down Kirga, or do we help Marnie win this fight?”

			Chandi felt uneasy about having that much responsibility thrown onto her shoulders. That was a big decision to make. Things would go drastically different depending on which option she chose. People could live or die based on a decision like that.

			“Why do I have to decide?” she said, trembling under his strong grip. 

			Ika smiled. “Because you’re the better decision maker. Isn’t that obvious? You’re the smarter out of the two of us, so shouldn’t you be the default choice?”

			Under other circumstance, Chandi might’ve laughed. But not right now. “Ika, you’re putting a lot on me right now. Can’t we decide together?”

			Ika let her go. “Chandi, you know I’m going to choose to chase down Kirga. But my Affinity has my blood running hot right now. I really couldn’t care less about anyone in this city, or their struggles. But later, when I’ve cooled down, I know I’ll feel bad about it. You’re Sun Affinity, so look me in the eyes and be honest with me: do you want to leave Marnie to do this alone?”

			Chandi felt like she was going to have a panic attack. What was more important to her: making sure Wriliara gets what he deserves? Or helping Princess Marnie save her home? Barrick Tendiga was right there. If they were lucky, maybe they could end the whole civil war with this final battle. That would definitely make up for their failure at stopping the heist. With that thought coming over her, Chandi’s mind was made. She knew what was right. They would have to find another way to stop Kirga before he got to the White Raven.

			“All right. We’re helping Marnie. Let’s end this war today. These people need all the help they can get.” 

			Ika clenched his fists and bounced with energy. “All right! Let’s do it. Come on, Pumpkin, you’re joining this battle too. You’re an Oracle, aren’t you? Time to pull your weight.”

			Pumpkin dusted off his ruined tuxedo again, chuffing in annoyance. “Pull your weight, he says. The audacity.”

			It was too late for them to join Marnie’s ranks before the charge, because they already charged. Marnie led her army while Barrick ran somewhat behind some of his largest followers. The wails of anger echoed in the air. Finally, the twin masses of people crashed into each other like conjoining tidal waves. The battle had begun.

			“Come on,” said Ika. He leapt with the agility of a cat, bouncing from wall to wall on his way down to the street.

			Chandi followed him, moving downward using pieces of broken wall. She looked back to make sure Pumpkin was coming too. He was, bouncing down with a nervous look on his face.

			Once the three of them were on ground level, they ran out of an alley to throw themselves into the madness. 

			This was something that neither Chandi nor Ika had ever experienced before in their lives: a genuine battle. Bodies were dropping and blades were clashing. More than any other method of killing, however, were the Curses. Most modern battles were fought more with Kanah than they were with blades. Some armies didn’t even use knives. The Sun and Moon Regiments in Kanakon were a good example of that. They didn’t require any form of weaponry; only Kanah.

			There was a clear difference in Affinities between the two armies. Most of the soldiers from Marnie’s side of things had Aura’s of blue, green, yellow or white. They were almost entirely Sun Affinity Oracles. Meanwhile Barrick’s men were exuding colours of red, black, purple, dark green, and grey. Moon Affinity was an obvious regularity among Tendiga’s most loyal. Sure, there were some Sun Affinities on Barrick’s side, and some darker shades among Marnie’s, but overall it was a landslide comparison.

			Princess Marnie was fighting like a thing possessed. Curse after Curse she threw, throwing scores of bloodied men into the air on the left side of the avenue. She was far more powerful than she looked. Her Kanah was baby blue, burning like the sun. She acted like a morale boost for the soldiers. Every inch she drove into the enemy ranks invigorated the army that would die for her and this city.

			Marnie’s eyes made their way over to Chandi’s face. She stopped mid-Curse to wink at her. “Glad to see you lot again! It seems like your little plan failed, though, otherwise I wouldn’t be here at all, huh!”

			She had to shout over the explosions of Kanah and cries of combat.

			“Yes!” yelled Chandi, shoving through Porshallan soldiers to get closer to the Princess. “We’re really sorry about that. We tried our best, we really did, but Kirga was just too strong. He’s left with the Zyphur Spear.”

			Marnie threw a burning ball of blue into the enemy crowd pushing against the wall of her men. It exploded in bright light, setting Barrick’s boys ablaze in blue flame. It was a fascinating Transformation. “That’s not good to hear, Chandi. Not good to hear at all.”

			“We’re sorry!” Chandi repeated. “We did all we could. Hundreds died trying to stop him.”

			Marnie’s eyes went wide. “Hundreds?”

			Chandi nodded. “Yes.”

			Ika leaned into their conversation, dodging a red Transformation in the form of an arrow that just narrowly missed his head. “Yeah, even we were surprised. We knew he was a tough Oracle to kill, but he did more than anyone could’ve guessed. Except Uncle Gira, I guess. He kinda called it.”

			Marnie caught a soldier who fell backward into her. She passed his twitching body over to a nearby healer. “Well I’m glad to have y’all in this fight. Maybe you can make up for your failure by helping me cut off Barrick’s head right now!”

			“I was just thinking the very same thing,” said Chandi. 

			“So what’s our game plan?” asked Pumpkin, standing on his toes to be seen among their huddle. “I recommend we go after Barrick immediately. The sooner we cut the head off this snake the sooner this madness will be over.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” said the Princess. “But that is much easier said than done. I’ve been trying to kill Tendiga for years. I’d sell my soul for just a good shot at ending him. He’s a slippery bugger. Once he starts losing, he’ll find a way to slither away.”

			Ika threw his own Transformation of purple Kanah at the enemy lines, streaming through the air with a scorching brilliance that lit up the street. “Then I say we kill him before the battle has a chance to have a clear victor. We have the commotion going now, this is our chance. Chandi and I can take care of him; we just need to get close.”

			Marnie frowned. “Sorry, but I don’t know y’all well enough to trust you with that. I don’t know if you’re strong enough for something like that, but I’m certain I am. I need to get close.”

			“Can’t we at least help you?” asked Chandi.

			Marnie kicked a thug in the face that got too close to where they stood. His nose crumpled like paper. He staggered before he was killed by a nearby soldier. “Of course you can. Don’t get me wrong, I welcome your help. I just can’t intrust the fate of this battle to only you. We can all end this together.” 

			She kicked another man who managed to break through the line. He flew back into a cluster of other soldiers. “Here’s the plan: Barrick isn’t fighting at the front of his line. That is to be expected, because he never does so in any battle. Even though that is a routine of his, don’t underestimate him. He is very strong. He only protects his own skin because of his tremendous ego. He thinks he is the messiah of the criminal world. Without him, everything will fall. On that, technically, he is correct. He’ll never let you forget about it, either.

			“Anyways, in order to trap him, we have to block off any means of escape he might try to use if things stop going his way.” She ducked under a beam of concentrated Kanah from a fat man who stumbled toward them. Ika finished him with his own, much more powerful attack. “Thanks, Ika. Now,” she pointed over the heads of the quarrelling masses toward a tall silver archway, “over there is the main staircase that takes you down to the sector below this one. That is where Barrick will run to first if one of us gets close to killing him. I believe I should charge him now, while the chaos is at its thickest, and you two should sneak around to wait at the staircase.” She gestured to Ika and Chandi when she said it. 

			“What of me, Princess?” asked Pumpkin, bowing his head in reverence.

			“You, old friend,” said Princess Marnie, bending to place a free hand on his shoulder, “will be the one clearing the way for me. I need these brutes out of the path to Barrick.”

			Pumpkin looked up at her with grateful eyes. “My Lady, how do you know you can trust me with a thing like this?”

			Marnie laughed, the sound barley audible over the surrounding carnage. “I know you well enough by now, do I not? I trust your skill more than most of the soldiers fighting next to me today. I have nothing but faith.”

			Pumpkin’s eyes welled up. “Oh, Princess.”

			Ika groaned. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Let’s do it sometime today.”

			“Ika!” barked Chandi. “Show some respect to the Princess. Goodness sake.”

			“He’s right,” said Marnie. “No time for chat. On the count of three, Pumpkin and I will break for the middle while you two sneak around during the commotion. Yes?”

			They all nodded, determination in their eyes. Even though they were in the thick of their own problems right now, Chandi still couldn’t help worrying about Gira. Where had he gone? Finding him would have to be their next task after taking care of Barrick.

			Marnie crouched down, flexing her fingers. “One . . .  two  . . .” 

			Ika and Chandi were both ready to sprint.

			“. . .  three!”

			At the same moment Marnie and Pumpkin darted into the thick of the fighting, Ika and Chandi ran away from it. They stayed somewhat crouched as they moved, trying not to be seen as they snuck around the broken carriage Marnie had stood on to make her grand speech.

			Chandi peeked around the side to see explosions of white and gold light coming from Pumpkin. He was hopping from spot to spot, battering Barrick’s men from the center path. Once he was spotted, the opposing men tried to attack him, but Pumpkin was too quick. He swatted them away like flies. Princess Marnie moved unbidden through the way that the rabbit had parted for her. So far so good.

			“Come on,” said Ika, hunched over as he ran into the shadows of a nearby alley.

			 Chandi followed at his back, looking over one last time at Pumpkin before slipping out of sight completely. “Now we just have to go around. There should be another street at the end of this alley that loops back around to the staircase. I hope the Princess is right about what route he will use to run.”

			“We have no choice but to trust her instinct on it,” replied Ika. “She’s fought the man more times than we have. It’s safe to assume she knows him best.”

			“Do you think Pumpkin will be all right?” she asked.

			Ika jumped over a fallen lamppost. “He’s an old friend of Master Cinnamon’s. If he’s anywhere near as strong as Master is, he’ll have that whole army running for their lives.”

			“Speaking of Master,” said Chandi, leaping gracefully over the same lamppost. “It would be nice if he was in this battle too, wouldn’t it?”

			Ika took a sharp left and kept running. The street was luckily empty. “It would be more than nice. If only there was a way to get back to the Gritka. I don’t think anyone would recognize him as a criminal during all this fighting. Besides, we know that the Princess vouches for Master, so I’m sure she could just tell the soldiers who serve under her that he is an ally. I hope it would be that simple, anyway.”

			“I don’t know,” said Chandi. “I would hope so too, but if Barrick is defeated today and Marnie takes back her city, then she’ll be right back in the thick of the politics. That means she can’t openly defend an Oracle as wanted as Master is. Stultis wants Cinnamon dead, so Marnie can’t hope to keep her power if he hears about her giving him open support.”

			“That’s such crap,” said Ika. “Stultis has left this place to rot. Barrick’s madness has been benefiting him, so he just pretends that people aren’t dying here.”

			“Exactly!” said Chandi. “If he’s willing to do that, then he’ll look for any excuse he can get to paint Marnie in a bad light. Supporting an Oracle who is said to be a king killer, even if there is no actual evidence of it, will ruin her. I think hoping nobody notices him would be a better option than asking Marnie to declare him innocent. She doesn’t have the power to do that.”

			“I guess you’re right,” said Ika. “It’s just not fair. I feel so bad for Master. He’s had to live in exile for no damn reason. Imagine how lonely he must’ve been all those years. Alone and living with the fact his name was tainted forever. It’d be enough to drive you mad.”

			They crouched again, leaning up against a wall as they drew closer to the area of combat. The yelling of men and the blasts of Kanah could be heard again. The various forms of Kanah being used sounded like an isolated collection of storm winds being released from a bottle for a moment, and then trapped again. Out and in and out and in. A thunderous burst of sound like standing next to a tornado, and then silence. It was jarring. 

			Chandi smiled. “You know, I recall a time when I couldn’t pay you to get along with Master Cinnamon. You two were at each other’s throats.”

			“We’re still at each other’s throats. He’s at mine, at least.”

			Chandi could feel the wall at her back tremble from the nearby battle. She hoped that Pumpkin and the Princess were doing well. “He’s hard on you because he cares about you. You’re somewhat like a son to him, I think.”

			Ika said nothing to that. He didn’t even turn back to face her.

			“Ika . . .  Cinnamon loves you.”

			“You don’t know that. You can’t speak for somebody.”

			“I do know it,” she said, leaning closer to him so she could peak at the path to the silver archway. “I know you care about him as well. He’s family now. Don’t push away a good thing.”

			“We should move now,” he said. “Marnie will be at Barrick by now I’m sure.”

			She sighed. “All right. You lead the way.” 

			She followed him as he snuck toward the silver archway and ran quickly down the steps until they could not be seen. The staircase connected their current sector with the one below. This meant that where they stood was very, very high in the air. Chandi leaned over the side to look down at the roofs of countless housing units. It still bothered her that there were no railings on the city stairways. Nothing could be more of a blatant safety hazard.

			“She’s really lighting it up over there,” said Ika, lying prone on the white steps and peeking at the distant battle outside of Eskarahm Four. “Literally.”

			Chandi joined him by laying on her stomach. It wasn’t very comfortable, lying on stairs, but comfort wasn’t imperative currently. She could also see a haze of blue coming from outside the vault. “How long do you think we’ll have to wait here?”

			“Probably just another few minutes; unless the Princess gets real lucky and kills Barrick before the plan even has time to work.”

			Chandi found herself wondering just how strong Barrick actually was. She hoped that he wouldn’t be too much of a handful when the time came to fight. And when the time did come, were they supposed to kill him or capture him? Chandi wanted to incapacitate the man only. There was only one man in Wenworld whose life she wanted to take, and Barrick Tendiga wasn’t the one. She worried that Ika would be far less likely to hesitate if the chance to kill Tendiga presented itself. She didn’t want to see Ika become a murderer; at least not when Kirga wasn’t involved. She wouldn’t blame him for putting an end to that lunatic, if he even could. 

			“Oi!”

			Ika and Chandi flipped over where they laid to see a group of at least fifteen men trying to come up the stairs from the lower sector. They wore battered vests and their faces were covered with scars. 

			Backup for Barrick. Wonderful. That wasn’t part of the plan. 

			Ika slowly got up, looking sheepish. “Uh . . .  hello there, gentlemen. How can we help you?”

			A dark-skinned man stood at the front of the group. He walked up a few mores steps to stare Ika in the eyes. “A battlefield is no place for teenagers.” He smiled, his teeth a grimy yellow. “Hey, boys, what do you say we toss em over da edge, eh?”

			The group of men laughed.

			“See which one you can tro fatha,” said one of the skinnier ones in the back. “Aim for tha gold building over dar. See if you can make da pretty gal bounce off da roof. Den see if da pretty boy will get run tru from the flag pol of da silva building! Come ah!”

			The leading man smiled even wider. “Not a bad idea, fren. Not bad at all.” He grabbed Ika by the collar.

			Chandi was having none of that. She crept forward with a look of feigned fear on her face. She pretended to be terrified, shaking with her hands up. “We’re really sorry, sir. We didn’t mean to get in anyone’s way. We just wanted to see what a real battle was like. We’ll leave right now, just please don’t throw us over the edge.” 

			“Nah,” said the man holding Ika. “I tink your fren is going ova.”

			“Nah,” said Chandi, dropping her facade. “I tink you’re going ova.” 

			She infused her leg with swirling white Kanah, lifted it high above her head like a dancer, and brought in down on the man’s extended arm, breaking it in several places. She then used the same infused leg to kick him in the chest. Before the man even had time to react to the pain of the ruined arm, he was flying through the air, falling down to the lower sector.

			“C-chandi!” stammered Ika. “You just killed him!”

			“No I didn’t,” she said, gesturing to the farthest column of the silver archway.

			While Barrick’s backup were too busy looking over the edge to see where their leader had gone, Ika took the time to look over to the arch. There was a long line of shimmering white attached to the base of the column. It led down over the edge of the floor’s barrier, swinging back and forth as it held something suspended in the air. That something was the man whose arm Chandi just shattered. He was swinging back and forth, screaming from the fear of the height and also from the pain of the kicks he was given. The line of shimmering white was attached to the center of his chest, where Chandi’s foot connected, keeping him from falling to his death.

			Chandi had used a complex Transformation to make the Kanah around her leg stickier than any glue. In one swift movement, she linked the man with the staircase’s archway. After the kick had landed, she swung her leg to the left, causing the strand of her Kanah to reach the column. She did it all so fast that Ika didn’t even notice; nor did the thugs who filed in behind the lead aggressor. 

			They now looked back over to Chandi, snarling with rage. They began to run up the stairs at them, fully prepared to kill the teenagers.

			“Do you mind if I handle the rest?” asked Ika, cracking his knuckles. 

			Chandi placed her hands on her hips. “Only if you promise not to kill them.”

			Ika’s face made it clear he was considering that stipulation.

			“Ika!”

			He cackled. “Okay, okay! Nobody dies. You have my word as an Ivory.”

			“Fine. Go on.”  

			Ika infused his fists with red bubbling crimson Kanah. He made short work of the whole crew. Master Cinnamon’s hand-to-hand training had crafted him into a combatant far beyond these doleful felons. He broke bones and delivered various concussions. He could not be hit. He flowed through them like raging water. He was a blur of accurate assaults. His white and orange hair was the only thing that could be seen clearly as he thrashed them. These men were Oracles, but nowhere near as well trained as Ika now was, teenager or no.

			There were a few times when some of the thugs almost fell over the edge of the staircase, but Ika was fast enough to grab them before they tumbled off. He stacked the bodies on top of each other in the middle of the stairs, a messy clump of groaning and sleeping men.

			He dusted his hands off with an arrogant grin. “Ah, I really needed that.” He winked at Chandi. “You are free to tell me how great I am now. Go on, while we still have time.”

			She couldn’t muster the energy to be angry at him, especially not when he was smiling like that. She loved to see him happy. She loved to see him hold onto his sense of humour. She had worried that her earlier insistence of Master Cinnamon’s feelings toward Ika had pushed him away from her; had made him angry. Seeing him now brought a lightness to her heart. She attempted to hide it by chastising him.

			“Very mature, Ika, but we are in the middle of a very important task, remember? Get back over here and wait with me. Barrick could be running this way any second now. He’ll definitely be fleeing this way if he knows his backup will be arriving from here.”

			Ika, still smirking, joined her back in their prone spot along the stairs. They both ignored the fearful wailing of the man still hanging below them.

			“Is it just me,” said Chandi, “or has the Princess’ Kanah stopped blazing over there?”

			The distant sound of expected Kanah and heightened voices was still carried toward them on the wind, but the bright blue light was no longer visible. Marnie had stopped attacking, for whatever reason.

			Ika’s breathing went shallow. “You don’t think . . .  Barrick killed her, do you?”

			Chandi responded confidently, though she didn’t truly feel it. “No way. We just met the girl this week, but she reminds me of . . .  well . . .  us. And we wouldn’t go down that easily, now would we?”

			That got another smile from Ika. “No. No, we would not.”

			“Then she’s fine.” 

			They laid in their spot, without moving a muscle, for what felt like another five minutes. It could’ve been more, or it could’ve been less; Chandi wasn’t wholly sure. Just when she was beginning to enter a daze, thinking about Wriliara, a harsh voice came from just past the top of the stairs, only a few meters in front of the silver arch.

			“Where the hell are my men?” came the voice through panting breath. “That damn princess has to ruin everything. I was supposed to outnumber her today, but half of my forces are useless imbeciles. I gave them one job. ONE JOB!”

			Suddenly, like a deer leaping over a fallen tree, a man came jumping down the staircase, soaring fully over Ika and Chandi’s heads. The man landed behind them, stopping to puzzle at the pile of wounded men who should’ve been backing him up in the battle outside the vault. 

			“What the  . . .”

			He turned to face them, his face twisted in a mixture of confusion and fury. It was Barrick.

			Ika and Chandi got to their feet.

			“Sorry about your boys,” said Ika. “They decided they were going to walk up my staircase. It’s like they didn’t know who I was or something. Nice to meet you.” He stuck out his hand. “My Name is Ika Ivory. I’m the one who is about to end your entire reign.”

			Chandi cleared her throat.

			Ika fidgeted where he stood. “We are the ones who are about to end your entire reign. Her name is Chandi. She’s less cool; but still noteworthy, I guess.” 

			Before Chandi could have a chance to scold Ika for that jab, a squealing voice echoed from below. “Barrick? Dat you up there? Help me! Get me outta here, please!”

			Barrick peeked his head over the edge of the long stair he stood on. “Jonas? What . . .  what are you doing down there, you waste of good Kanah!”

			“I’m sorry, Barrick!” howled the still-swinging man. “It’s dat boy wit the split hair. He battered us all in a minute! He’s no joke, Sir! No joke at all!”

			Barrick’s eyes came back to Ika, thin with apprehension. “Ika Ivory, eh? Well  . . .” he cracked his neck, “can’t have somebody like you running around and ruining things for me. I’ve already got one pain in the ass. Don’t know if I’d be able to stomach another.”

			Without warning, Barrick conjured a black whip of Kanah from his right hand and lashed it at Ika. The whip cracked with a glorious sound just above Ika’s head, who ducked to avoid having his face rearranged.

			Ika made it to Barrick’s waist in a single movement, wrapping his arms around the man’s legs like a wrestler. He lifted Barrick from the ground and slammed him into the pile of twitching bodies. Many of the men in the pile groaned in pain as their leader made contact with their backs. Ika climbed on top of Barrick and began to throw fast punches downward onto his head. The man threw his elbows up to ward off Ika’s blows, but he was still caught with most of the strikes. Blood began to trickle down Barrick’s forehead.

			Chandi ran down the stairs to help Ika fight. Before she could join him in beating the soul out of the lord of all putrid criminals, Barrick burst forward in a surge of rage, throwing his shoulder into Ika’s stomach. They both rolled down the stairs, passed the bodies, punching and grabbing at each other.

			“Ika, watch out!” said Chandi, noticing how they were rolling closer and closer to the edge.

			Eventually, in a moment that nearly made Chandi’s heart explode in her chest, they both rolled right off the stairs. Chandi dived down the steps to where they fell, landing on her stomach and peering over the edge. She threw out a lash of her own Kanah to see if she could catch Ika’s back in the same way she held Jonas. The line didn’t reach far enough in time. 

			She missed. 

			Chandi watched helplessly as Ika and Barrick fell through the sky.

			“IKA!” she screamed, tears spilling down her face.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28: Round Three
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			GIRA WOULD not let Vedara get away so easily. The hulking man was much faster than his size would suggest, and he ran through the fragmented streets like an animal of prey. 

			“Where are you going?” shouted Gira, trying his best to keep up with the Apostle.

			Vedara, smirking devilishly, looked over his shoulder as he continued to dash down grimy alleyways. “Lord Kirga has summoned the great beast. Therefore the heist is over. The spear is in the hands of the Hellcat. I’m going to find Kirga again, and we’re going to get out of this city. You lose, Ivory. You had your chance to stop us and you failed. What a shame. Wonder what Don-Galaga will say when he hears about it.”

			Gira infused his legs with flickering purple Kanah, willing himself to go faster with every stride. He was slowly catching up. “Failed or not, I’m still gunna kill you, Vedara. I think you know that. I think you’re running because you’re scared of me.” 

			Vedara’s smirk disappeared. He looked forward again. Gira couldn’t see his face now, but he knew it was grimacing after that.

			“What happened?” he shouted again as he ran. “I thought you wanted to see my strongest Curse in action! I thought you wanted to force me to use it! Did you change your mind?”

			Vedara seemed to slow down after that, as if thinking on his earlier promise had made his legs go slower. “I could! I could make you use it! And I’d still beat you after you did!”

			Almost got him, thought Gira. 

			He needed to goad the man into a proper fight right now. Vedara was moving too quickly with too much purpose to not know where he was going. They must’ve set a rendezvous point for after the heist, in case anyone was somehow left behind or lost. If Vedara wanted to rejoin his squad, he would have to make it to that place soon. 

			Both Vedara and Gira’s heads snapped to the right as they continued to fly down their current sector. They were drawn to the sight of a colossal white dragon’s head looming upward into the sky. It was many blocks away, but still the image was taking up most of their view of the city. Its eyes shone perfect gold, lighting up several streets with beams of shimmering yellow. 

			The Sanfron Trio, thought Gira. They’ve gotten into a real serious fight with somebody. Is it Barrick? 

			He watched as the dragon’s head came downward, roaring like the embodiment of death, only to be caught and crushed by a vast spectral hand of ghostlike white.

			Kirga. That’s where he is. He hasn’t done a fine job at escaping, then. The Sanfron Trio have halted his plans. That is good news. I’m not sure whether all three of them can kill Kirga, but I can hope. They are very powerful Oracles. They just might be able to pull it off. My heart is with them on this. Kirga will not die without giving them the hardest fight they have ever had. But I can’t help wondering if—

			His thought was cut off by Vedara’s arm clotheslining him in the neck. The Apostle had stopped running to dash at Gira while his attention was elsewhere.  

			Gira flipped multiple times in the air before landing hard on the pavement.

			Ow.

			Vedara’s purple eyes blazed as he brought a fist down toward Gira’s stomach. 

			Gira moved from the path in a flash of black lightning. He was back on his feet, standing before Vedara with an expressive grin. “So . . .  round three is on after all?” 

			“I’m beginning to think,” said Vedara with a grumble, “that killing you is my only way of getting out of here without any more hiccups. It seems Lord Kirga has his hand in other matters than escape right now. No complaint here. This gives me enough time to see your fancy Curse. So yes, little Ivory, it is time to finish this with a final round.”

			They were standing at the entrance of some kind of community park now. There was a large circular stone quarter that held many oak trees planted about the bending paths of vibrant green grass. The paths were broken apart by a paved walkway cutting through the middle. There was even a fairly large pond in the center of the vast quarter. 

			In times before the civil war this park had been littered with happy people: parents going on afternoon walks with their children, the elderly sitting on the various benches and basking in the sound of the wind through the trees, lovers holding hands as they sat in the grass close to the pond. All of that was gone now. The park was empty, save for the few lonely squirrels that chased each other in and around the thick trees, uncaring of the struggles of Porshalla. 

			There was something strange about the park, now that Gira thought about it. There were thin waves of heat coming from it. He supposed it should’ve been obvious that there was a Jinx on the location, as the ground surrounding the park was covered in a thin layer of snow from last night. The park itself, meanwhile, appeared to be in the mirth of deep spring. The grass and greenery were untouched by the harshness of winter. This was a place of happiness, but now it was about to be the final stage for the duel between Gira Ivory and Kirga the Hellcat’s most brutal Apostle. 

			Surrounding the park were four housing complexes that curved around the circle. The walls were covered in red tiling and the window frames were squared and pallid white. The roofing under the sheets of snow were solid black triangles all along the line. This was a quaint neighbourhood. There were white picket fences separating the gardens in front of each unit. There were even tall white mailboxes at the end of the grey stone paths next to the entry gates. The gardens themselves were now filled with dying, untended flowers, even though they were still within the springtime Jinx.

			This was no place for warfare. It was a shame to see the place so barren of civilian life. Barrick had ruined countless lives with his uprising. Who knows where the families who lived here were now? Did they have somewhere to retreat too? Did they have family in less affected districts of the city? Did they have the money to support a move like that, especially in these times? These were off-putting thoughts; ones that distracted Gira from the enemy before him.

			“If you don’t mind, my man,” said Gira, performing a small mocking shiver. “Can we step out of the cold and into the middle of that park there? It’s quite chilly today, and I’d prefer to kill you someplace more comfortable.”

			Vedara said nothing, but he walked through the waves of heat into the middle of an empty field of green close to the edge of the pond. That was answer enough.

			“Thanks,” said Gira, joining him on that picturesque pasture. His shiver had subsided and he could no longer see his breath in front of his face. “All right, last round decides it all, big fella. This is as good a place as any. Care to make the first move, or shall I?”

			Vedara brought his palms together and stared at Gira with eyes building into wisping flames of purple trailing in the breeze behind his blocklike head. “Shimio Ghadri!”

			Gira whistled to show how impressed he was as three black gravestones erupted from the grass, standing tall and daunting behind the Apostle. “Right down to business then. Okay.” He cracked his back and rolled his head on his shoulders to loosen his neck. “Go ahead. Show me whatever the hell those things do.” 

			Each rectangular stone had an emblem in the center. The one on Vedara’s far right had a red circle with an emblem of a half-moon with three red slashes through it in the middle. The stone on the left had a yellow square with another emblem in the center: a black sword surrounded by a swirling pattern of purple lines. The stone in the middle possessed a dark green triangle being swallowed by white flames. 

			“Shimio One!” said Vedara, slamming his hand into the stone on the far right. 

			A vaguely humanlike creature seemed to ooze out from the stone, falling onto the grass and tainting it with black inky liquid. The creature rose to its feet, moving in unnatural and disturbing ways. It seemed to almost sway like a dancer; but any human dancer who moved in a similar fashion would certainly break their spine.

			Interesting, thought Gira, eyeing the dark Summon. I don’t know of this summoning technique. He said ‘one’ after ‘Shimio’, not the creature’s true name. That is odd. Normally a summoning would require the being’s name to be spoken aloud before proper use. What is going on here?

			The creature ran at Gira, screaming a high-pitched, hair-raising sound that sent ripples across the nearby pond. Gira dodged its wide swings. The black arms were thrown around like liquid whips, lashing at the open air. 

			I assume Vedara has three of these strange Summons. I wonder if they are the same as this creature here, or the difference in emblems for each stone signifies a separate beast entirely. Can he summon them all at once, or is the caster required to make use of them one at a time? First thing’s first; let’s test the durability of the one right in front of me.

			Black lightning exploded out from Gira’s body, shielding him in a sparking gale. He slashed his hand through the air like a dagger. “Sepperar Venatessa.” 

			A long spectral sword of black and red Kanah hung in the air in front of Gira’s chest for a moment. As the inky Summon stepped into range the sword spun where it floated, coming down hard on the creature, cutting it completely in half from the middle of the forehead down to the groin. After the creature fell into two asymmetrical pieces, it burst into red flame. The hovering sword faded away. 

			“I was expecting better than that!” said Gira, calling out to Vedara. “Time for number two, please.”

			The separated black masses of jiggling ink still burned on the floor. After a few moments, however, they began to slither back toward each other. They reached each other and joined back into a single being, though still burning and writhing in what looked like great pain.

			Never mind then. I guess we aren’t finished here. 

			Even bathed in fire, the Summon began swinging wildly at Gira again.

			I think I’ve just made things worse for myself. Wonderful job, Gira, you dumbass. 

			Evading the telegraphed movements was still relatively easy. Too easy.

			What’s the catch here? This thing might be trouble for the average, inexperienced Oracle, but overall it is rather pathetic. Vedara has to know something like this will do nothing against someone like me. What am I missing? I have a bad feeling about this for some reason.

			He looked past the beast to see if Vedara was doing anything more. He was only standing in front of the black stones, meditating and building more of his own Kanah.

			Forget this thing. I’ll just skip past it and go for the prize right now.

			He strafed with top speed, black lightning trailing behind him as he made his way past the Summon to attack Vedara. 

			Before he could reach him, Vedara halted his meditation to put his palm to the stone on his left, the one with the yellow square housing the black sword. “Shimio Two!”

			Another mass of dark ink climbed free from the stone and collapsed onto the soft ground. This one was much larger in size than the humanoid creation that continued to wail behind Gira. This new creature appeared to be growing in size as it stood up. Eventually it was obvious that it was the image of some unknown breed of troll. It was tall, standing at roughly eleven feet, and the watery black substance it was made from portrayed the likeness of thick fur over most of its body. The head was ovular and long, with tall curving tusks of black sticking out from its underbite. The creature didn’t roar; it only stood there, panting heavily and drooling more ink onto the field.

			Gira didn’t like the look of this one. It would be safe to assume it possessed a great level of physical strength. Gira confirmed this assumption when the troll-like thing dug its massive hands into the ground and lifted up two sizeable chunks of dirt and rock. It threw them both at Gira, who dodged them with ease. Both clumps of dirt slammed into the first Summon, sending it skipping across the grass, leaving little puddles of black in its wake. 

			Another Summon that attacks in basic ways. Throwing big muddy rocks at me? Is that the extent of it? It’s strong, yes, but I’m far too fast for something like that to catch. I just don’t get it. Both of these Summons could pose an issue for someone half my speed, perhaps, but I could never be held up with this. The answer has got to be staring me in the face. There’s no way this fight is about to be this easy.

			The troll jumped in the air, holding its clenched hands above its head like a hammer, bringing them down on the ground where Gira was just standing a moment ago. Mounds of grass were thrown into the air.

			Gira moved around the second Summon without an issue, now standing only meters from Vedara.

			Vedara responded to the immediate threat by letting out a guttural scream. Shockwaves rippled in Gira’s vision as he was thrown far back by the force of them. He was close that time.

			After he finished bouncing along the field and found his footing once more, Gira saw Vedara use his hand to bring forth the final Summon; though this time he was too far way to even hear Vedara shout out the name.

			Unlike the other two stones, which released copious clumps of disgusting ink, this stone let loose a river of ink that began to quickly fill the entire eastern portion of the designated park. The substance expanded over the field and even leaked into the pond. Eventually the expansion of black came to a halt, mere meters from where Gira was now dusting himself off. The liquid then began to retract at a miraculous speed, building into the middle of the field, right in front of where Vedara was still standing. That vast amount of ink came together to mold a Summon that stood taller than the trees planted along the stone paths. 

			Gira recognized the creature whose form it took.

			What he was looking at now was a far western creature labeled by the Capital City as a ‘Meningwaba’. Meningwabas were swamp creatures of incredible size and strength. Their closest resemblance would be a toad; though the Meningwaba was no average swamp-dweller. It stood taller than a house and its wide head was covered in a mane of green fur. The Meningwaba that Gira was looking at right now was no colour other than black, though. As soon as Gira made the connection of this final Summon’s likeness, he put together what Vedara’s ultimate plan was; he had found out the illusive ‘catch’. 

			The Meningwaba was a natural predator. It swallowed whole the various other creatures that can be found roaming around the western swamps of Wenworld. The beast was typically too slow to prey on other animals. However, it had a special evolutionary trick up its sleeve that evened the playing field. This gargantuan toad could puff up its cheeks and expel a pungent vapour that engulfed an area around its body with a radius of roughly two miles. Since the Meningwaba was one of the creatures that could make use of its own Kanah, this vapour had a unique property to it. It slowed prey animals down dramatically. The vapour seemed to build a sheen of greenish residue on the prey that made muscle movement require far more exertion for far less results. 

			This posed a big problem for Gira. The two creatures Vedara had already summoned were too slow to hit Gira. But if they did mange to make contact, they could cause great damage. With the Meningwaba’s meddling, this fight could go south very quickly. 

			Gira knew it was too late to do anything about it. 

			The giant black toad’s cheeks expanded vastly, as if it just sucked in half the air in the atmosphere. It only took a single second more for it to release its vapour on the park. The greenish mist expanded so vast, to cover that two-mile radius, that Gira was engulfed before he could even think of an area to flee to. It was more like an explosion of gas rather than an expansion. The area of effect that could be reached by this ability was reached in the blink of an eye. Now it was time for the toad to enjoy lunch. 

			Gira’s body began to be covered in the mystic residue. He felt his muscles drag him down as if they just became twenty pounds heavier than they were a moment ago. There was also a dreadful smell to the green vapour that clouded his vision. It smelled of rotted meat and burning fish. 

			This is bad, he thought, stumbling forward as if he was walking through water that came up to his neck. How am I meant to fight now? If I remember correctly, the Meningwaba’s vapour effect begins to reduce after roughly thirty minutes. It could go for longer, but I think that was the average time period recorded by specialists. And it can only produce that vapour a few times a day. That’s all well and good, but how do I survive for that long?

			Suddenly, to Gira’s right, the first Summon broke through the pungent cloud to attack Gira once more. Luckily for him, the red flames were now gone. The humanlike monstrosity was furious and limber, but at least it wasn’t also on fire anymore. 

			Gira was too slow to dodge the wet fist that made contact with his face. He felt the pain as a burning sensation that traveled down his neck, absorbing his whole body. He felt a few bones in his face break on that one. He could not heal with the same level of effectiveness as Vedara, so he would be feeling that for many days after this fight; if he even managed to survive it.

			The first Summon threw more punches into Gira’s abdomen and finished the combination by bringing its fluttering arm all the way behind its body, winding it up in a nearly humorous fashion, before slinging it forward and smacking Gira cross the face.

			The force threw Gira into several spins. He was too slow to recover from it, landing on his back and coughing up blood onto his chest. His neck nearly snapped from the force of the slap, and now his vision was blurry. That didn’t stop him from feeling the second Summon running toward him. He could feel the tremors in the ground from the black troll charging over to where he lay in the grass.

			Gira’s sight cleared back up just enough for him to see the troll smack the first Summon out of the way with an arm the size of a tree trunk. 

			Before the troll could slam its fist down like a hammer, Gira called out weakly, “Mugrisesa.”

			The giant inky fist passed directly through Gira’s body, plummeting deep into the dirt. Gira stayed where he was, lying prone as a spectral essence. The troll bellowed as it pounded the ground continuously, seeming to grow in anger as each blow did nothing at all.

			Mugrisesa granted Gira the ability to be completely invulnerable to any attacks. They simply passed right through him, as if he was a living ghost. He also couldn’t attack anyone else during the time of the Curse being activated. It was a useful ability to catch one’s breath or survive a blow that might’ve killed them otherwise. It was a rare Curse that not many Oracles could perform. Even an Oracle like Cinnamon was out of reach of Mugrisesa. 

			The duration of the ability lasted three minutes after the word was spoken. Three minutes of total imperviousness. After usage, Mugrisesa would require a period of three weeks to pass before it could be used again. As limiting as the ability may sound on paper, Oracles from across Wenworld would kill someone for the opportunity to be trained by a master who knew the Curse well enough to teach it. 

			As Gira took his three minutes to gather his Kanah and steady his breathing, he also mentally assessed the damage that had been dealt to him. He tried to move his mouth around. He winced from the immense sting. There was no doubt that a portion of his upper left jaw had been broken in a few places from the punch the first Summon gave him. He could feel that side of his face swelling up.

			He looked over to see Vedara sneering at him from just behind the lumbering black toad.

			Yeah, keep smirking, pal. Keep on smirking. I’m gunna take a few to get my head on right and catch my breath, then I’m gunna whoop your ass.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29: Keep Yourself Alive
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			GREAT, THOUGHT Ika, falling through the sky straddled to Barrick Tendiga. This is how I die: falling off a flight of stairs while I was wrestling with this loser. What a way to go. No revenge on Kirga, no wife or kids of my own some day; just one big splat on the floor. At least I took this scumbag with me. Maybe I’ll be remembered for my heroism, a statue erected in my honour in the center of the district I am about to paint with my blood and guts. Wouldn’t that be nice?

			What will my mother think when she is told about this? I’m sorry, mom, but this was how the cookie crumbled. What about Chandi? 

			Ika had accepted what was happening, falling into a depressive kind of trance. But now that he thought about Chandi, he became genuinely bothered.

			I can’t leave her. She’s lost enough. She once told me that, at Opiana. She made me promise that I wouldn’t die on this long quest of ours. Or did she make me promise that I didn’t plan to die on this long quest of ours? I can’t remember, but it was one of those. I can’t put her through this. I can’t die here. Nope, I’ve decided I reject this outcome.

			He felt a strange sense of determination to live wash over him; strange only because the situation was too grave to care much for his determination one way or the other. No matter what, he had to find some way to survive this fall. He had too much to do still in his life. 

			He looked around. The skyscrapers below were growing closer and closer. Many of them were towers that ended in a sharp point. He suddenly saw a vison of either Barrick or himself being impaled by one of the towers, hanging there forever as some morbid ornament, or at least until the birds came by and picked their bones. 

			“Hey!” shouted Ika to Barrick, the speed of their descent pulling the skin back from his face. “Any chance you know a Curse that might be able to get us outta this predicament?”

			Barrick looked at Ika for a moment, puzzled, before reeling back and punching him in the nose. Ika’s head snapped back, the blood rising from his nose creating a ribbon of red going upward.

			I’ll take that as a no.

			Ika responded by headbutting Barrick in the face to pay him back. 

			Well, he’s useless. Think, Ika, think. What Curse, or even Transformation, do you know that could stop this fall from killing you?

			The wind was painful on his face as he tried to look fully downward. Barrick was yelling incomprehensible insults at Ika that could only barely be heard over the rushing of air. He noticed something peculiar directly below them. In a wide white corridor surrounded by light blue buildings, an iridescent web seemed to be expanding over the whole area. It glowed bright green; and there was not just one surface web, but many other webs layered underneath, like an army of giant spiders were building a maze of Kanah threads in the span of a minute. 

			It took him falling another hundred feet before Ika clued in to what was going on.

			Thank Meamara. Never think I’m ungrateful, My Lady. Never.

			The corridor of this district was filled with Porshallan civilians pointing up at the two falling men, some of them screaming, others covering their eyes in horror. A good number of them, though, were creating a circle in the center of the corridor. They were the ones spinning this great web. They were preparing to catch Ika and Barrick. 

			Ika closed his eyes and hoped for the best; hoped that their gracious attempts to help some fellas who, as far as they could tell, could’ve been suicide jumpers or something of the sort. 

			A few more horrifying seconds passed before Ika felt his body make contact with the first thread, then the second, then the third. He and Barrick were slowing down considerably. The sound of the wind was now gone and Ika could hear the nearby civilians cheering. That had to be a good sign. They were still plummeting, however, and Ika wasn’t about to get his hopes up. 

			Finally, after several more layers of soft thread hugged his body, Ika felt his butt hit the stone floor of the district. The cheers erupted into the sound of pure elation. It nearly brought Ika to tears. These people had no obligation to save him, but they did. A surge of affection for Porshallan people rushed through him as he opened his eyes to look to his saviours. 

			A cluster of no less than fifteen men, all dressed in casual blue robes and black leggings, were smiling at Ika. Their smile, as well as the smiles of the surrounding onlookers, faded very quickly when they realized who the man Ika was falling with was. Once it was recognized that Barrick Tendiga was in their midst, the elderly women and curious children who huddled around the circle of the webs now ran and screamed for their lives. The men who caught them rushed forward and grabbed both Ika and Barrick under the arms and hoisted them up.

			“Now, hang on a second!” said Ika, trying to pull away from their strong grip.

			A balding man with tan skin and green eyes stood in front of them, his voice breaking with fury. “What are you doing in this district, Tendiga! These are good people here and you gain nothing by taking this place. We offer no strategic value. What do you want?”

			Barrick looked nauseous after the fall, his face turning a slightly green shade. His attitude was not affected, however. “Are you stupid? Does it look like I was planning on being in this district? I just fell from the sky, you flagitious leech!”

			The Porshallan man looked at Ika. “Are you with him? Is this some sort of surprise attack or something? If so, me and my boys can kill you right now.”

			The other men behind him moved forward, but they had apprehensive faces. 

			“As a matter of fact,” said the balding man, “that is a good idea. If you’re really here by accident, Tendiga, then we can end this war right now.”

			“Listen,” said Ika, feeling rather light-headed himself, now that he was forced to his feet. “I’m not with this lunatic. My name is Ika Ivory. I tackled Barrick off of the upper district, trying to capture him. I’m on your side, I swear!”

			The man studied Ika with sceptical eyes.

			“For the record,” said Ika, “you had the right idea. Kill this guy for sure. He’s the reason your city is such a mess. You have him where you want him. Stick a blade in his gut and we can call this a day. You will regret it if you don’t.”

			The man was trying to be brave; to be intimidating, but Ika could see right through it; mostly because his hands were trembling. 

			“We can throw him in jail for his—”

			“No!” said Ika. “What is your name?”

			The man’s face remained hard, but those hands continued to shake. “Kem.”

			“Okay, Kem,” said Ika. His legs were becoming less and less wobbly as the seconds passed. “Has your family been affected by this civil war?”

			Kem nodded. “Yes. I lost my daughter, Saldri, because we couldn’t pay for her medication after we were forced to move from a district  . . .” his burning green eyes stared at Barrick, “. . .  destroyed by him.”

			Barrick laughed weakly, his legs still wobbling. “Natural selection, my friend. If you can’t survive on your own without fancy Jinxes or even standard Yeryaila medication, then you were never meant for this world.”

			Ika, still held by two men, extended his right foot to kick Barrick across the face. “Did you hear him, Kem? This man has to go, or he will bring down this whole city. An opportunity like this won’t come again. Kill him now, Kem. Please.”

			“Actually,” said Barrick, standing now on steadier legs and shaking himself out of his biliousness, “the opportunity has already passed you by. Thanks for the catch. I’ll be going now.”

			A black cloud of Kanah swirled around Barrick, blinding the men who tried to hold him. When that cloud cleared they were both dead, lying as bloody clumps on the floor. 

			Kem screamed, stepping back and raising his trembling hand at Barrick. He attempted to use his own Transformation to attack Barrick, but the green light that fired toward him only evaporated once it made contact with Barrick’s overpowering Aura. 

			The men who were holding Ika let go now, jumping back in fear.

			As Kem was walking backward, he stumbled over a curb and fell onto his back, holding his hands up in front of him. “Don’t kill me, please!”

			Barrick raised his hand to put a swift end to the pleading man, but he was stopped before getting the chance to do so by Ika, who blasted him with a beam of red light. Barrick growled as the force sent him sprawling to the ground. 

			Barrick, looking briefly at Ika charging toward him, whispered, “Nerta Borsalis.”

			Suddenly, he was just gone. One second he was lying on the stone floor, and the next he completely disappeared. 

			Ika looked around. “What the? Where did he—”

			He felt a fist connect with his face. Then a kick to the stomach sent him to the floor.

			“Farewell, boys,” said Barrick’s voice. “I’ve got too many things on my plate to be stalled here by you clowns.”

			Ika couldn’t see him, but he could hear his footsteps echoing down the street as he escaped. 

			Invisibility? That crafty bastard. He’s on his way to rally more of his boys, then attack the vault again. I’m sure of it. I can’t let him get reinforcements. We had our chance to stop him and we blew it. Damn!

			Kem slowly got to his feet. He spun around multiple times, jittery in his confusion. “Where is he?”

			Ika got back up, sighing as he massaged his face and stomach. “Don’t worry, pal, he’s gone. He’s on his way back to his territory. He was invisible for a time, though. That’s an annoying Curse to deal with. I can’t imagine it lasts very long, or he would’ve used the advantage to kill us both.”

			Kem suddenly looked very ashamed. “I’m sorry. You were right, that was the perfect time to end all of our suffering. I could have stopped this. Lady Meamara practically gave me him on a silver platter. We could’ve just let him drop, too, if we spotted who was falling before I called to set up the web.”

			One of the men behind Ika stepped forward. His hair was long and golden, tied into a tight bun behind his head. “Don’t blame yourself, Kem. We were all just as hesitant.” He looked over at the dead men who Barrick had made short work of. “And now Jessepi and Burgess are dead because of it. We could have ended all this, but now their kids don’t have fathers.”

			The man covered his face with a hand and stifled a sob.

			Kem’s eyes began to tear up. “We will bury them properly tomorrow. First we have to collect their bodies and bring them someplace safe.” He shook his weary head. “I just wish the violence would end.”

			Ika noticed wooden windows being pushed open from various houses around him. Little by little people began to pour back out into the open street. They were all hiding, but now that Barrick was nowhere to be seen, they dared to venture outside to see what was going on. Women and children filled the sidewalks and elderly watched over the scene from their balconies. Many were crying for Jessepi and Burgess, who Ika guessed were much loved in these parts. 

			“You there,” said Ika, loudly enough for the new crowd to hear him. He was pointing at a red-haired woman holding her daughter’s hand.

			“Y-yes?” said the woman, looking frightened. 

			“How has this war affected your life? How did you get to this district?”

			The woman looked around for a second, as if silently asking the crowd whether she had permission to answer this strange young man’s question. “My . . .  husband was killed by Barrick’s men two years ago. We lived in the Repertat district with my daughter, Mephany.” She nodded down to the girl who was now hiding behind the woman’s leg. “We were forced to flee after the rebels raided our home and burned it to the ground. We moved from place to place until we could find someone to bunk with down here. A cousin of mine was nice enough to bring us in. I . . .  I don’t know what we’re going to do if we lose here too.”

			Ika nodded. “Thank you.” He pointed to an old man with a black patch over his right eye and a steel attachment holding his jaw together. “May I ask how you have been affected by the war?”

			The old man was not as timid as the mother. He spoke without hesitation, his voice carrying a strong rasp. “Barrick himself took my eye out in front of everyone to send a message. I refused to pay him one of his monthly taxes he placed on families who refused to leave one of his territories. My family made me move after that little incident. If I had my way, I would’ve spat in his face and sat right where I was, not paying him a single tooth. I grew up in that home. Leaving it was the greatest pain in my life; far worse than my eye. My name is Alva Jendesh, and I will get my home back someday. It’s in the Burga district.”

			Ika liked this guy. “Thank you for sharing that with a stranger. I can’t imagine going through something like that.” 

			He pointed to a heavyset man with thick black hair and a long green beard entwined with many colourful clips that supported his unique braids. “You there. May I ask what you have been forced through in these times?”

			The man ran a meaty hand through his green beard. “I’ll give ya the short version, lad, cause ya don wanna here the long. Barrick’s boys took my wife from ma hands because she was a pretty thing. When I finally got her back, she was a shell of the woman I married. That is all I’m willin to say on that matta. But her name was Julie. She was the jewel of ma sad life. She killed herself two years ago this month.” His eyes were distant but filled with a bottomless revulsion. 

			Ika swallowed hard. He felt sick to his stomach after that one, and the man didn’t even go into detail. “I’m truly sorry.” 

			He raised his voice to speak to everyone close enough to listen. “I’m sorry for all of you. But I’m going to let you in on a secret, Porshalla! Barrick only controls your lives because you continue to let him. Princess Marnie has been fighting tooth and nail for every inch of this city. She continues to fight even now. She loves this city and she loves you all. I know you all hate Barrick. And I’m telling you now, Yeryaila or not, the effort against him could use you! Each and every one of you! 

			“Right now a battle is being fought outside of Eskarahm Four on the district above you. This is a pivotal moment in this city’s history. If Barrick Tendiga wins this fight, he will not only have direct access to the vault’s countless dangerous artifacts, but he will be on track to capturing the whole district by the end of the week. That could spell the end of this civil war. Barrick will win and take Porshalla as his own. He will be your new Prince!”

			He threw his hands out, pleading with the people to take their fates into their own hands. “Is that what you want? Do you want this city to fall!”

			The people all roared out their answer in unison, many of them with passionate tears in their eyes. “NO!”

			“Then listen well, my friends,” said Ika, riding this wave while he had it. “Gather all the strength you can amongst you. Send the word to distant family. Send the word to other districts who are willing to listen. Send the word to anyone old enough and strong enough to fight; especially if they can wield Kanah in any capacity! Tell them to march on Eskarahm Four today! Tell them that we can end this all tonight. I beg of you, for your own sakes, help us bring down Barrick for good. Do it for the ones you’ve lost. But most importantly, do it for the ones who you could still lose!”

			They all screamed at the top of their lungs. Such passion was present in that moment that Ika had never seen before. The loudest voice of them all was the portly man who lost his wife. 

			These people were tired of war. Harvesting that passion could truly turn the tide. Ika wanted to see the city return to its former glory. He wanted to see its people return to some semblance of happiness. And he hated King Stultis for letting the crimes in Porshalla slide.

			Even if the war did end that day, these poor people would still be missing a part of themselves. It was no easy thing to return to a life of peace after going through this much. The mother could never smile as brightly as she once did when the father of her daughter still lived; still woke next to her in the morning and slept next to her at night. He was gone for good. That wound could not heal. And the old man who lost his eye could never get it back. His home might also be forever changed. The large man who lost his wife will never be able to forget what was done to Julie. That will haunt him for the rest of his days. That was unavoidable, no matter how favorable the tides turn for the people.

			Each and every person affected by Barrick’s influence will never be able to fix the damage done to them, both physically and mentally. But they did have a chance to make sure future generations didn’t suffer the same fate. That was more than enough reason to stand and fight.

			The man with the green beard walked up to Ika, dwarfing him in size. He looked down at Ika and held out his hand.

			Ika shook it, looking up into the man’s dark brown eyes.

			“Ma name is Shuuski Jones. I don’t have much to live fa, other than the hope that the children still living don have ta grow up ta experience what I have. I have a lotta old friends from ma younger days who I could rally up ta bring the fight ta Tendiga. They can use Kanah, as can I. Been many years, tho. I can still put up a fight if I gotta. And it seems I gotta.” 

			Ika smiled. “Thank you, Shuuski. I would be grateful for all the help you can give.” He pointed up to the staircase he originally fell from, so high up that he would never be able to see the little black speck that would be Chandi, if she was still standing at the edge and yelling down for him. “Up there is the vault. Get whoever you can manage and bring the fight to Barrick.”

			Shuuski looked up to where Ika pointed, smiling in an almost disturbing way. “Lad, I’ve been waiting to watch the light leave dat man’s eyes for what feels like a lifetime ta me. A fight is what e’ll get. Swear that on me Julie’s own heart, I do.” 

			Ika looked into the man’s eyes and knew he meant it. He was suddenly rather glad he fell off those stairs. 

		

	
		
			Interlude: The Hellcat vs The Sanfron Trio
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			THEY HAD been fighting now for close to fifteen minutes. The trio were throwing everything they had at Kirga. He was impressed by their coordination. It was perhaps the thing that made them the most lethal, rather than their power measured alone. 

			Kirga noticed very quickly after the fighting began that his new glorious spear was, surprisingly, entirely useless against the trio. The Zyphur Spear was known to be deadly to most powerful creatures in Wenworld, so Kirga had assumed that it would, at the very least, be useful against human Oracles.

			It was not. Not only could it not cut through the Kanah defences each member of the trio brought up to defend themselves, but it could not even pierce their unprotected flesh. Kirga discovered this when he lined himself up perfectly to run Solomon Drez through with the ancient weapon. The tip of the emerald spear simply glanced off of Solomon’s body. It appeared sharp, but the Zyphur Spear was hopeless against anything but legendary creatures. 

			Now knowing this information, Kirga had no use for the artifact during the present fight. He examined the shaft of the spear, looking for any signs of easy transportation. Usually Kanah weapons that did not come with their own sheath had some trick to allow them to be carried around with ease. After searching for it for a minute, dodging incoming attacks while he did so, Kirga found it. There was a small button at the bottom of the shaft, just above where the long black feather began. When he pressed it, the spear collapsed in on itself, folding multiple times with metallic clacks until it shrank down to the spear head alone, sticking out from the stem of the feather. There were small hooks on either side of the spear’s head, perfect for hitching to a belt. That is exactly what Kirga did. He situated the now shrunken spear to rest at his right hip. He could press the button at the bottom again if he wished to return the artifact to its original size.

			He had thrown off his long black cloak now. Underneath was a black bodysuit that hugged his defined muscles. It was clear to anyone who looked at him that training was his only priority. His body was crafted like a fine blade. His physical conditioning was among the best that could possibly be found in an Oracle.

			Below the upper bodysuit was a kind of dark battle skirt that wrapped around his upper thighs. It was a kind of battledress that was once widely used among the forces of Kanakon, but they are rarely seen in use in modern times. 

			His outfit was perfect for the winter conditions of the city as well, as the complex fabric used to create the bodysuit was designed to hold onto the wearer’s natural body heat. 

			It felt good to push his limits against the famous trio. Even though this holdup was not part of the plan, Kirga was somewhat enjoying battling these Oracles. They were experts in their field. This was turning out to be no easy fight.

			Solomon ran up the wall of a nearby house and leapt off into the air above Kirga’s head. He aimed both palms down at the Hellcat. “Aveksana!”

			A large sphere of yellow Kanah shot toward Kirga.

			Kirga’s speed was not unmatchable, but he was still naturally fast; more so than the average Oracle. He darted to the left and let the sphere fire past him. As Solomon landed on the ground again, something about the strange movements of his hands let Kirga know the Curse he just used was not quite over yet. He looked over his shoulder and felt the heat of the approaching ball on his cheek. It had swung back around to soar toward him again.

			Kirga bent his legs and jumped into a high backflip, clearing the sphere before it broke his back. When he landed, Solomon was already sending it at him yet again.

			Interesting, thought Kirga, continuing to dance around the troublesome Curse. He can control its movements with little effort. Judging by the heat I felt from that ball, it will deal tremendous damage if it makes contact with my body. But how long does the ability last, I wonder? Can I evade it until the Curse runs out of time? I’ll find out.

			As he was contemplating how to approach this problem, the muscular powerhouse of the trio, Fafkun Jarvis, threw a leg coated in blue Kanah at the back of Kirga’s head. In order to evade this, Kirga leaned all the way back, still supporting himself with the strength of his calves, and let the kick swing over him. He then performed another backflip to get over the yellow sphere that passed under him, burning like a mobile sun. It just barely missed hitting Fafkun.

			Kirga didn’t have the chance to land his flip, as he was struck hard in the spine by a flying kick from Gurmick Vinker, the leader of the trio, before he could even see where he was hiding. 

			Fighting all three of them at the same time is proving to be an even greater challenge than I anticipated. If I could just kill one of them, this annoyance could be greatly lessened. I need to line up the perfect moment to land a killing blow on one of them. But which member of the trio would be easiest to remove first?

			Kirga studied their movements as he deflected each unified attack, still moving out of the path of the speeding sun of Solomon.

			Removing Solomon Drez would be the best-case scenario, as this Curse is truly troublesome. But I’ve noticed he is the smartest strategist out of the three. He is always standing in the right place at the right time. He uses Curses that fit the flow of combat flawlessly, and he only uses them at the precise moment when they will be most effective against me. Neither Fafkun nor Gurmick have displayed that level of natural combat acuity. They are skilled as well, and certainly experienced, but they are lacking something that the bald one has: instinct. The instinct of Solomon Drez eliminates any chance of him being the first to die during this fight.

			Kirga studied them more, falling into a sort of trance he often went into during a duel. Kirga knew how to play this game. He knew how to dance this dance. If there was a hole in an enemy Oracle’s defence, it could not hide from him for long. 

			Usually Kirga’s analysis of an opponent came to its conclusion much quicker than it was at present, but usually Kirga was not fighting three very powerful Oracles at the same time. With three attackers, there were too many variables to consider; too many potential outcomes or fluctuations in movements to pin down an exploitable pattern. His brain was working overtime now. Watching the Sanfron Trio flit about and strike at him was creating new patterns every few seconds. They never attacked the same way twice. The positioning of their feet or the shifting of their bodyweight as they attacked were never a fixed thing. They seemed to change martial styles. 

			This could be no accident. They knew Kirga was analysing them, so they were fighting erratically on purpose. 

			One member of the trio was slower on the change than the others. One member kept a discernable pattern for a fraction of a second longer than the other two.

			It is you, Fafkun, thought Kirga, eyeing the large man like a hawk would a mouse. You are the weakest link. It is barely noticeable, but it is there nonetheless. Your movements are sloppier. Your attacks come slightly out of sync with the others. If I am to kill one of you to lighten the burden on myself, it is statistically favorable for me to focus on you. Yes. Yes, I will kill you first. 

			Gurmick slid in front of where Kirga was running, whispering into his hand. “Sevradessin.”

			Rising out from his upturned palm was a pale dove of shimmering Kanah. After looking at Kirga for a moment with a cocked head, the dove took flight. It circled in the air above the street where they fought. 

			Gurmick did not lower his hand yet. After holding it in place for another second longer, a new dove was birthed from the man’s skin, taking the place of the other. Then, just like the luminescent dove before it, it soared into the air. 

			One after another new doves were forming from Gurmick’s hand, rising into the air. The speed in which they grew increased with each new entry. Eventually, the doves were flying out from his hand at rapid-fire pace, blotting the sun above with their dense swarm. 

			What new annoyance is this? 

			He watched the birds fly around in circles. Even Fafkun and Solomon appeared to step back to a safe distance and wait, Solomon’s sphere of yellow now floating beside his head, bobbing up and down where it hovered.

			Finally, one of the doves screeched horrendously, creating shockwaves in the air above. It dove down fast toward where Kirga stood. When it was within two meters of Kirga, it exploded, letting loose countless shards of thick and heavy ice. The ice was light blue and sharp as glaives. 

			Kirga jumped back, causing most of the shards to crash against the nearby stone wall, shattering into thousands of pieces. But he was too slow to dodge them all. One of the cold shards nicked his shoulder, opening a sizable wound that began to bleed profusely.

			Kirga grunted as he clutched at the injury. Already another dove was diving from the swarm. This one exploded at three meters away, sending out waves of searing flame that engulfed the area. 

			Kirga brought up a wall of white Kanah to shield him. It was a lesser Transformation so it could not absorb the blast completely. He suffered serious burns on his hands, searing up to his elbows. He bit his cheek to prevent the shout of pain that would’ve escaped him then.

			He had no other option to deal with this onslaught. Judging by the steadily increasing speed in which the doves took flight, it was a safe assumption that the birds would soon begin to dive and explode at a much faster rate. He had to bring forth the hand once more.

			He knelt to one knee and said, “Reythrilian!”

			The pale ethereal hand came to life above him, gigantic and threatening, quickly dropping to encase his body in a mighty fist. 

			Now the doves came faster. Each one soared straight down, exploding as their beaks made contact with the back of the white hand. Some were harbouring great balls of blue fire as they released their energy; others let loose dancing sparks of lethal white lightning. Each dove was a dangerous thing. Thankfully for Kirga, Reythrilian was taking all of their damage. He was grateful. Whatever Curse Gurmick had used, it was remarkable. 

			Each impact of the imploding birds filled the street with an exhibition of dazzling colours. The hand was being battered, and in its battering there birthed a show of glorious lights, rising so high and burning so bright that every soul in the city paid witness to it. It would stand as one of the greatest and fascinating events in the city’s history. 

			The battle between Kirga the Hellcat and the Sanfron Trio would be remembered for many years. 

			Kirga, after a period of several minutes under the hand’s protection, noticed that some of the attacking Kanah was beginning to break through. He could feel the heat from the flames and the jolts from the sparks of lightning. His defence was waning. Any longer in there and he would be killed by this relentless barrage. Already the surrounding budlings were being blown away. A tower behind where Kirga was now crouched had toppled over during one of the countless explosions, covering most of the nearby courtyard and a good portion of the entire district in a wave of ash and dust. 

			He needed to think of something fast. He needed to escape this spot if he wanted to live. Judging by the number of doves still circling in the sky, this barrage was far from concluding. 

			It didn’t take long for Kirga to conjure an idea. It was a risky one, but it was his best option. He knew he could control the movements of the great hand of Reythrilian. If he wanted to best these doves, he would have to use the hand to swipe at the swarm in the air. It would cause them all to explode at once, which could put all of their lives at risk, not to mention the fact that the hand could not swipe the ones that are mid-dive while also successfully taking out the swarm before the birds have time to defend themselves or fly out of the hand’s path. The doves were falling on Kirga every passing second. Knowing the speed in which he could manipulate the hand, Kirga was aware it would take Reythrilian four seconds to reach the swarm; that’s four explosions that Kirga had no defence against. He would have to trust his speed and luck to avoid the final four doves. For whatever reason, it seemed that Gurmick’s Curse would not allow him to send all doves at once. Perhaps that was because he also could not summon the doves from his palm all at once. It had to be one at a time. Gurmick must only be able to mentally control each bird one at a time. Kirga thought as much.

			Deciding that he didn’t have enough time left to be anxious, Kirga raised the hand into the air as fast as he could. He tried to make sure it flew up while following the same path as the doves descended, hoping to swipe them away as he rose. The diving doves, fully under Gurmick’s control, swerved around the hand in a great arc, and came back to their route toward Kirga. 

			Reythrilian made contact with the swarm, clearing them all in one great swipe. With that swipe came an explosion that rose into the sky, creating a mushroom cloud of colours and elements. Luckily the force of the blast was propelled up instead of down toward the street. They might’ve all died if it didn’t.

			The four doves that Kirga couldn’t stop detonated behind him as he ran toward Fafkun’s location, hiding behind the wall of a nearby café. Each dove damaged Kirga in some way. The very first one to explode covered Kirga’s back with a kind of red ooze that burned his skin. It burned away the black bodysuit he wore, coming off completely now, rendering his torso bare. Large patches of his skin were dark red and swollen. 

			The remaining three doves provided less pain, but they were still felt as he finally cleared the block with a graceless leap. As immense as the pain in his body was now, Kirga was glad to be closer to Fafkun. He could see the man now, meditating and gathering Kanah while he waited for his leader’s Curse to conclude. Kirga had made sure things went along faster than the trio probably planned. 

			There you are, thought Kirga, ignoring the ravenous burning over his body. The weakest link cannot hide forever. Let me make short work of you. I grow exasperated with this fight. 

			Fafkun seemed unfazed by Kirga flying out from around the corner of the street. If anything, he seemed ready for him. 

			He raised his hand above his head, smiling at Kirga as he did. “Degradas Mirigasi.”

			Fafkun’s blue Kanah ballooned out from the palm of his hand. Growing slowly in the air was a massive orb of blue that shimmered with sparks of white and green lightning. It grew until it was larger than the nearby shops and housing units. It hovered high, covering them all in a consuming shadow. 

			Kirga sighed. What now?

			He noticed he was losing his balance very quickly. Not just that, he felt like he was being pulled. Kirga scanned the area to see large chunks of stone debris and the wooden fragments of old carriages being sucked up into the giant ball through some powerful gravitational pull. 

			The Curse has its own gravity, thought Kirga, grabbing hold of a nearby lamppost to prevent his body from rising into the air. I see the caster is not affected by the Curse. Fafkun will not be sucked in, but the environment is drawn to the center of the orb. For what purpose, I wonder. I take it the orb acts as a Kanah prison of some kind. Perhaps similar to Tredma Ilia. But judging by the appearance of it, it might just kill the victim as soon as they enter the boundary of the orb. My gut is telling me that this is a damage-based Curse, not for the purpose of capture or restriction. Then I can’t let myself be pulled in. I must find a way to kill Fafkun before he can receive assistance from the others.

			Kirga, still hanging on for dear life, looked across to the other side of the intersection. He could see Solomon as a speck of grey on the far side of the block. His yellow sphere was not next to him, either. He had run far to escape the expanding effects of Gurmick’s Curse, and now it seemed he was moving even farther to avoid Fafkun’s backup. 

			Since Solomon is staying so far away, this proves that the caster has no control over the Curse once he lets it free. He cannot stop the gravitational pull from affecting his comrades. This means I have him to myself as long as this Curse is activated. He doesn’t realize it, but he has just solidified his own death.

			The massive cloud that formed from Gurmick’s doves all exploding at once was spreading outward now, covering most of the city in a thick grey sheet. The clouds started to produce their own freezing rain. There were also flashes of lightning that struck down in various districts. A warmth seemed to come over Porshalla as well. It was a cold December day before, but the mushroom cloud brought a significant change in climate with it. Porshalla’s temperature would be rising significantly soon. This would only cause more inclement weather as the cold mingled with the new warmth. 

			Kirga lifted his legs to place his feet along the post he held with a firm grasp. With his powerful legs he propelled himself toward Fafkun, who eagerly jumped to meet him in the air.

			They clashed a few meters above the ground. Kirga threw a kick into Fafkun’s upper right shoulder while Fafkun used his long arm to palm strike Kirga in the sternum. 

			Kirga flew back from the strike only momentarily before being sucked back toward the hungry orb of blue Kanah that lingered over the intersection.

			Fafkun spun from the kick he received, landing hard on the sidewalk below. 

			Kirga was growing closer and closer to the surface of the orb. He was so close now that he could feel the electricity from it on his bare chest and arms. It made a dreadful sound as well; a sort of warble and moan, like a recently slumbering dragon was waiting inside to consume anything that dared to enter its domain. It was a chilling sound.

			Kirga studied the orb with what little time he had left. The closer I get, the more I am convinced this Curse is meant to deal substantial damage, not to subdue an enemy Oracle. This is good news. A Curse like Tredma Ilia cannot be broken by any outside force. It must be dispelled from within. An offensive Curse like this, which can cover a vast area, usually can be broken from the outside. All it would take is a powerful enough countering Curse to dispel the orb. Does Fafkun believe I am not in possession of such a Curse? Does he believe that level of Kanah expulsion to be above me? If so, he is about to lose his Curse for it. 

			Kirga, despite the stressful circumstances, brought in one steady breath into his lungs. He let it out slowly through his mouth. He ignored everything going on around him and focused on the internal flow of his Kanah only. Balance with his own energy was the only thing that occupied his mind. It had to be. 

			He stopped resisting the invisible force that pulled at him. He let himself lean forward so his head was facing the approaching orb and his feet were pointed sharp toward the sidewalk below. He clapped his hands above him, making his body into a sort of arrow. “Feneraris.”

			Translated from Edamirin to ‘Unyielding Arrow’, this Curse veiled Kirga’s entire body in a sheen of blinding white Kanah. A sharp spectral arrowhead formed ahead of where his hands were joined. His body began to spin in a corkscrew motion as he flew toward Fafkun’s Degrada Mirigasi. 

			Kirga pierced through the center of the orb, and as he did it burst like a balloon filled with too much air. There was even a loud bang that echoed down the street. Lightning cracked and struck the various nearby buildings, shattering the glass of many windows. 

			The gravitational disturbance was officially gone. Kirga spun himself out of his midair position, releasing his hands to unform the divine arrow. He dropped back to the empty street. With him fell thousands of pounds of debris that was previously consumed by the orb. The large chunks of stone went in pale grey, but they came out charred and black.

			I knew it, thought Kirga, inspecting the fragments of rock and wood that had been sucked up. It was a Curse meant to deal severe damage to anything that entered. Without Feneraris, I might not have been able to burst the lethal bubble. But now . . .  now I have Fafkun to myself. 

			The look on Fafkun’s face was almost worth the extra trouble. His eyes were wide and his jaw was set in frustration. He had believed Kirga, already weakened by Gurmick’s offensive, would not have enough left in him to best his Curse. 

			Kirga ran at the man. The look on his own face then was enough to freeze the heart of a lion. Even Fafkun trembled for a moment while looking at it, fumbling behind his back to pull out two large knives, curved and serrated with little steel teeth.

			They clashed briefly in the middle of the intersection. Kirga was unarmed and half-naked, while Fafkun was fully armoured and bearing deadly knives. This comparison did not matter. As Kirga had already noticed earlier, Fafkun was a fraction of a second slower than the other two members of the trio. He was still highly skilled in hand-to-hand combat; that much was obvious to Kirga within the first few exchanges they shared in the middle of the street. The other thing that was obvious was Fafkun was not as good as he was. 

			In precisely seven exchanges between the two fighters, Kirga had won the game. Each move Kirga tried was used to set up the following one, until Fafkun was too slow to keep up the defence. Knives or no, Kirga’s pinpoint accuracy and absurd speed wore the man down. The final two moves that sealed the contest were a strike from Kirga to Fafkun’s throat, then a swift kick to the right temple. Such force was delivered with it that Fafkun’s neck broke. 

			There was bone sticking out from the right side, protruding like some horrid growth expanding from beneath the pale white skin. He fell to the floor, his knives clanging on the pavement. His heavily scarred face had once been a thing that struck fear into any who stood against him; now the look in his coal eyes was that of the fearful. He stared emptily upward as his mangled neck made his face look upward even though he fell on his stomach.

			 The street was silent then. Not even the wind could be heard. The world was suspended in that silence for a time. 

			Kirga took a moment to breathe. His body was still in considerable pain. 

			Two more to go. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 30: In For the Long Haul

			[image: ]

			THE DUEL between Gira and Vedara was progressing very poorly for Ika’s uncle. The Summons that Vedara was making use of where a substantial thorn in the side. Not only were they powerful, but Gira could not understand how they worked. If he could not understand them, then he could not defeat them. 

			He had recovered enough while using his invulnerability Curse to move away from the troll that was trying to crush him. He gained some stamina back with the maneuver, and also eased some of the pain in his internal organs. Even though he was still in the motions of dodging each incoming attack, he was much slower now. This was thanks to the giant toad that covered the entire area in that green fog which slowed Gira’s movements dramatically. He was being hit much more frequently. Before they could barely touch him. He was a flash of black lightning that these paltry Summons could never hope to hold down. But now he was closer to the average Oracle. He felt as if he was wearing hundred-pound weights around his ankles and arms. And throw in a two-hundred-pound vest on for good measure. It was not looking good for him.

			I just don’t get it, he thought, jumping slothfully out of the way of the human-like creature that swung its rubbery hands at his back. I swear I heard Vedara say ‘Shimio Ghadri’ when he brought up those three stones. But it doesn’t add up. Shimio is the Edamirin word for ‘Summon’, but what the hell is a Ghadri? The caster is always meant to say the name of the beast they wish to call on. So how can Vedara say one word and call on three completely different creatures? That goddamn giant toad back there is a Meningwaba. I know that, and yet Vedara said Ghadri. What is a Ghadri? 

			He slid to a stop, an epiphany hitting him. Wait a minute! I think I know what it is! He continued to move, realizing that standing stationary would get him killed for sure. Yes! Yes, I got it! I remember Alice once talking to me about a creature from the western swamps called a Ghadri! 

			Being a healer in practice, Ika’s mother had to study many of the ailments a person could suffer on their travels through Wenworld. She had to treat Gira’s many times in the past. She eventually became a wealth of knowledge on the obscure beings that lingered the world. She knew of a mucous slug creature that could move about like a wave of black ink-like liquid that consumed environments and animals if it wished. It was capable of taking the form of a sentient mass of pungent black muck. The most remarkable thing about this creature was that it could cover parts of itself on other living things, taking them over completely. It could control their movements, making them its mindless thralls. This rare and strange creature was the Ghadri, and they were difficult to kill. 

			That’s it! Gira, you’re a genius! Well, Alice is the real genius. I’ll have to kiss her for this when I get back to Turquoise Town. But what was the thing’s weakness? Think, Gira, think! Alice is always yelling at you for not listening. Prove her wrong and remember what she told you about the Ghadri’s weakness. 

			It was clear to Gira now that Vedara did not have three separate Summons that he called on with the same word; what he had was one very unique Summon that could take control of other beasts. As impressive as that feat was, it was becoming very troublesome to fight against. Getting a creature like the Ghadri to agree to a contract like that must’ve been a decade-long endeavour. Vedara had a trick up his sleeve that would outclass most Oracles. It was about to outclass Gira as well if he couldn’t remember what Alice studied regarding a weakness.

			The black troll bathed in the Ghadri’s muck threw another mound of grass and mud at Gira. Gira dove out of the way, but in the process his back was grazed by a sharp section of hidden rock. Piercing pain radiated through his body as he struggled to get back up. 

			Come on, Gira. You don’t have much time left. I need to know what I can do to best this Summon. Is there an element it is vulnerable to? Did Alice mention anything about fire perhaps? Lightning? No, I’ve been using more than enough lightning-based attacks already. I would have long defeated it by now if that was its bane. I am always telling Ika to study more and listen when he is being told something like the thing I am currently drawing a blank on. I learn more and more every day just how alike the boy and I are. I hope he’s doing better than I am right now.  

			The answer was floating around in his head, he just couldn’t grab it. He could recall bits and pieces of his conversation with Alice. It was frustrating not to recall the whole thing. In an attempt to jog his memory, Gira started to narrow down the types of things that may danger a creature of foetid fluid like the Ghadri. He had tried fire and lightning already, so those were out. It was unlikely that this thing could be defeated by any Curses based in elemental damage. But there had to be something. 

			He knew that the Ghadri did have an original form unlike the thralls he saw before him. In the wild it swam over the landscape like a black wave, but it still had a physical form that could be built from its ink. Gira had never seen it for himself, but Alice showed him a picture in an old textbook. Since the Ghadri’s true form was a black slug, maybe the answer lied there somewhere. It was rarely seen in that form, as it rendered the creature vulnerable—

			That’s it! Gira’s face lit up in a beaming smile as it finally came to him. I remember what Alice told me about the slug. It usually eats by slowly consuming prey in its liquid form, eroding their bodies away and absorbing their nutrients. It doesn’t hunt, or even venture out of its underground layers in its natural slug form because it can actually be killed in that form. When moving as a toxic waste of black, it cannot die. But when that waste has to gather itself back together at the end of every day, you are left with a fat, nearly immobile creature that has very little defence against other predators. 

			If Alice was right, you don’t need to overthink a weakness for the slug form. I can kill this damn thing easily; a simple knife could slay the beast. I just need to get it out of liquid form. In order to do that, all I need is time. The Ghadri can’t possess multiple creatures for any longer than three hours at a time. It uses that time to kill as many animals as it can, using the body of another, then it uses the thralls to drag the prey back to its hole. The entire night after that is spent consuming what it couldn’t manage in its liquid form. Sometimes, depending on how productive its day of hunting was, it can stockpile enough carcasses to last another week, eliminating the need for it to leave its hole at all.  It’s a skilled hunter, but not a perfect one. In time it will release the three creatures it is making use of, then I will be met with a slug that has no way to defend itself.

			He suddenly reminded himself of the catch. That just means I’ll have to survive this fight for . . .  the next two or three hours, depending on how the gravestones work. From my knowledge, any creature consumed by the Ghadri’s ink is eroded and absorbed in that amount of time. These three Summons will continue to attack me, unhindered by any of my Curses, for the remainder of the afternoon. No problem. At least I have a goal to aim for now. Besides, the Meningwaba’s fog only lasts another ten minutes or so. After that I will have my normal speed back. I just need patience to play Vedara’s game. 

			The green cloud expelled by the great toad still hung thick in the air. Gira’s slower movements were costing him damage he wouldn’t normally receive, but he had enough tricks up his sleeve to make this fight go the distance. He had nothing but time. 

			Going after the caster would be a waste as well. Vedara has already summoned the Ghadri. Now he is just meditating. Even if I were to get lucky and kill Vedara within the next hour, the three beasts would still remain for the time they have left. However, even knowing that, I should attempt to interrupt Vedara’s meditation every now and then. He might be trying to build up for another Curse. I’ll have to strike at him when I can, while still avoiding the Summons. This will be a lengthy dance, but now I know the steps.

			Gira was halted by a momentous rumble beneath his feet. The trees of the park shook and the surface of the pond rippled. He looked over to see a massive mushroom cloud rise far in the distance. It looked similar to a tornado forming over an open field, except this was over a crowded district of white buildings. It came from the direction of Eskarahm Four. 

			He was close enough to see Vedara sitting cross-legged next to the toad’s giant left leg. He called out to him. “It looks like Kirga and the Sanfron Trio are really going at it up there! By the looks of that cloud, your precious lord could already be dead!”

			Vedara only opened his eyes briefly to glance over at the billowing cloud that was now spreading over the rest of the city. “Impossible. No one can kill Lord Kirga. Trust me, if it were possible . . .  I would have done it already.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 31: God Doesn’t Dance With Cynics

			[image: ]

			IKA RAN up what felt like endless white stairs trying to get back up to Chandi. He had heard her scream after he fell. He hoped she didn’t honestly believe he had died then. He worried about how she would react if she truly thought she would never see him again; he worried about how effective she would be in the ongoing fight for the vault. Would she let one of Barrick’s men kill her if they tried? Would she just give up? He had to get back to her as soon as possible. Even if she was perfectly safe, he wanted to ease her mind. She had been through enough. The image of her grieving him disturbed Ika. She shouldn’t have to grieve anyone anymore. If he had his way she would never cry again. 

			He had to sneak past various patrols of Barrick supporters on his way up through three or four linking neighbourhoods. He could tell already that Barrick had managed to get back to his men and let them know to gather up and move on the vault. Hundreds of angry men with dark blue and black bandanas were forming up and ascending the stairs with Ika. It made it tricky to sneak past them. He had to get back to let Princess Marnie know that a large backup force was on its way. In order to do that, he would have to somehow make it back before they did.

			On his way up he was frozen stiff by a massive explosion that sent a terrifying cloud into the sky. He couldn’t guess at who or what could’ve caused that much damage. It was jaw-dropping.

			After witnessing that event, Ika moved even quicker. He ran as fast as he could in open areas, and snuck as swiftly as possible in areas where Barrick’s forces were heavy. They also seemed distressed by the dark cloud that spread outward like an encroaching storm.

			Ika eventually came to a tall staircase built next to a hotel called ‘The Sunshadow Inn’. The building was a tall rectangle of golden stone. The sign out front pulsed with white and green Kanah infused into it. 

			He only remarked the building for a few seconds, catching his breath, before he began to run again. He made it to the bottom of the stairs and started climbing.

			He only made it roughly a dozen stairs up when he stopped. He noticed there was a thick blue stream of air that curved right above the hotel. Before he could even make the connection, Ika saw a massive turtle swimming toward his location through the city’s various sky currents. The turtle had a structure built onto its hell. Once it got close enough, Ika could read the sign.

			‘Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour’.

			Of course. Pumpkin’s parlour followed many different routes to other hotels in the city. His establishment was meant to explore those scenic routes for tourists or wealthy aristocrats. However, since this area was currently controlled by Barrick, this lonely hotel probably hadn’t seen that oversized turtle fly by its parts in a long time. This had to be an out-of-use route.

			His heart began to race even faster than the endless running had caused when he heard a deep voice echo through the air. It was the parlour’s carrier and Pumpkin’s friend, Rurudyn.

			“There you are!” said the magnificent creature, following the stream until it stopped just above the nearby hotel. The sound of its voice was still powerfully off-putting. “Things are getting crazy around here, boy! But don’t worry, old Rurudyn is here to help ya! Get up here and get inside the parlour. Pumpkin and yer girly friend are in some trouble. Whatta ya say we get up there and see what we can do, eh?”

			Ika smiled, cupping his hands to yell up at the turtle who now cast a shadow over the whole neighbourhood. “Sounds good to me! Thank you, Rurudyn. You’re a real lifesaver!” 

			The best part about Rurudyn showing up to help Ika out was actually not the shortened time it would take for him to reach the vault again and find Chandi; it was the fact that Master Cinnamon was still inside the parlour. Wanted criminal or not, things were just getting too chaotic for him not to help. The good guys needed all the help they could get. An Oracle of Master Cinnamon’s caliber could turn the tide. They would have to cross the bridge of Cinnamon’s notoriety when they got to it.

			Ika made his way through the front doors of The Sunshadow Inn. There was nobody waiting for him at the front desk. As a matter of fact, there was not a single person in the lobby. He guessed that business wasn’t exactly booming in civil war times. Apparently it was so bad that the entry doors to the place were not even locked. 

			He sprinted up the seven flights of stairs before finally opening a door to the rooftop. There waited the turtle, lying on its stomach atop the open patio. Ika climbed up the stairway that trailed down the side of the glossy shell. “Thanks again. I wasn’t sure I would even be able to make it back without being caught.”

			Rurudyn bent his neck to look back at Ika. His voice was still just as slow and lazy as ever. “Don’t mention it, kid. Looks like some appreciation is finally coming poor Rurudyn’s way. It’s about time.”

			Ika entered the parlour again. It was strange to see it empty and quiet now. No blaring music or dance battles; no waitresses with tall hair skating by on roller skates holding plates of pancakes; no annoying golden Gasts in fur coats singing improvised songs about your dead sister. It was just silent.

			Overall there was a strange, empty feeling to the parlour. Ika would have to come back here one day when the madness was over. He could bring his mom, too. She might like to see some more of the world. But for now Ika needed to shake those thoughts from his head and focus. 

			He ran up the multiple skating ramps until he reached the guest room they had left the Gritka in. Sure enough, it was leaning safely against the wide bed in the center of the room. Looking at it filled him with a sense of relief. After the day he had, speaking with Cinnamon didn’t seem so bad.

			He walked up, a small smile on his face, and pulled the cork from the top of the pot. “Master! It’s Ika. Get out here. Things have gotten pretty crazy and I need your help!”

			It didn’t take long for his master to arrive. Less than a minute later Cinnamon was shot out of the pot’s tiny hole. With him came Prince Keji with his talking hat, Pattamis, atop his head. 

			The prince looked safe and well rested. Ika was glad for that. He deserved to be far away from the madness outside.

			Cinnamon eagerly threw his long purple scarf over his shoulder, reaching for his staff that leaned against the wall. “What’s wrong, Ika? How did things go at the vault? I was stressed outta my mind waiting around in here! Where is Chandi? What about Gira? I mean, if he died I’m sure we’d get on just fine, but Chandi? Where’s the girl, damn you, speak!”

			Ika held his hands in front of him, stunned by the flurry of questions. “All right, all right, calm down! Chandi’s fine, I think. I don’t know where my uncle is, but I trust he can take care of himself.”

			“You think?” said Cinnamon, stepping closer to Ika. “You think Chandi’s fine?”

			Ika took one nervous step backward. “Yes, I think! Look, I was actually in a much worse spot than she was last time we saw each other and I survived! She should be at the battle outside the vault with the Princess right now. Barrick is sending reinforcements there as we speak. I’m hoping Rurudyn can fly me there faster so I can warn them about what’s coming. Things are coming down to the wire now, Master. No more hiding. We need somebody with your strength to help with this final battle. The fate of everyone in this city might depend on it. They’re good people, Master. They deserve to be free of their misery. Please help me free them.”

			Ika was expecting a long lecture about how he couldn’t be seen, for his own sake. He was even expecting a talk regarding the futility of trying to solve other people’s problems when you still haven’t solved your own.

			Instead, Cinnamon just stood there and nodded once, his eyes narrowing. “Say no more, kid. I’ll join this fight. I was getting sick of sitting on the sidelines anyway.”

			“Consider me in, too,” said Pattamis, his blue fabric forming a determined frown. 

			“As much as I appreciate the sentiment,” said Ika, smiling, “you don’t exactly have any boots to plant in any asses.”

			Pattamis considered this for a moment. “You make a valid point.” 

			Keji clenched his fists and stepped forward. “Well I’m coming, no matter what. I have to help. It doesn’t matter if I can’t do much, but I have to do something. I want to do my part in helping these people.”

			Ika placed a hand on the young prince’s bony shoulder. “Spoken like a true king, my friend. You can come. But only if you stay with Master Cinnamon and do exactly as he says. Do you agree to those terms?” 

			Ika could see the lump bob up and down in the boy’s throat as he swallowed.

			“Absolutely. I agree.”

			“Good. Then let’s get moving, boys. We’ve got a battle to get to.”

			They left the guest room to climb back up to the roof. Out on the patio they stood, staring out at the city as the turtle swam upward through the rising blue stream. It was difficult to see more than twenty meters in front of Rurudyn’s head as he flew, due to the thick clouds that formed over the upper districts. They sparked and flashed with a myriad of bright colours.

			“What is going on?” asked Pattamis. “Is it tornado season all of the sudden? What’s the deal?”

			Ika still couldn’t feel any wind on his face, nor did the dark clouds enter the area of the parlour’s patio. The Jinx over it provided them with warmth and quietness.

			“I don’t know. I saw a huge mushroom cloud rise up from the same district as the vault. Some sort of vicious battle must’ve taken place in order for an explosion that massive to bloom. I have a good feeling it’s related to Kirga somehow.”

			A sound reverberated through the city then. It was the hair-raising screech of an ancient beast. It rang through the darkening sky.

			“And what  . . .” said Cinnamon, “. . .  was that?”

			Ika wasn’t quite sure how to explain that one. He saw the image clearly in his head of the huge leg crashing through the roof of the vault, twitching and swiping at air. 

			“Well . . .  that happens to be Kirga’s secret Summon. I believe Pumpkin said his name was Symiria. He’s been causing chaos around the city, most likely to cover Kirga’s escape with the spear; which he successfully stole from Eskarahm Four, by the way.”

			Cinnamon didn’t say anything for a few seconds. Finally, he sucked in a nervous breath. “Symiria. Meamara bless us. I know the beast. And now you’re telling me that Kirga got the Zyphur Spear, too?”

			“Yup.”

			“So you couldn’t stop them.”

			“Nope.”

			“And you didn’t get your revenge.”

			“Naturally.”

			“You guys suck.”

			“You know, I can’t help but agree with you, Master. I really can’t.”

			The airstream the turtle followed came to a sharp turn. Instead of moving with the curve, Rurudyn kept flying straight until he burst right through the tube of blue energy, soaring out into the free sky.

			“What are you doing!” shouted Ika to the long head leading in front of the parlour.

			The turtle turned its head to look up at the roof. “It’s shortcut time, Rurudyn thinks! It’ll take too long to follow the streams. Sit back and enjoy the ride!”

			Ika remembered Pumpkin telling him that Rurudyn’s species could fly naturally, without the need for the Kanah passageways. But he was meant to follow them to keep up with safety standards. But, with things escalating the way they were, the standard protocol was well and truly out the window. 

			They flew through two silver skyscrapers. Rurudyn flew in and out of them as he rose to the floor of the upper district that split out from behind each tower. Ika could see people inside the towers pointing in awe at the turtle as it soared around. 

			When they finally entered the same district as the vault, rising through the haze of dark grey, Ika pointed and called out at the top of his lungs. “There’s the vault over there! I can see the battle still going on. Marnie and Chandi are still down there fighting!”

			Cinnamon joined Ika at the tall railing that outlined the parlour’s upper patio. They stood at it, looking out over the edge like they were waiting at the bow of a great ship. 

			“Things look rough down there,” said Cinnamon. “But Marnie has a large force at her back. That has to be no less than four thousand Porshallan soldiers filling that street!”

			“There wasn’t that many when Chandi and I separated,” said Ika. “Clearly she has called for more reinforcements. If only the Sanfron Trio were with her. Where are they? They’re supposed to be the backbone of this city. Why would they not be present for its most important fight?”

			“My guess would be that cloud came from them,” said Cinnamon. “You said Kirga escaped with the spear. I have faith that the trio have found him and stopped him before he could leave the city. He’s probably fighting them right now.”

			“Do you think the trio can beat him?” asked Ika. “Because, after seeing what he did inside the vault, I’m not so sure.”

			“We can hope, kid,” said Cinnamon. “We can hope.”

			Rurudyn came down on the battle in a blaze of wind and green Kanah that streamed outward from his fins. The entire battle seemed to pause for a moment. Everyone present outside the broken building that was Eskarahm Four stared at the gigantic turtle in a mixture of awe and terror. The killing halted—no Curses nor punches thrown. This anomaly had changed the game for the time being.

			Rurudyn set down in an open space in the intersection. He used his upper right fin to swipe a dozen of Barrick’s men into the air, then he swatted them again like pesky flies. 

			Ika, from his space at the top of Pumpkin’s café, could see Princess Marnie standing on top of a pile of ashy rubble. The dark brown skin of her face was spattered with blood. She was also visibly exhausted, barely managing to stand on shaking feet. 

			He suddenly felt very bad, looking at her standing among her men. This battle should’ve been over by now. He and Chandi were supposed to stop Barrick when he tried to run away. Marnie and Pumpkin put in the work to get them that opportunity, and they failed. 

			Cinnamon didn’t wait for any plan. He leapt from the rail of the parlour, coming down on Barrick’s army like a ball of blazing light. He crashed to the ground and sent up wave after wave of golden light that washed over the enemy. Swarms of them began to fall to the floor, piling on top of each other. They only stopped dying or falling unconscious when they mounted a counter attack on the brown rabbit. They used every Curse they could to stop him, and Cinnamon answered with Curses of his own. He was vastly outnumbered, but he pushed the army back to the end of the boulevard completely by himself.

			Ika surveyed the scene. “Huh.” He looked down at Keji. “Remember when I said you had to stay with Master Cinnamon?”

			Keji looked out through the railing, stunned. “Yeah.”

			“I changed my mind. How about you just stay with me instead?”

			Both Keji and Pattamis nodded. “Sounds good to me.” 

			Rather than leaping from the top of the building upon Rurudyn’s back, Ika and the Prince ran quickly down the ramps of the parlour and exited through the front door like a couple of normal people. They made it down the stairs and walked off the side of Rurudyn’s giant dark brown shell. 

			The nearest cluster of Porshallan soldiers parted from their path respectfully. Ika and Keji made their way to the tall pile of debris where Princess Marnie looked down on them.

			She looked like a true leader then. The peeking rays of golden sunlight shining down from the encompassing darkness overhead lit her face in a dazzling valour. Despite her pain and exhaustion, she smiled down at Ika. “Something tells me you didn’t kill Barrick?”

			Ika didn’t smile back. Seeing her so bloody had left him far too guilty. “No . . .  we did not. I’m really sorry, Princess, but the weasel got away. We tried our best. You were right; he is slippery.” 

			She laughed, but he could tell she forced it. “That he is.”

			“Tell me, please,” said Ika, his voice shaking. “Have you seen Chandi anywhere?”

			She jumped over his head to land on even ground. The raging light of Cinnamon’s Kanah still set the background ablaze. “I figured she’d be with you. I’m sorry, but I have not seen her since you two broke off.”

			Ika began to panic. He had assumed Chandi would rejoin the battle to help Marnie. Where else could she be if she wasn’t here? When Ika fell off the high staircase with Barrick, Chandi had been standing up there by herself. She was completely safe. There was no one else there to hurt her or even push her off. She wasn’t far from the vault, either. It wouldn’t take much time or effort for her to follow the route they used to sneak away to get back to Marnie’s side of the conflict. 

			What would he do if something happened to her? What possibly could’ve happened to her? Suddenly nothing else mattered but knowing those answers.

			Luckily, a trembling voice called out from the nearest huddle of soldiers. They moved aside to make way for a small Wenny Rabbit in a torn and bloodied white tuxedo. It was Pumpkin. 

			“Ika!” he shouted, limping over to him.

			“Pumpkin!” exclaimed Ika, who would be much happier to see him if it wasn’t for his growing fear. “Have you seen her anywhere?”

			“I have,” answered the rabbit, panting heavily. He didn’t need to be told who Ika was talking about. That much was obvious. “She wandered back to the battle like a thing possessed. She didn’t care for her own safety at all. I had to dive to tackle her before she was struck head-on by a Curse. She thinks you’re dead, Ika. I tried to get her to explain what happened but she wouldn’t speak any more than that. We got separated. She wandered off down the street toward the west end of the district. I think she’s okay, but I worry she won’t be for long. I don’t know what crazy thing she might do in her state.”

			“I have to find her!” said Ika, his head spinning.

			Princess Marnie patted his shoulder. “Go. I’m sure she is fine for now. Return when you can, though. Things are going to get worse before they get better, and I’m going to need both of you on the front lines with me.”

			Ika nodded, only half listening. He ran down the street toward the direction Pumpkin pointed him in. He swatted soldiers aside as he went. 

			“Oh, Princess!” he stopped only momentarily. “You should know that Barrick is coming back with all the men he can gather! Rurudyn and I saw them on our way up! They’ll be outside the vault within the hour!”

			The Princess nodded. “I figured something like that was going to happen. All the more reason for you to get back as soon as you can. Now go on! Go find her!”

			Ika was far from the battle now. But, ominously, he sounded like he was growing closer to another one. 

			He was heading in the direction it seemed that massive mushroom cloud stemmed from. The Sanfron Trio were battling in this portion of the city. They could only be fighting Kirga. He knew that. He just hoped he could find Chandi before bumping into their scuffle. As much as he wanted his revenge, his need to assure Chandi’s safety eclipsed anything else. 

			He walked through a long dirty alleyway lined with dumpsters and old furniture. There were no dead bodies lining this area, which allowed Ika a moment of internal rest. The strife engulfing this city was becoming overbearing.

			There were only a few tall apartment buildings in this area. Ika estimated that they stood at roughly twelve stories in height. Most of the buildings here were linked townhouses that spanned several blocks. Each and every one of them abandoned. Some were noticeably scorched by fire and others had their black roofs caved in. It seemed as if every inch of the city had been the location of a duel between Oracles at some point throughout the years of the Civil War. It was difficult to find anywhere unscathed by the conflict.

			Ika moved silently down two more empty blocks before he spotted a figure sat down and leaning against a red brick wall. It was a slender girl holding her knees up to her face. She had a tall black ponytail sticking out from behind her head. Ika couldn’t see the face, as it was hung low, buried between the thighs.

			He didn’t need to see the face. He knew who it was.

			“Chandi!” he ran as fast as he could toward her. 

			Her head popped up so fast it was a miracle she didn’t give herself whiplash. She quickly looked to where Ika was approaching, a look of shock on her face.

			Chandi got to her feet and ran to Ika, smiling now in a way Ika could never recall seeing her smile before. 

			She jumped at him when finally close enough. They embraced tightly in the middle of the street. Ika could hear her crying behind his right shoulder. Her ponytail was in his face right now, but he didn’t care. He was too relieved that she was okay.

			“I watched you f-fall,” she said, stammering through her tears and panting breath. “I t-t-thought you died!”

			Ika didn’t like listening to her cry, so he tried to lighten the mood. “Oh, come on. You should’ve known a measly fall from a thousand or so feet could never kill me. I’m Ika Ivory, for goodness sake. Show me some respect.”

			She didn’t laugh. She only continued to cry for another few minutes before slowly pulling away and looking at his face. 

			She kissed him once on the cheek then, something Ika would never forget for as long as he lived. 

			In an attempt to distract from how red his face had become, Ika cleared his throat and nodded toward the end of the street. “What made you come all the way down here? I think Kirga is fighting the Sanfron Trio somewhere down here. It’s not safe. Were you looking for Wriliara?”

			She suddenly went into a daze, frowning slightly. “You know, I think I might’ve been. Subconsciously, anyway. I really don’t know what I was doing. I wasn’t thinking a whole lot after I watched you and Barrick go over. Maybe some deep hidden part of my brain just pushed me in the direction of Wriliara. I was just numb.”

			Her sapphire eyes snapped back to attention. “Barrick! What happened to him? Did he die from the fall? How did you survive, actually? Is this just a dream?”

			Ika laughed. “No dream, dummy. As much as I’d like to tell you that I came up with some genius way to save myself mid-flight, in reality I was just caught by some Oracles who lived in the district below. I owe them my life. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for them.”

			“I’ll have to thank them if we meet,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I take it Barrick survived the fall as well?”

			“Unfortunately, yes. Barrick is still breathing. Not only that, but he’s heading for the vault right now with an even bigger army than the one he showed up with. We need to get back there now to help Marnie prepare for the battle. Master Cinnamon’s already there.”

			Her eyes went wide. “What? Master Cinnamon is outside his Gritka?”

			Ika shrugged. “Yeah, I figured we needed his help for this. He agreed and so did Marnie. I know it’s risky, Chandi, but we really need all the help we can get.”

			She scratched her head and bit her lip, beginning to pace slightly. “I know, Ika, but I’m worried about him. The Red Heron will let Stultis know we need backup. Once a Death Squad member arrives, Cinnamon has a good chance of being caught. They’ll sentence him to death in the Capital City if they capture him.”

			“I know,” said Ika. “We’ll hide him as soon as we even sniff Death Squad on the air, I swear! Besides, now that he’s out, good luck getting him back in. He’s itching to fight now.”

			“True,” she said. “Okay, fine. But let it be known that I don’t like this.”

			He smiled. “It is known, as you always make sure it is. Come on.”

			He turned around and immediately bumped into something. He looked down to see a very grumpy hat atop the head of a young blond boy.

			“Keji!” he said, stepping back. “What are you doing here?”

			“We’ve been next to you this whole damn time, you fool,” grumbled Pattamis. “You were too far outta your head worrying about Chandi to even notice we followed you down here. And she was too excited to see you alive that she didn’t even look at us. We’ve been standing right next to you two lovebirds this whole time. I’ve never been so disrespected in my life!”

			Keji giggled. “Yeah, we’ve literally been right here. So much for being aware of your surroundings.”

			Both Ika and Chandi’s faces were red with embarrassment.

			“I’m sorry,” said Chandi, stepping forward to hug Keji. “Have you been safe?”

			“Hey, where’s my hug?” said Pattamis, frowning.

			“Yeah, we’ve been all right. We were in the Gritka with Cinnamon for most of this. But now we want to help.”

			Chandi looked to Ika. “You agreed to let them do this?”

			Ika put his hands to his hips. “They should be allowed to help in any way they can. It wouldn’t be right to hide them a—”

			“He’s a Yeryaila,” said Chandi, harshly.

			“I’m aware of what he is, but that doesn’t—”

			“All right,” said Pattamis. “You two can have your married couple spat later. Right now we gotta get back.”

			“You’re right, my friend,” said Ika, motioning for Chandi to follow as he walked past her.

			She sighed. “Fine. But I don’t like this, either.”

			As they jogged back in the direction of Eskarahm Four, the thunders and blasts of the nearby fight rang in Ika’s ears. Kirga was close. He was fighting fiercely just a few blocks west to where Ika stood. Every instinct was telling him to run toward the sounds of destruction, leaving Marnie and the people of Porshalla to save their own city. But he couldn’t do that. The citizens of Porshalla saved his life. They were good people. Ika wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he put his own goal ahead of the lives of the innocent. But he could not deny the desire to do so that festered in him.

		

	
		
			Interlude: The Things That Made Us
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			KIRGA WAS having a much harder time dueling Solomon Drez than he did with Fafkun Jarvis. Solomon did not take the death of his comrade very well. He fell upon Kirga with a blaze of brilliant fury, lighting the city streets with Curse after Curse. His Kanah burned and exploded around him. He was the source of an ever-burning righteous flame of white and gold. 

			Kirga and Solomon’s clash was so fierce and so dangerous that Gurmick—who stood a few blocks away, watching and waiting—could not even find his moment to enter the fray, lest he be burned alive or blasted out of existence. 

			He did have many brief clashes with Kirga as well after Fafkun’s death, though. He had a few more powerful Curses in his arsenal—almost equal to the one that allowed him to manipulate those doves. Kirga found a way to survive each of them, however. More and more of the city was being destroyed by this battle, but the Hellcat was slippery enough to escape the brunt of the damage brought on by the Curses thrown at him.

			As impressive as Gurmick was, Kirga, as the battle carried on and picked up its pace, was becoming increasingly impressed with the mute member of the trio. 

			I am beginning to think you are secretly the most powerful member of your squad, he thought. Gurmick Vinker might be your leader, but no one has given me the struggle you have thus far. I don’t know who trained you or where you came from, Solomon, but you have earned my respect. How strange it is that you might end up being the last of your trio to die. My original plan was to take you out after Fafkun, then finish this off with Gurmick. But I believe I have just changed my mind. If I’m going to come out on top of this, I must save you for last. Gurmick is the one who I must kill next. Your offence is very impressive, but it is nothing when compared to how beautifully you defend. I cannot find a weakness to exploit in you. You are making this take longer than it should. I fear a fight between us may go on for hours. It could go well into the night. By then a member of the Dalada will surely show up in Porshalla. My plan is growing more and more complicated as I progress. 

			If only I knew where Vedara was. I would’ve seen Gira by now if he killed Vedara. And there is no outcome where Vedara kills Gira; that much I’m sure of. This just means Vedara is holding out longer against my old rival than I anticipated he would. But there is a sleeping power in Gira; one that Vedara cannot best. It is only a matter of time. 

			The two of them finally broke apart after a clash of their Kanahs created a blast of white light, expanding like a ball and pulsing like a star. As soon as Kirga hit the ground, Gurmick was on him. There was no time to catch his breath or think up his next strategy. This was surely part of their unspoken plan. Kirga was a masterful analyst. By now they would’ve deduced that by his movements. Giving him no time to breathe or analyze would be their only chance of survival against him. It was clear they were no longer underestimating him. Kirga was a threat that needed to be eliminated. 

			Kirga veiled himself in a wall of white Kanah that he expelled from his hand. Gurmick jumped back when the heat of it met his arms.

			Kirga was capable of many complex Transformations. He could summon them at will and could manipulate their energy in a variety of ways.

			He quickly brought his hand through the air in front of his face, as if mimicking a slap across the face. The wall expanded four meters in all directions. Gurmick was within that radius. Kirga could not see him, but he could hear the scream of pain as the Kanah burned his body before dissipating in the air.

			As soon as the white energy had faded, Kirga moved to Gurmick’s side in a few accurate steps. He kicked the man in the throat, making him spew thick blood through his teeth. He then struck him multiple times in the sternum with precise fingers, jabbed like daggers. 

			Before he could find a killing blow on Gurmick, Solomon was back for more. He and Kirga continued to exchange hands with miraculous speed and ferocity. There was a momentary break in their quarrel, but now it was back to it again. They moved down the street, destroying the sides of buildings and the foundations of sidewalk as they brought Curses back into the fight. Even their lesser Transformations were melting steel and crumbling houses. 

			Kirga, having enough of Drez’s meddling, spoke the name of a Curse at the top of his lungs through their flurry of clashes. “Migritalta!”

			A dense collection of bright blue Kanah gathered around Kirga’s right fist. It looked like a sphere of dark water was building where he clenched his hand. He brought the hand up into Solomon’s chest during their next exchange. 

			Solomon gathered a collection of his own Kanah to soften the blow. Regardless of any defence he attempted to pull up in the last second, it was too late. The blast from the connecting blow sent the man soaring down the street, crashing through the window of an office building at the end of the block. Judging by the rising clouds of dust that could be seen on the other side of it, Solomon’s body had been propelled clean through the building and out into another block of the city. 

			Migritalta usually only took one use to kill an Oracle. The power built up in the caster’s fist when delivering a punch with that energy was immense. The fact that Solomon wasn’t blown into bloody chunks upon impact was testament to his status as an Oracle.

			Kirga turned to Gurmick now, smiling ever so slightly. 

			By the returning look on Gurmick’s face, he knew this was it. He knew this was the last play of the game between the two of them. He would either best Kirga or die on this street. 

			Gurmick wiped blood from his mouth with one hand and used the other to swipe his long red hair out of his face. “All right,” he said, nodding slowly. “Come on then.”

			This man would gladly die for his city. He felt he was defending its safety and had no issue doing so to his last breath. Kirga respected that. A small part of him actually wished to spare the man. But no, that could not be. Gurmick was too strong and crafty to be left alive. He would try to stop Kirga with every ounce of strength he had. A man like that needed to be removed from the path.

			Kirga nodded once as well, a sign of respect he rarely showed an Oracle he dueled. 

			The two men ran at each other. No Curses were used and no Transformations were expelled. Both of their bodies were in substantial pain from using the ones they had during the course of the fight. They could use more. Both men could go until well after the Morphing. But they would need time to build up their Kanah throughout the course of a fight that long, and neither man was willing to stall right now. This fight would be finished hand-to-hand. Gurmick didn’t know it, but the choice to willingly fight Kirga hand-to-hand would be his downfall. There were few who could best Kirga in that kind of fight. 

			Kirga raised his right shin to deflect a wide kick that came from Gurmick’s left leg. He then answered with a quick hook to Gurmick’s jaw. Gurmick wobbled for a moment, but remained standing. Kirga then shot his right foot forward to kick Gurmick’s left kneecap. It buckled from the blow, sending the man more off-balance. 

			Gurmick, in a panicked state, threw a wide right hook at Kirga’s head. Kirga ducked beneath it, using this opportunity to plant his right foot between Gurmick’s legs. He then grabbed hold of Gurmick’s right arm and yanked hard. He bent and pushed up with his knees as Gurmick’s body sprawled overtop of his back, flipping Gurmick over and slamming him on the sidewalk. 

			Gurmick, in spite of the sudden and powerful slam, responded immediately by trapping Kirga’s legs with his own. What followed was a match of advanced grappling between the two Oracles. Kirga could tell within the first two minutes that Gurmick’s wrestling was far ahead of his striking when it came to hand-to-hand combat. He was starting to regret bringing him to the ground. The slam did ample damage to Gurmick’s back, but now Kirga had unknowingly strayed into his opponent’s territory.

			Gurmick, after another few minutes of wrestling on the pavement, managed to trap Kirga’s arm behind his back. He bent it at the elbow and was pulling hard on the wrist, torquing Kirga’s body in an awkward and painful position. 

			Different cities in Wenworld taught this submission in different ways, and they all had separate names for it. In Porshalla, where the move was taught to Gurmick as a teenager, they called it a ‘Tennigan Lock’, named after the man who invented the move: Tennigan Dio. There was some debate over whether Dio truly was the first man to use the submission—but he was the one who made it famous in Porshalla, so the name stuck.

			Kirga was trained by a master who called this move the ‘Ivory Lock’, apparently coming from a martial artist named Ivan Ivory. This name was far less popular. While being taught the move, a young Kirga was also taught its weaknesses. 

			This lock was notoriously difficult to hold onto, especially when the one attempting it was low on stamina. Gurmick would’ve been in a much better position if he was mounting Kirga instead of lying flat on his back. Where he was it was harder to pop Kirga’s shoulder out when fighting resistance.

			For a full minute Gurmick held the lock in place, but he was losing his grip the more Kirga drove forward with his head pushed up against the bottom of Gurmick’s chin. Kirga shifted his bodyweight at the right moment after sliding Gurmick into a nearby brick wall. 

			Gurmick lost the hold. As soon as he did Kirga lifted his head and brought it to the other side of Gurmick’s face. As he made that shift, he brought down his right elbow hard to break Gurmick’s nose. From where Kirga was now positioned, still mounting his opponent and pinning his legs down, he delivered three more brutal elbow strikes to Gurmick’s face. 

			Gurmick tried to free his legs and bridge his body up to push Kirga off, but Kirga would not allow it. Gurmick’s energy was fading, but he was still the more experienced grappler. He peppered the side of Kirga’s head with hammer punches. There wasn’t much force behind them, as most of his arm was pinned by Kirga’s. But they pestered Kirga enough to make him sit up and begin punching down into Gurmick’s face. 

			Gurmick raised his now free arms to shield. While Kirga was slamming his fists down onto Gurmick’s guard, Gurmick managed to free his legs and pivot his body to be lined flat against the brick wall. He propped his right leg against it and pushed. Kirga lost his balance while in the mount position for only a moment, but that was enough to free Gurmick from his position on his back. He quickly flipped his body, so now Kirga was wrapping his arms around Gurmick’s back, clutching onto his chest. Gurmick was up on his hands and knees, which was a better position than the former, but now he had to deal with Kirga driving knee strikes into his ribs. 

			Kirga was beginning to lose him now. Gurmick couldn’t stay there for long, so he dug his left arm into Kirga’s bearhug and used the impressive strength of his legs to lift them both back up to standing positions. Getting back to his feet when Kirga was in the advantageous position was testament to how far ahead his wrestling skill was from Kirga’s. The fact that Kirga let him escape from that point could be considered an embarrassing failure. 

			Kirga was unmatched on his feet, but the ground-game aspect of martial arts was his only point of weakness. He surely wasn’t an amateur. But he wasn’t Gurmick.

			He couldn’t help but notice the gap in their skill. He was the one who succeeded in taking Gurmick down to the ground—gaining him the upper hand—but now that Gurmick knew where Kirga’s weak spot was, he was surely going to be the one to take him down next. Kirga knew that if the tables were turned and Gurmick was the one in the dominant mount position, escape would be much more difficult.

			They grappled standing up for another few minutes, panting heavily against each other’s shoulder. Kirga’s body was still in pain from the excess of Kanah he had been using to survive this long. He would only need another five minutes to begin using Transformations again. He thought of continuing this physical struggle until then, when he could break free from the tangle and finish Gurmick swiftly. 

			His prediction of his opponent’s next move was correct. Gurmick used an opening to shoot himself downward and wrap his arms around both of Kirga’s legs. He lifted Kirga off the ground and slammed him onto a pile of wooden splinters. 

			Kirga felt several of those splinters pierce into his back with a sharp, searing pain. Gurmick didn’t hesitate to slide his body over Kirga like a spun clock arm, flipping over to grip his left arm by the wrist and clutch it to his chest. He then used his legs to wrap around the outstretched arm and lie them over Kirga’s neck, pining him to the pile of debris. 

			He now had Kirga in what was called a ‘Benjari Breaker’ in Porshalla.

			Kirga knew this move as the ‘Redrow Armbar’. Regardless of the move’s origin, the execution was the same, as was the damage dealt.

			Before Kirga could attempt any kind of escape, his left arm was gruesomely snapped at the elbow. There was a loud popping sound as it happened and Kirga couldn’t hold back the yell of pain.

			That pained yell turned into one of rage as he rolled on top of Gurmick and punched him several times in the head with his right hand. That immense pain had sent him into a state of overriding fury. His internal Kanah could only do so much to heal him over time. It could close wounds and slow down blood flow to prevent bleeding out. That was the benefit of one who was in touch with their Kanah. But a break this severe would take weeks to heal, even with the assistance of a healing specialist.

			Gurmick kicked Kirga in the stomach and got back to his feet. After also getting to his feet, Kirga held up his right arm to guard his face as he slowly inched forward to engage again, his left arm now hanging to his side limply and uselessly. He was angry now; angrier than he had been since the fight began; since he saw Gira in the vault for the first time in years. 

			Gurmick came in fast, most likely thinking his opponent weak at this moment. This was a mistake. As he raised his right leg to kick Kirga in the head, Kirga used the opening to bend down and lean into Gurmick’s center of gravity, swinging his right arm in an upward arc to crush Gurmick’s testicles.

			The strike landed directly between his legs. 

			With hatred burning on his face, and the pain still unbearable in his left arm, Kirga ended the duel. It didn’t end with a great explosion of Kanah, lighting the sky above the city. It didn’t end with any memorable words exchanged. It didn’t even end with the men meeting each other’s eyes for the last time. It was over in two decisive seconds. 

			After striking Gurmick in the crotch, Kirga brought his right leg around the other man’s leading leg, at the same time bringing his free hand up to palm Gurmick’s face, the tips of his fingers latching onto auburn hair. Then Kirga pushed him over his extended leg, tripping him to the ground. Kirga kept the momentum of the push, still palming the man’s face as he brought the back of his head down hard on the corner of the nearby sidewalk curb, braining him with a wet thud.

			He cracked the back of Gurmick’s skull from the impact, and just like that the leader of the notorious Sanfron Trio was dead, lying in the street, bloody and broken.

			Kirga, noticing that the blow had killed the man, rolled onto his back next to him and let out a body-shaking sigh. 

			That was another one down. Now he just had to deal with Solomon Drez, once he came back. He was going to take this one step at a time. But he was still racing against the clock. The Dalada would arrive soon. 

			But at least Gurmick Vinker was dead.

			Time passed; just how much, Kirga did not know. He may have blacked out for only a few minutes, but after regaining his composure and climbing to his feet, it had felt like a week had gone by. 

			He looked down to see Gurmick Vinker’s broken body still laying on the ground. His eyes were open, staring emptily at the sky. 

			“You fought well,” said Kirga. “You have served your city for many years, but now you must rest. I do not take pleasure in killing you. You should know that. But my goal is too important. I will not let anyone stand in the way of it. 

			“I am driven by loss. I am half the man I once was. I will regain what I have lost or I will die trying. Those who attempt to prevent me from regaining it will die as well. I am sorry, Gurmick, but your tale has come to an end.”

			“And now so shall yours.”

			Kirga looked up to see Solomon Drez limping toward him from down the street. He had just returned from where Kirga had blasted him earlier with that punch. He appeared bloody and beaten. Kirga was in bad shape, but Solomon seemed little better. 

			Kirga studied the slender man. Blood crusted in patches on his hairless head. “So . . .  you speak. Why do I have the feeling I am the first to hear your voice in many years?”

			“Because you are,” replied Solomon. “At least in conversation. My voice has not been entirely unused. How do you think I summon Curses?”

			His voice was like a whisper. It held no strength in it. It held no authority. Tears stained his narrow eyes. “I swore no vow of silence. I simply didn’t speak much after the deaths of my family. Gurmick and Fafkun found me when I had lost everything. They noticed I had skill as an Oracle, as I killed the gangsters who took my parents and four brothers from me. I was eleven.”

			“And so you choose now to enter conversation?” Kirga gripped his left arm with his right hand, trying to massage the pain away. “I suppose I should say I’m flattered.”

			Solomon stopped advancing down the open street. Now he was facing off against Kirga from no more than ten meters away. “I speak because my heart is telling me that I am going to die fighting you. I loved Gurmick and Fafkun. They were the only family I had left. Now you have killed them. If you are capable of that, then you will be capable of killing me as well.”

			Kirga sighed. “I am sorry. Truly. No one would’ve had to die if you just didn’t stand in my way. I want something. Trying to keep me from getting it is unwise. I only kill the ones who do. I will lay this entire world to ashes if I am left with no other choice.”

			Solomon didn’t move a muscle yet. He stayed where he was, his eyes locked on Kirga’s. “And what is it that you want so badly? If you are going to kill me too, I would like to know that at least . . .  before my time comes.” 

			Kirga wasn’t sure he wanted to answer this. There were certain things from his past that pained him too much to speak of openly. The purpose of his quest was the most painful of all. However, he had enough respect for Solomon to at least entertain laying it out for him. 

			“Let me ask you something,” he said finally. “If you knew there was a path that could bring your parents and your four brothers back to you, would you walk it? No matter what you had to do to stay on it? Would you sacrifice anything?”

			Solomon paused. “No such path exists. The dead are gone forever. Where they go is unknown, but they cannot return.”

			Kirga clenched his right hand hard on his arm, welcoming the pain it caused. “That . . .  is not what I asked you.”

			“Yes,” said Solomon. “. . .  I suppose I would.” 

			Kirga closed his eyes for a moment and nodded. When he was ready to open them again, he cracked his neck and built up a white Aura of Kanah around him. Enough time had passed for his energy to return.

			Judging by the Aura that Solomon brought forth, as did his.

			“Shall we, then?” said Kirga. 

			Solomon closed his eyes for a brief moment as well. “Very well. If you aren’t going to give me a real answer, I suppose further conversation is pointless.” 

			Reaching slowly behind his back, Solomon pulled something red from a pouch he had strapped to his belt. It was a long red sash. He tied it around his head with gentle care.

			In the middle of the sash, just above his forehead, was a symbol: a black dove with blazing white eyes flying in front of the pale blue moon.

			Kirga studied it from his distance. “May I ask what that is?”

			Solomon ran a hand across the symbol with reverence. “This was given to me by one of the gangsters I killed on that day. The name of their gang was ‘Gavalesh’. This was their insignia.” His jaw was clenched but his eyes softened slightly. “Their leader took this sash from his head and handed it to me as he lay bleeding. He told me he was supposed to give it to an Oracle worthy enough to best him in a duel. He also told me that one day I would fight an Oracle who I knew I could not beat, but would choose to fight anyway. He said that day usually came for all Oracles. I am meant to give the sash to them after I am defeated. I do not know why Gavalesh carried on this strange tradition, but for some reason I feel obligated to wear it now. I have carried it on me for my entire life; waiting to duel an Oracle who I know can best me. Now I have met you.”

			“So I take it you will be giving me that sash when I beat you?” said Kirga.

			“I intend to,” said Solomon. “What you do with it is up to you. Burn it if you wish. It matters not once I am dead. But I feel compelled to tell you.”

			“I will hold onto it,” said Kirga. “Perhaps one day I will pass it on as well.”

			“Perhaps.”

			They stared at one another in an eerie silence. Two members of the trio had already been slain throughout the course of this battle. Whatever the outcome, what happened here between the four of them would be recalled in Wenworld history for many generations to come. They both knew that. Kirga the Hellcat versus the Sanfron Trio. Children would one day run through the streets of Porshalla, pretending they were each member of the iconic duel. 

			A hollow wind swept through the street, carrying with it an echoing moan that reverberated off of tall grey walls. Little rising clouds of white dust were carried around them in a soft gale of wind and dust.

			Both Kirga and Solomon ran at each other at the same time. Neither man knew just how long their fight would continue, but they knew that, between Oracles with skill levels as comparable as their own, it would not be quick. 

			Their revitalized clash shook the district and smeared the sky with brilliant blush.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 32: The Rarity of Leadership
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			CHANDI WAS somewhat scared by the state she went into when she thought Ika might be dead. That was a feeling she could only recall experiencing after the death of her parents. She wandered through the forest in that same state of emptiness until a patrol of Porshallan soldiers took her in and gave her shelter before contacting Ajith.

			If she didn’t already know it, Chandi was faced with the realization of just how much Ika meant to her; just how much her peace of mind depended on his well-being. This was a powerful epiphany for her. She would look at Ika differently, if only slightly, from this day forward. There was no denying that.

			They all made it back to the scene of the ongoing battle: the long street outside of Eskarahm Four. The fighting, however, seemed to have come to a halt for now. Barrick’s army was on the far side of the block, having been pushed mercilessly back by Master Cinnamon. They were now hiding behind a tall curving wall of red and black Kanah. It was some kind of barrier defence Curse that swallowed that entire side of the street. It stood at roughly twenty meters in height. Barrick’s men were huddled together on the other side of the transparent wall. They were recovering from wounds and preparing for another assault.

			Princess Marnie’s army was on the side closest to the vault, also taking this time to recover and make further plans.  

			Marnie was back standing on the pile of broken stones, overlooking her exhausted force. Next to her, shockingly, stood Master Cinnamon. He was completely unharmed, standing among an army of officials who could see him executed in the Capital City. Clearly there were just bigger fish to fry.

			The giant turtle, Rurudyn, who carried Pumpkin’s parlour was now gone. Chandi assumed that Pumpkin told the beast to leave the area to save himself. The turtle fought well when it arrived, but it simply wasn’t a creature suited for a battle. It could barely turn when waddling on the ground. Any marginally powerful Curse could seriously wound him. It was probably wise to send Rurudyn to a safe place until this all was over; though, Chandi had a feeling Pumpkin probably sent Rurudyn away just to prevent his establishment from being harmed, therefore causing him a good bit of money.

			“Chandi!” Master Cinnamon called out above the crowd. “Thank Meamara you’re all right. Come over here, all of ya. We’ve got some brainstorming to do before Barrick shows up with his next wave.”

			They pushed, as politely as possible, through the recovering soldiers as they climbed up the debris to sit among the jagged rocks and catch their breath.

			“So she didn’t do anything crazy,” said Pumpkin, who was sitting against a piece of white stone behind where the Princess was standing. “I’m glad. I was worried about you for a minute there, girl.”

			Chandi smiled at the rabbit. “You don’t have to worry anymore. Everything is okay now.”

			“It certainly seems that way,” added Ika, looking questioningly at Cinnamon. “May I ask how you haven’t been put in chains yet?”

			Marnie answered in place of Cinnamon. “My word still means something within the walls of this great city. Yes, everyone recognized Cinnamon pretty much as soon as they saw him, but my constant assurance that he could be trusted managed to quell any fears they had. It was quite the argument for a bit there, but eventually I taught them sense. They don’t trust Cinnamon fully, but they are willing to put aside what they think they know about him in order to handle what we need to handle today.”

			“And that’s not even the best part,” added Cinnamon, smiling wryly as he played with his scarf.

			Chandi paused, raising an eyebrow. “Wait, what do you mean?”

			Cinnamon looked up at the Princess. “Shall I tell them, Marnie?”

			“Go ahead,” she said. “But make it quick. We don’t know how much time we have before Barrick shows up and that barricade is dropped.”

			“What’s going on?” asked Ika, sharing in Chandi’s confusion.

			Cinnamon looked for a moment like he wasn’t sure where to begin. “Well . . .  I take it you two remember the Curse I used that allowed us to train in secret?”

			After a silence, Chandi nodded. “We do. Yes. It would be hard to forget you practically living inside our heads for the better part of two years, Master. Preymava was an uncomfortable but necessary experience. But what about it?”

			Cinnamon tilted his head to gesture to the small army surrounding their vantage point: the Porshallan army.

			Chandi did a double-take. “No.”

			“Bullcrap,” added Ika, clearly making the same assumption.

			“What?” said Prince Keji from behind them. “I still don’t get it. What am I missing?”

			“It is not bullcrap, in fact,” said Cinnamon, seeming rather proud of himself. “Even I underestimated just how loyal these Porshallan men are to their Princess. I can’t believe Marnie actually convinced the lot, but she did.”

			“Convinced them of what?” asked Pattamis, also lagging behind.

			“Marnie convinced the army to allow Cinnamon to use Preymava on all of them, which would let Cinnamon control them. It will link them all and allow for certain . . .  unique advantages. Am I right?”

			“You are,” said Pumpkin, shaking his head. “And I still can’t believe it.”

			“Neither can I,” said Ika. “You’re telling me this entire force is going to let you be the puppeteer who holds their strings?”

			“I am,” said Cinnamon. “Well, not all of them, as the Curse doesn’t let me handle that many. But a good number of them have agreed, only for the coming battle against Barrick. I had to promise Marnie that I would release the Curse as soon as the battle saw its conclusion. But nobody could deny the benefit of using it under these circumstances, once I explained how the ability worked to them. We could fight together like no army in the world currently can. Our effectiveness as a defending unit will be unmatched. 

			“Marnie predicts that Barrick’s supporters will outnumber us once he arrives. But if I utilize Preymava to its full potential, then the numbers mean nothing. We’ll be unstoppable. However, I will be the most unstoppable. This was a great amount of trust placed in me not to try anything crazy with the power I’ll gain from having this many Oracles under my Curse. As far as any of these men know, I’m the king-killing rabbit. Giving me any position of power during this conflict is far beyond what I could expect from these people. But that, my friends, is testament to just how highly they hold this young woman.”

			Marnie blushed and smiled.

			Cinnamon clasped his paws together and stressed every word. “That is leadership, and don’t you ever forget it. To put the word of another above the word of one you despise is true loyalty; it’s true respect. Porshalla, when under the rule of past leaders, never held amongst its ranks this kind of dedication. I’d go as far to say that this great city has never seen a Prince or Princess who could tell their forces to trust one of the most wanted Oracles in Wenworld and have them swallow their apprehension and willingly do so. You two are young, and Keji is younger still. I can’t expect you to understand just how brightly this girl shines. I can’t expect you to know, as deeply and as thoroughly as I do, just what kind of leader Marnie would have to be to inspire Porshallans like she has, especially when these people are lower than they have arguably ever been. All I can expect, as your teacher . . .  is that you pay attention . . .  and maybe learn a little something.”

			Chandi could see a tear glistening in Marnie’s eye. 

			The Princess sighed, the sound of one who was both sad and weary. “If they could aspire to be anyone in life, my friend, it would be you. Your life and happiness have been taken from you for a crime you did not commit. You have been alone, in constant hiding, since before I was even born. I cannot imagine the loneliness you have lived with; that you still live with. The people of this city know I would gladly lay down my life for them. And now they also know I would lay down my life for you. Whatever comes from my public decision to pardon you for your past, I will face it without regret. Let Don-Galaga himself take me to the chopping block. I’ll smile as he does it, knowing that I stood up for my friend. I can think of no better way to go than that.”

			“You shouldn’t have to be punished for failing to capture Master Cinnamon,” said Ika. “That is not your job. You are fighting a battle for the future of the city you are intrusted to protect. You have more important things on your plate than chasing big bounties. That is literally the Death Squad’s job.”

			The blood that was covering Marnie’s face had begun to crust, turning almost black as it hardened along her hairline. Half of her face was scabbing over from the cuts. “I am hoping King Stultis sees it the way you describe it, Ika Ivory. But judging by the fact that this city is only in the state it is because of his neglect, I cannot say I’m willing to put my faith in his diplomacy.”

			“A fair point,” conceded Ika. 

			Marnie walked to the edge of the wide, jagged stone and looked out at her army. “Cinnamon,” she said calmly, “it is time for you to properly address these men. Let them know a little more on how your Curse works and how they can participate in activating it.”

			“Very well,” said Cinnamon. He swallowed nervously and hopped to her side. His voice now carried through the crowd of hushed soldiers, looking up at him with both mistrust and patience. “All right! It is time for me to make use of Preymava. If you would allow me, I will now explain to you the process we must all go through together!”

			Most of the Porshallan warriors had their faces covered by thick plates of white and blue that curved downward like a shield from the top of their pointed helmets. Those who were not wearing helmets—like those whose heads were wrapped in bloody bandages—scowled at the Wenny. 

			Not all of the men were wearing white and blue colours. Some were coated in black armour and sharp helmets, long red feathers sticking out from behind where the ears would be. These men seemed to be the strongest of the lot. Their Kanah could be more easily felt. 

			Chandi noticed that a man they had met earlier, when first arriving in the city, was standing among the dark and imposing figures. It was Captain Lynch. He had joined the ranks in the time that she and Ika snuck away and had that fiasco with Barrick. She was glad to have him fighting with them. She wondered just how many other Porshallan guardsmen might trickle in once the battle intensified. The army that Marnie had managed to amass for this battle could not possibly be all of the soldiers on her side of the war. But many of them were surely busy dealing with the legendary beast Kirga set loose on the lower districts of the city. That Symiria. 

			Apparently it was a colossal centipede, but Chandi never got the chance to see it. She was secretly glad she didn’t, as it sounded like the thing of nightmares, and she had enough of those already. 

			“Preymava is a powerful but very complex Curse,” said Master Cinnamon, pacing back and forth as if lecturing an army of Oracles like they were his newest students. It was a remarkable thing to witness. “I can only use this Curse on those who agree to let its effects take hold on them. It is a rare thing for a Curse to require consent from the victim. To make up for this troublesome stipulation, Preymava comes with a wide variety of uses. Many little tricks can be experimented with by the caster. Mainly, there are four abilities this Curse grants me. The first is the accumulation of my wiling servant’s physical strength. I can control up to three hundred people with Preymava. Sadly, that first part of the Curse caps off at around twenty, so it will be unused for our present peril, as I will need to make use of the full three hundred.

			“The next ability is that of illusory clones. I can create images of each of you and control them as I can yourselves. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you why that could be useful during a battle. That one does allow me to use the maximum number effectively. Even though I use the word control when referring to you, you will still have full mastery over your own bodies. I cannot actually move you like puppets. I can only do that with your illusions.”

			Chandi couldn’t hold back her smile. Seeing Master Cinnamon out in the open and addressing an army like he was a captain himself filled Chandi with a sort of lightness. A hope. 

			She also couldn’t help but glance over at Barrick’s army every minute or so, waiting and recuperating behind the wall of red and black. They were way at the end of the block. There were many bodies lying in the hollow street between where Marnie’s army stood and where Barrick’s hid. That was a deeply upsetting sight. If Ajith could only see where her granddaughter was standing now.

			“The third ability is that of a visual link network. Once you are under my control, I can see exactly what you see. I will be blind to nothing.”

			“I don’t understand!” said a familiar voice from within the mass.

			It was Captain Lynch. He stepped forward to make himself more easily visible. “How can you manage something like that? How is it possible for you to see out of all of our eyes at once? Or, for that matter, fully control our bodies or our clones’ bodies all at the same time? That is simply impossible. No one alive possesses that kind of brainpower!” 

			Cinnamon, slipping back into teacher mode as if it was the most natural state for him, pointed his long violet staff at the captain of the guard. “That is a perfectly reasonable question, good sir! When only having to manage up to ten or so willing servants, I am able to maintain that amount with my own brainpower. But when in full control of three hundred, well, my brain alone, as brilliant as it may be, is not quite enough to handle that strain. But you need not worry, as Preymava allows me to fall into a kind of comatose state. I will be stationary in a meditative position when this happens. The downside of that is that I cannot make use of the first ability, as I stated earlier. When controlling up to twenty servants, their physical strength will be my own. But beyond that I can only make use of them when meditating in that comatose condition, therefore eliminating my ability to use a cumulative strength. 

			“Now, this state I will enter drops my consciousness into a realm where I can monitor all at once. I must be protected during this process, however. If Barrick discovers that I am the source of our army’s sudden boost in effectiveness, I will most likely be a target.”

			“We’ll handle that, Master,” said Ika.

			Cinnamon looked back for a moment, just to wink. “I trust you will.” 

			He turned back to the men. “All that is left now is for me to begin the Curse and for at least three hundred of you to say the proper words for the Curse to take hold on you. I know there are more than three hundred of you here, so the ones who are not taken by the Curse will have to fight freely on their own.”

			Chandi had a feeling the remaining men wouldn’t be too upset about that. 

			Cinnamon cleared his throat. “The words are ‘I swear on my blood and bone that I will serve the caster until they see fit to free me.’ Is that easy enough for you?”

			There was a series of grumbles and bitter remarks that got passed around the ranks.

			“I asked that you trust me,” said Princess Marnie. “You swore that you would. This Wenny will not misuse this power you are granting him. He will help us defeat Barrick, then he will release the Curse.”

			“That is exactly right,” confirmed Cinnamon. 

			There were a few more grumbles, but eventually the men quieted back down.

			Cinnamon warmed up his paws. “All right. If we are ready then, Princess?”

			“I believe we are,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “I want all of you to say the required words. I have never led you astray and I don’t intend to today.”

			Cinnamon brought his paws together and sat back on his wide fluffy legs. “This will act as my resting spot. Are you two ready back there?”

			“We are,” said Ika and Chandi at the same time.

			“Okay, then here we go. Men, say the words immediately after I finish saying the Curse’s name!” He closed his eyes and entered deep meditation. “ . . .  Preymava.”

			Gold Kanah created a bubble around his small frame.

			The gathered crowd spoke at once. “I swear on my blood and bone that I will serve the caster until they see fit to free me.”

			After that Cinnamon’s Aura grew in size and intensity. His golden Kanah also washed over a large chunk of the army. Not all of them could become servants, but enough of them could. The ones who were not coated in a thin Aura of gold let out an audible sigh of relief. Those who were only grimaced and set their jaws in forced determination. This was how it had to be. 

			Chandi watched Master Cinnamon for any sign of movement or dialogue. He did not move an inch or say a word. His consciousness was lost in another place now. He needed to focus in order to see from three hundred pairs of eyes at once. The strategy of the upcoming battle depended solely on his ability to multitask, and to a near godlike degree. 

			“We’ve gotta protect Master at all costs,” said Ika.

			Chandi nodded. “I know. It’ll go fine. Barrick hasn’t even arrived yet with his reinforcements. If we’re lucky, we might be able to take out the force on the other side of that barricade before he gets here.”

			“Whatever happens,” said Ika, turning to face Keji, “you’ve gotta stay out of the fighting.”

			“There has to be some way I can help,” said Keji. His soft blue eyes were pleading.

			Chandi was not very enthused about the Prince being present for the battle at all. He was a Yeryaila; there was nothing he could do here. What assistance was he supposed to bring to the table? Was he meant to sing away Barrick’s forces?

			She felt bad to underestimate him, as he did save their lives when Vedara nearly mangled them. But still, this was no place for him. There were no chandeliers around that he could drop on people’s heads. 

			“You can help us defend Master Cinnamon,” said Ika. “But do not openly engage any men that make it this far. Let Chandi and I handle them. You can serve as a distraction if you want. Is that enough?”

			“Works for me,” said Pattamis. “Distraction I can do. Don’t worry about us.”

			Keji seemed pleased enough by this idea. 

			Princess Marnie walked in front of Cinnamon. She nudged him a few times with her foot. “Hey, you in there?”

			There was no response.

			“He must be deep in it now,” said Ika. “Don’t expect him to be very talkative during the battle.”

			Marnie hummed. “I sure hope this Curse ends up being worth it.” She looked to them with a confident smile. “All right, I’ve got to get down there and command the men who didn’t get absorbed by Cinnamon’s Curse. This battle will begin as soon as Barrick arrives. Good luck.”

			“Good luck to you too,” said Chandi. “You’ve already done so much for this city. I’m just hoping we can end your struggle today.”

			“That’s the idea,” said Marnie, winking. She bent her legs and jumped from the rock, landing somewhere behind the gathering soldiers. 

			Pumpkin waddled over to the edge, looking down after her. “Well, kids, I better go assist her. I want to make sure we’re ready to kill that maniac when he arrives. Stay safe and stay vigilant!”

			He gave them a small salute before jumping down and disappearing among the crowds of tall men. 

			Chandi rolled her head on her shoulders and took in a long breath. It was almost time. She could feel it. She had no way of knowing just how many men Barrick might be bringing with him when he arrived. Maybe even Preymava couldn’t even things out when his force joined the battle. She had only one person to ask who could give an educated guess about what was coming. 

			She turned to him now. “Ika. When you were on your way back up through the districts, just how many of Barrick’s supporters did you pass?”

			Ika sat down on a withered broken board of wood that stuck out from between two pillars. “It’s tough to say. I snuck through as many back alleys as I could to avoid somebody seeing me, and there were too many mingled Kanahs for anyone to sense me. But, even when taking the less busy streets, I still saw huge swarms of the guys. They were everywhere. I don’t know, Chandi, I think we might be in for a bad time.”

			That didn’t comfort her at all. “If only Gira could be here to help us fight. With him and Master Cinnamon, I truly think we’d be unstoppable.”

			Ika looked down at his feet. “I wish he could be here too. There’s no way Vedara killed Uncle Gira. There’s just no way. Even with all the strange things that have happened to us, if somebody told me Uncle Gira was beaten by anybody outside of the Death Squad themselves, I’d say they were Kenpa addicts. I would refuse to believe it. But where in the name of Meamara is he, you know?”

			“I wish I could tell you,” said Chandi. “All I can tell you is that he is alive.”

			He smiled at her weakly. “Thanks.”

			She smiled back. “No need to thank me for stating the obvious.”

			The stare they shared in that moment was broken by the sound of riotous roars that came from the other end of the road. Barrick’s side had erupted into a series of passionate cheers.

			Chandi squinted and looked down toward the wall of red Kanah that acted as their great barricade. She could see the numbers slowly beginning to build. Cluster after cluster of men clad in tattered jackets and red cloaks began to form up with the other supporters who were just finished recovering from the earlier battle. The reinforcements had officially arrived. They had climbed the white stairs and were now waiting on the other side of the shimmering wall. 

			“He’s here,” said Chandi. “Barrick has brought his backup.”

			Ika stood up and moved to the edge of the long jagged stone they stood on. “I don’t see him, though. I just see more men. Where is he?”

			“Maybe he took a wrong turn somewhere?” said Pattamis.

			“It is time, my brothers!” A strong voice thundered through the street.

			“There goes that hope,” said Keji.

			Barrick could now be seen. It was clearly him, as he was being carried on the backs of four large men. He looked down upon his growing army that was now numbering well over three thousand strong. They had filled the other end of the district entirely. Even standing shoulder to shoulder they spilled out of the road and into various abandoned shops and cafes, staring menacingly out at Princess Marnie’s side. 

			“It’s been a long struggle, but it ends today,” said Barrick, throwing his lanky arms above his head. “Over there lies the end to the struggle. All of the weapons we could ever ask for to rule this city are waiting inside of Eskarahm Four! We’ve only ever dreamed of making it this far, but here we are. It’s right there, brothers!”

			Chandi’s stomach was suddenly swarming with butterflies. She tried to steady her breathing. She couldn’t let her nerves get to her now. It was showtime. 

			“The conditions are perfect for a heist, boys! That giant beast is terrorizing half the city, leaving the Princess’ forces divided. We outnumber Marnie. We can have her head on a spike while we party tonight!”

			That got the loudest cheer yet, which distressed Chandi. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to live like Marnie does. Master Cinnamon was right about her; she was far too young to have as much responsibilities as she did. She had to fall asleep every single night knowing in the back of her mind that thousands of merciless thugs wanted to see her die. The mental stress that would put upon someone was too much for Chandi to comprehend. 

			“It is time, brothers! Drop the barrier and let the final bloodbath begin!”

			A row of ten Oracles on Barrick’s side lined up along the inner wall of the barricade. They raised their hands together and faced their palms toward the wall. Red and black Kanah began to be sucked into their hands. Every passing second the barrier was becoming more and more transparent. Eventually, it fully dissipated in the air, leaving their side unguarded.

			Barrick was set on the ground, and with a final war cry coming from his lips, his entire army ran at Marnie with reckless hatred fuelling them. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 33: Honey, This One’s Going the Distance
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			GIRA’S PHYSICAL speed was so great that he was still able to dodge the furiously attacking black beasts that came at him from every angle. Even the giant toad was attacking now, lashing its oily red tongue like a wet whip. 

			The green mist that came from the Meningwaba was still thick in the air around the park. Gira was confident he could’ve found a way to get to Vedara and kill him if it wasn’t for the mist slowing his body down considerably. 

			The other positive of his natural speed, however, was that it gave him ample time to pace his Kanah expulsion. Using too much too fast would render him in too much pain to function, but spacing out his Curses allowed him to keep this fight going without becoming too exhausted. 

			Even though the fight was going well enough thus far, Gira was starting to doubt his earlier plan of engagement. There was no way he could keep this game of cat and mouse going for the remainder of the afternoon. 

			There’s gotta be another way to get this pesky Summon out of the picture, he thought, ducking under a wide swing from the troll’s long arm. He jumped over the smaller, human-like creature that tried to grab hold of him. I am sure that Vedara is building up for another Curse over there. I don’t even know how long it’s been already, but every minute is more Kanah being built for him. This plan has gotta change. Come on, Gira, use your fat head! There’s gotta be another way to beat the Ghadri. Does it have another weakness I’m forgetting?

			Vedara was sitting cross-legged in a patch of unharmed grass, surrounded by a bubble of protective Kanah. Every time Gira came anywhere close to him, the three inky black beasts swarmed around him to prevent him doing anything. It was beyond infuriating. 

			Even though Gira couldn’t get close enough to attack Vedara, there was something else he could manage to get close to: the three black gravestones. When Gira pushed himself to the limit, he was able to get them within range.

			Hang on a minute. If I can’t beat the Summons, is there a way I can break the stones that summoned them? Would that dispel the creature completely? Meamara forgive my idiotic existence, of course! Why didn’t I think of attacking the damn stones?

			 I have to try it. But what if they are impervious to any damage? They must be weak to something. Right now it’s my best shot. I can’t play this as a long game when I move this slow. I’m gunna slip up soon. I need my old speed back. But in order to do that, the Meningwaba has got to go.

			He knelt down and coated his right hand in black Kanah. With one wide sweep he cut his hand through the dirt, lifting up a crumbling sheet of grass that he threw up into the face of the troll as it came at him again. 

			Gira quickly darted past it to get close to the tall gravestone which stood mostly on the left. When it was close enough, he blasted the stone with a beam of black Kanah. It was not a powerful enough attack to destroy the stone, but Gira did notice a new crack running through the emblem in the center. 

			Ah, so it can be damaged. But it looks like it’s going to take quite a bit to get the job done.

			Before he could fire off another Transformation, the Meningwaba dropped next to him, sending shockwaves through the park with its tremendous weight. With one flick of its tongue Gira was sent soaring back. It wasn’t going to be easy getting a good shot at that stone. But he did it once, he could get another chance.

			He brought his foot up to blast the human-like beast in the face with a burst of black lightning. As it stood there twitching in agony, Gira sidestepped it and tried to circle around the toad to come at the stones from a different angle. 

			He had to jump back when the toad lashed its long tongue out again. He was far enough now that the toad was forced to jump closer. Now it was blocking the cracked stone. Gira knew he was too far away from it to hit it with the same Transformation he just used, but he did have one Curse that easily traveled this distance. He just needed the toad to get out of the way; or at least to jump into the air one more time. 

			In order to trick the Meningwaba to do what he wanted, Gira leapt back once again, far enough to be out of the range of its tongue once more. 

			Taking the bait, the massive glossy black toad coiled its legs and fired into the air in pursuit of Gira. As it was hanging in the air above, Gira had his perfect shot of the left stone. He pulled in a breath deep enough to fully fill his chest. His Kanah built up externally around the center of his sternum. His eyes glowed more silver than ever and black smoke seeped from the side of his mouth. 

			With a voice that boomed and sent ripples through the waving grass, Gira said, “Brezatarra Mishtar!” and a steady blast of pure red Kanah exploded out from his chest, travelling through the air as a focused cylinder. It crashed into the stone, shattering it into thousands of pieces. 

			Gira looked over to the troll, knowing that it was the beast the left stone had summoned. Sure enough, there was a flash of red light that peeked through the black liquid on the surface of the creature. Seconds later, there was no form left to be seen. The black liquid hung in the air for a moment before splashing down on the grass, bubbling and churning—seemingly in anger, as it now had nothing to possess.

			It worked, thought Gira. The remnant of the Ghadri remains present but the creature it split up to possess is now banished away. This means all I have to do is destroy all three stones and the Ghadri will have no choice but to return to its original form. And once it becomes a slug, I can kill it. No problem.

			Gira watched as the puddle of darkness quickly slithered through the grass to attach itself onto the form of the giant toad. There were only two Summons now. His plan now was to take out the toad’s stone last. Even if he removed the toad from the fight, he would still be slow, as getting ridding of it won’t expel the green smog which still engulfed the area. But that effect would only last the remainder of the hour, which this duel had already eaten away much of. If he could hang on this long, he could survive long enough to get his proper speed back. 

			In order to break another gravestone, he would need to line up another perfect shot like that. He would have to lure the two creatures left in a way that presented an opening. With one less beast to stress about, that task shouldn’t be out of reach. 

			He dashed as fast as his weakened body could take him over to the rim of the park’s miniature lake. Without thinking, he jumped into the center of the body of water, diving down as deep as he could swim.

			He didn’t see the toad join him, but he did feel it; a significant tug of water moving in the opposite direction of where he was swimming, the force of the Meningwaba’s dive causing a small whirlpool to occur in the pond. He wasn’t sure where the lanky creature could be hiding at this point, but he guessed it would be patrolling the outer rim of the water, looking for where Gira might crawl out from. If that was the case, then Gira had the toad alone in the water.

			He spun his body to face the black monster that was now swimming toward him at incredible speed. He had taken a sizable breath before the dive, but Gira knew he always had an issue with holding his breath under water. He and Ikarus used to hold competitions to see who could stay under water the longest. Gira never won. 

			Gira was currently in the ideal position to use one of his various Curses. Among all Oracles, there were Curses that could be used countless times, and there were Curses that were powerful enough that they required a set period of time to pass before they could be used again. The Curse Gira was about to use was among the latter variety.

			Here goes nothing.

			Watching the toad get closer and closer under the water, Gira brought his fists together and pressed hard. “Tevalirium.”

			Almost immediately after the word left his mouth, the entirety of the pond surrounding where Gira swam was transformed into a block of pure black ice. Gira fell to the bottom and landed on wet mud, as every inch of the pond had been affected except for a few meters around his body. He looked over to see the Meningwaba frozen in place within the slightly transparent black ice. Its long red tongue was captured mid-lash. 

			Gira wiped his soaking forehead. He got his bandana wet; something he hated doing. “Well, I’d say that was worth the use.”

			Tevalirium granted him the ability to manipulate any nearby bodies of water. He could turn any portion he wished into blocks of black ice. He could then manipulate that ice in any way he chose. He could carve it into various shapes, move the giant shards around with boundless levitation, build defensive barriers with them, and release each individual piece back into water at will. But since he had the toad exactly where he wanted him, he figured it best to leave this vast block of solid ice untouched. He had removed the next Summon from the fight. He was free to destroy its gravestone now and get rid of the creature outright.

			Tevalirium, once used in any capacity, could not be used again for thirteen full days. One had to think strategically on when the best time to use it was, as was the way with any Curse that powerful. 

			Gira got out from his hole of ice by leaping from wall to wall until breaking out onto the surface. The ice was dry enough that he didn’t even slip while performing the maneuver.

			He looked around to see a vast sheet of glittering black that spread all the way to the edge of the grass around the park. He could spot several small, multi-coloured fish that were frozen in place along with the monstrous toad. 

			He whistled appreciatively. “You really outdid yourself this time. I was hoping to save Tevalirium until I could get at Vedara again. It would’ve been useful against him, not these annoying Summons. Oh well. I’ve always got other tricks up my sleeve.” He raised his arms and groaned as he performed a deeply satisfying stretch. “All right, let’s wreck that rock.”

			He bent his legs and made one clean jump back to the open field. He noticed the last remaining Summon sprinting toward him from the other side of the ice. He watched as it burst through a low cloud of green smog, swinging its arms wildly and screaming in a high-pitched appalling sound.

			I still don’t even know what creature this one is, but it’s annoying and has to go. I should destroy its stone first if I want to get to the toad’s unbothered. 

			The creature made it to Gira’s side quickly. Quicker than could possibly be expected. It began to lash out at him with multiple strikes delivered in less than a second. Thanks to the Meningwaba’s lingering effects, Gira could not dodge these strikes. Three hit him hard on his upper right thigh while six shots connected with his lower stomach. The pain was immediate and immense. 

			Is it faster and stronger now? Does each Summon gain strength as the stones are destroyed?

			The beast grabbed Gira by the hair and swung him through the air, his feet flailing out in front of him. It slammed him once onto the grass, causing mounds of dirt to fly everywhere, before it tossed him to skip along the field, bouncing on his back and side before sliding to a stop twenty meters toward Vedara and the two remaining stones. 

			Gira tried hard to get back to his feet, but his legs crumpled from the pain. He didn’t think anything was broken from that bashing, as he focused his Kanah to a protective state right as the slimy black hand made contact with his head. Still, the damage was undoubtedly done. Every limb ached like internal fire. 

			He rolled softly onto his stomach and stared at the gravestone of the gangly Summon currently assaulting him. He needed to break it before the beast fell upon him again. It was faster now, so he couldn’t waste this shot. 

			He raised his shaking hands and clapped them together in front of his dirty and sweat-soaked face. “Buunja’Sala”

			A massive black eagle birthed itself from his trembling back, taking flight with tremendous wings. 

			Gira used this Curse already inside of Eskarahm Four. The eagle was a powerful breed of Iron Summon. It didn’t succeed in killing Kirga, but it would be more than enough to get rid of the measly gravestone.

			It screeched loudly as it flew downward toward the stone to Vedara’s right. It was a being of pure focused Kanah, and the destruction it brought when making contact was a beautiful sight. It exploded and completely eviscerated the stone. The explosion of black Kanah was so large it even cut the Meningwaba’s stone in half. The Kanah blew the top half into small black shards that fired off in many directions, leaving the lower half slanted as if it was severed with a blade. Gira sighed with great relief when he saw that. He finally seemed to be catching a break. All three summoning stones were shattered. 

			The Buunja’Sala did its job, but it wasn’t quite enough to burst the bubble of Kanah that surrounded Vedara as he sat and meditated. He was near enough to be engulfed by the explosion, but his Kanah was potent enough to completely deflect the damage.

			Gira rolled onto his back and stared up at what little of the sky he could see through the green smog. He took in a deep breath and let himself feel the pain running through his body. The last Oracle to push Gira this far in a duel was Belasefka. Gira used to spar with a few different members of the Dalada, and Belasefka nearly killed him the last time they trained together. Gira was sure that the man was taking it easy on him as well. 

			He finally managed to push himself back up on wobbly knees. He looked out over the surface of the pond, which was still transformed from his black ice. Moving atop the sheet of black was the inky substance that previously covered the Meningwaba, which was now banished. 

			There was another pool of slithering and shifting black liquid that moved toward the ice at the edge of the pond. It was the ink that came free from the gangly, human-like beast that was now no more. 

			The two pools joined at the end of the pond where a nearby stone pathway led down to a slim beachline. The pool of ink that came from the toad was massive. Once all sections of the blackness were molded together, a new creature began to form from its rising contents. An enormous black slug was being molded into life from the amalgamation of rancid gunge.

			There you are.

			The Ghadri sat pathetically in the grass, showcasing its true form. It was a weak and pitiful creature when not possessing its potential meals. It was slow and had no natural way to defend itself. It was an animal capable of using its own Kanah, but that Kanah was strongest when in its liquefied form. It possessed nearly none when reduced to the lumbering slug. 

			Its eyes were small green balls that protruded from four slimy appendages that stuck out from its round face. The entire length of the body was roughly fifteen meters in length and four in height. It was a repulsive sight. It stared at Gira lamely, almost as if asking for mercy.

			Gira would provide no such thing. He raised his hand above his head and brought forth a powerful Transformation of black Kanah. From the sky above descended a thick bolt of black lightning. The bolt struck the Ghadri directly in the center of its back. 

			Upon impact the beast exploded into pounds of oily mush that coated the surrounding field. Just like that, Vedara’s trickiest Blood Summon was dead. 

			Gira allowed himself another moment to breathe. He closed his eyes and calmed his heartrate. This duel wasn’t over yet. The Summon was dealt with, but Gira still had the mountainous task of finding a way to kill a Kensral who was alive before Gira was even born; a Kensral who survived having his head cut off by Alistair Morga. Finding the hole in his mysterious Curse would be another cause for a headache.

			Gira walked slowly over to where Vedara was seated. He stopped just outside the bubble of the Apostle’s Kanah, staring down at his passive face. “What are you preparing for, Vedara? You’ve got another trick up your sleeve you’re getting ready to pull out. Well, the jig is up. The Ghadri is gone. Dead.” He clapped his hands. “Time to move to the next stage of this duel. Are you really gunna make me break this bubble? You’re not gunna cooperate and just get up?”

			As he looked down at Vedara, still deep in meditation, Gira thought more on his situation. His body was not quite ready to take on the Apostle again just yet. Vedara had been spending the entire fight with the three Summons building up and focusing his internal energy. Gira, meanwhile, had expended most of it defeating the Ghadri. He could tell he had been using far too much of his own energy, as his body was filled with an uncomfortable sensation. When expending too much Kanah in too short a time, an Oracle’s body felt similar to how one’s arm felt when they rested their head atop it for too long; it felt asleep, numb and tingling with an unnatural emptiness. Gira’s whole body tingled like it had fallen asleep. 

			He had a choice to make. Vedara’s Kanah was already in a better place than his own. He was in no place to tangle with the larger man; not currently. But if he had even a small amount of time to meditate himself, Gira could build up enough to begin this duel again. The green smog of the Meningwaba was going to disappear soon as well. Forty minutes had almost passed since the beast was summoned. Gira wondered whether it would be better for him to let Vedara remain in his deep meditative state, if only to take the necessary time to recuperate himself, rather than waking this bear when it wasn’t ready for its next move.

			After humming and rubbing his chin for a minute, Gira made his decision. He walked a few meters away from Vedara and sat down in the grass. He brought his hands together and began to meditate. But he told himself he would only focus his Kanah until the smog was gone and his natural speed was returned to him. Then, no matter if his Kanah was as recovered as it could be, Gira would attack Vedara and restart this fight. 

			Even though he knew this was the best course of action, Gira couldn’t shake the feeling that Vedara’s incredibly deep meditation was leading up to something very bad. He hoped he had enough Kanah to face it when it came. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 34: One-Rabbit-Army

			[image: ]

			PURE MAYHEM consumed the street once Barrick and his men began their clash with Princess Marnie and hers. Blood began to be spilled once more, bodies falling on top of each other and Curses lighting the now darkening sky. Ika watched the battle from his vantage point with a mixture of horror and fascination. 

			The battle had been going for fifteen to twenty minutes by now. The dark cloud from the earlier explosion was thick enough now to produce rain. It began to fall slowly but picked up to a harder downpour as the harsh battle carried on. 

			Throughout all the shouting and cursing in the loud rain, the beast Kirga summoned while inside Eskarahm Four could still be heard. And it sounded like it was growing slowly closer to the vault. Its roars and ear-splitting screeches were carried by the wisping wind. Evidently Symiria had become bored destroying the other districts of the city and was now moving their way. Ika hoped the centipede would kill more of the enemy force than theirs, were the creature to actually arrive on the scene.

			He and Chandi were still standing ready to protect their master. Cinnamon was still sitting and meditating, currently in the process of using his intricate Curse, Preymava. 

			The Curse was already coming through for them in the battle. Cinnamon was confusing Barrick’s larger army by creating clone after clone of the men who he held under the Curse’s effect. A thug who worked under Barrick would aim a Transformation of red Kanah at one of Marnie’s soldiers, then watch as the image of the soldier dissipated in thin air. There was no way for the enemy to tell which ones were clones and which ones were real enemies. And while one thug was occupied by a clone, the real Porshallan soldier would hit them with their own Transformation, or even stab them in the back with a small combat knife. The clones could not actually strike any of Barrick’s men, as they were more akin to illusions than physical clones; but the confusion they brought to the enemy was priceless.

			The other aspect of Preymava that Master Cinnamon made flawless use of was the unique teleportation it allowed him. Back when he was using it to keep Ika and Chandi’s training a secret from Alice, he would transport them to the Hill of Memories from Turquoise Town, leaving two clones in their place. It was the perfect ruse. Now Cinnamon was able to move each of the three hundred soldiers under his control around the battlefield at will. He could move one out of harm’s way if they clashed with one of Barrick’s Oracles who used a stronger Curse, he could take one soldier and move it behind an enemy’s back to get a quick and easy kill, and he could move several of them to fill in gaps in the defensive line that tried to hold back the tide of incoming aggressors. 

			A few times Cinnamon attempted to send soldiers right to where Barrick stood, but they were quickly killed. Once Barrick sniffed out just what was going on, he doubled the defensive circle around himself. He was surrounded by large men who were ready to swing at anything that popped up with large wooden clubs. Some of them had nails embedded in them; others were wrapped in barbed wire. 

			Even though the head of the snake was currently out of reach, Cinnamon was still performing brilliantly. He was single-handedly holding Marnie’s army together. The amount of skill required for an Oracle to maintain so many different fronts in one battle was remarkable. His mind had to be split hundreds of different ways to perform as efficiently as he was. 

			“Something’s not right about this!” yelled Chandi. She was drenched by the rain and shivering because of it. 

			Ika still stood protectively over his master. He looked back at her for only a moment before scanning the battle again. “What do you mean?”

			“Barrick has a lot of men here, but this can’t be all of them. He has to have more followers than this! Where are they?”

			Ika had to agree with her. A few thousand men was a problem for them right now, but this was not the entire force under the man’s command. Ika passed more than three thousand when travelling back up from the lower district. He had to wonder himself now where the rest were hiding.

			“I think you have a point,” he said, moving his wet hair out of his eyes. “I don’t know where the others are. Maybe they’ve been held up by Symiria like the rest of Marnie’s men! It sounds like the beast is moving around the lower districts. It seems to be coming closer to us moving west. Maybe some of Barrick’s backup forces have come in contact with it.”

			Keji gripped both skinny shoulders and shivered. “I sure hope more don’t come. There’s quite a lot here already!”

			Pattamis was soaked so badly that his usual baby blue colour was now a dark indigo shade. His large glowing white eyes were slanted in agitation. “What I hope is that it stops bloody raining!”

			Another ground-shaking roar rippled through the air. 

			“It does sound like its coming back this way!” said Chandi. “Do you think Kirga is calling it back?”

			Ika shook his head. “Something tells me Kirga doesn’t have full control over that monster. They have an agreement for the summoning, but I think that now that it’s here, Symiria is going to destroy and eat whatever it wants to!”

			“I just hope it doesn’t decide to eat us,” said Pattamis. 

			Over the madness of the battle, Ika could see flashing lights above the rooftops. Flares of gold and white dancing across the black clouds. 

			Kirga’s still fighting down there. How have the Sanfron Trio not killed him yet? I saw just how powerful they were with my own eyes. They wiped out a whole force of Barrick’s thugs with that white dragon Curse. Melted their damn faces off. Yet Kirga is taking all three of them on by himself? Unless Wriliara is still with him over there. Yes, that must be it. There’s no way Kirga can take them alone. I refuse to believe it. Although, they did cut down literally every member of Kimiala inside of the vault. I never saw that coming either. I don’t know what to think anymore. Maybe I should drop my habit of underestimating the man. You’d think I would’ve learned that after a weakened Vedara kicked my ass.

			Despite the battle going on for some time now, nobody had managed to reach Master Cinnamon yet. It was clear based on the man’s movements that Barrick had put together the abilities of Preymava. But based on the fact that Cinnamon was not being targeted in any way, Barrick must not have figured out that the Wenny Rabbit sitting atop the pile of rubbish was the puppet master behind his struggles. 

			“It doesn’t look like our bodyguard abilities are going to be needed here,” said Ika.

			Chandi stepped up next to him, holding her hand over her eyes to shield the rain and look down on the battle. “I’m starting to think the same thing, Ika. Those dummies don’t know who is casting this Curse. This battle could go well for us after all.”

			Pattamis’ gruff voice called out from behind them. “I don’t know about that one, honey. We’re currently killing more of them than they are of us, thanks to the rabbit. But how long before his three hundred men dwindle down to too little to make a difference? This battle could go on for a while. Holding this line could take hours for all we know. Can Cinnamon keep this up for that long?”

			Ika understood where Pattamis was coming from. This was not going to be a quick skirmish. They would be here a while; even longer than expected if more of Barrick’s men caught up from wherever they were being held up. 

			“Let’s just wait to see how this goes,” said Ika. “If Symiria is moving locations, maybe Marnie’s men are free to come back us up now.”

			“Either that,” said Pattamis, “or it ate them all and is now roaming for its next meal!”

			Ika was not looking forward to the possibility of having to deal with a gigantic centipede that towered over skyscrapers. Judging by the glimpse he and Chandi got of only one of the thing’s legs, it was gargantuan.

			He pushed the disturbing and terrifying thought aside to look back down at the clash. Marnie’s soldiers had brought up a sort of Kanah wall of gold and green. It wasn’t nearly as tall as the red and black barricade Barrick’s men used earlier, but it was thick enough to push back the larger army and deflect any of their incoming Transformations. 

			Marnie herself could be spotted along the frontline, pushing back with her section of the shield. She was bloody and bruised. She had been fighting for a while. The girl was made of pure steel, evidently. 

			“How long before they piece together who is casting the Curse?” asked Keji, still shivering. 

			Ika looked over at a few men nearest to Barrick who were pointing in their direction and whispering into Barrick’s ear. “Well, my friend, something tells me it won’t be too long. But it doesn’t really matter. They can’t get this far back if they can’t breach Marnie’s line. If she holds, we’ll be fine.”

			It was going to be a long battle. It was all about who could hold out longer. Ika just hoped Master Cinnamon didn’t get too fatigued using Preymava for an extended period of time. If his Kanah gave out, they would truly be screwed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 35: Degradettem
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			IT WAS a truly bizarre sight. Gira and Vedara were both intent on killing each other, and yet there they sat on the green grass right in front of each other, peacefully meditating. They were building and focusing their Kanahs for the next stage of this enduring duel. Vedara was in a better position, as he started sooner while Gira was expending his own Kanah taking care of the Ghadri and its three possessed beasts. Gira was recovering, but his Kanah was behind the level of acuity that his opponent’s was at the moment. 

			More time had passed since the death of the giant black slug. The sky over the park was still full of green mist, though it was much thinner now than before. The Meningwaba had expelled the Kanah-infused gas nearly a full hour ago. A few more minutes and it would dissipate completely and Gira’s full physical speed would return to him. That is exactly what he was waiting for. 

			Even though most of his consciousness was lost in meditation, Gira dedicated a portion of his brain to monitoring his body’s weight. The second he began to feel lighter, like a boulder was removed from his back, he would know that the toad’s slowing effect was gone for good. Then he would release his meditation and attack Vedara with all he had. 

			He could already feel the weight slowly lifting, pound by pound. He knew this to mean the hour was almost at its close. The fact that he was being held up this long with Kirga’s Apostle troubled him

			How long have we been fighting? Who knows where Ika and Chandi could be by now. I wish I could catch up with them to see if they’re safe, but I have to get through this big oaf first. He’s a talented Oracle. That complex summoning technique he made use of was one of the most innovative and impressive that I have seen. If Vedara is able to pull tricks like that out of his sleeve, I wonder what his next move might be after meditating for this long. He’s bound to have a serious Curse in his arsenal. Am I getting nervous? I’ll never admit that if I survive this. WHEN I survive this, I mean. This guy’s really getting to me. 

			Gira could feel his internal energy bubbling back up to a serviceable state. He was strong again, but not as strong as he was. He might have it in him for one special Curse. Seppervein was the most powerful Curse Gira could use, but there was another that came close. It didn’t take the same kind of toll on his body that Seppervein did, but it did take a full two years to recharge after using. This forced Gira to think hard on whether the situation he was in warranted the use of it. What if he entered another dangerous fight within the next two years? He would be unable to use this powerful ability. He had to think wisely. Vedara was certainly not worth Seppervein; but was he strong enough to force Gira to pull out his next best thing? He would soon find out.

			He continued his meditation until his body felt as light as a feather. He felt he could propel himself into a backflip with little effort. 

			That was it. His full speed had returned to him. 

			He opened his eyes and looked to the sky. A thundercloud was overhead, dark and puffy. He could see streaks of white lightning in the distance, followed by the far-off boom of thunder. It was going to rain soon, but at least the Meningwaba’s smog was completely gone now. 

			He got to his feet and cracked his back with a groan. “All right, big guy. Time for another round. This one seems to really be going the distance. You’re tougher than I gave you credit for. I can tell you I killed Panther a lot faster than this. I think our fight only lasted twenty minutes or so. I’m gettin my money’s worth tonight.”

			He wiped his forehead and walked leisurely over to the muscular man still sitting cross-legged in tranquil fashion. He made it to the edge of Vedara’s protective bubble before halting. “You’re gunna make me swing first, eh?” He glanced up at the coming storm. “Fair enough. But I should warn you that storms are my bread and butter. Lightning and I have always got along, you see.” He raised his hand high above his head. “I’ll prove it.”

			It didn’t take long before his open palm began to spark and fizz with Kanah. There was almost a gravitational pull with Gira’s hand as the source. It was as if his hand was absorbing the natural energy of the nearby storm. 

			“Time for a wake-up call.” 

			Performing a miraculous Transformation, Gira called down not just one bolt of thick black lightning, but several. Each one burnt a hole in the clouds and fell through the sky leaving a trail of white smoke. They crashed upon the bubble around Vedara, creating a sound like the breaking of the world.

			Gira leapt back to escape the blast that came from the impact. A tall swirl of white smoke rose from the spot where Vedara was sitting, spinning and picking up speed like a thin tornado. 

			When the smoke finally cleared, Vedara stood alone in a patch of scorched black grass. His hands were clenched into fists and his eyes burned purple and trailing black. 

			“You took care of the Ghadri,” he stated, his deep voice booming. “Not bad. It took me years to get that monster to cooperate with me. I never thought I’d meet the Oracle who could kill it.”

			“I’ve been known to surprise,” said Gira. 

			Vedara’s Aura pulsed dark purple around his huge body. His long black hair hung in front of his face. “This has been fun, but it’s time now for my final trick.”

			Gira nodded, sighing as he did. “Yeah, I figured you were meditating to prepare for something.”

			“This is your final chance to run away and save your life,” said Vedara in a strangely calm way.

			Gira bit his lip. “No, I think I’m going to stay right here. I believe you are too dangerous to be left alive. Killing you will weaken Kirga overall; so killing you is just what I plan to do, thank you.”

			Vedara looked down for a moment, then brought his eyes back to Gira. “Very well. I admire your bravery. But this is over now.” He brought his palms together and closed his eyes. “Degradettem.”

			Gira cracked his knuckles. Here we go. 

			A burst of purple light expanded out from the point of Vedara’s joined hands. That light came forth like a wave, quickly washing over Gira and covering an area taking up most of the park they stood in. The light did stop, however. Not only did it stop, but it formed itself into a kind of tall purple dome, trapping Gira and Vedara within its boundary. Even the air within the massive dome was now tinged with violet. 

			Gira was hesitant to breathe this peculiar air, but found that nothing had changed about it; at least as far as he could tell. 

			“So what happens now?” he asked. “You’ve just made everything pretty. Is this your way of proposing a truce?”

			Vedara stood glowering at Gira, his teeth bared behind his thick black beard. “This is my most powerful Curse. In this place . . .  I am equal to Meamara. I am the creator.”

			Gira found that statement to be the most egotistical thing he had ever heard.

			In one second Vedara was standing no less than ten meters away from Gira, and the next he was right behind him. The change in location was faster than a blink. 

			What the—

			Vedara swung his fist like a hammer against the side of Gira’s head, sending him bouncing across the ground. Before Gira could come to a proper stop, Vedara changed places yet again. Now Gira’s limp body smashed into the trunks of the man’s two legs, coming to a stop at the ends of his long black boots. 

			Gira’s pained breathing was halted by Vedara’s hand clasping his throat and choking him. He lifted Gira up into the air and stared smiling at his fearful face.

			“As I said, Ivory, I am equal to the Lady herself now. I cannot be beaten.”

			He reeled back with Gira’s throat still in his grip and tossed him into the air like a javelin.

			Gira coughed and shook his head, now soaring upward through the violet air. As he attempted to steady his body, putting his feet below him and preparing to drop, he was caught by something. He looked behind him in pure shock to see Vedara now holding him to his chest, smiling like a taunting demon. 

			He was hovering in place several meters off the ground.

			“What will you do, little Ivory? Will you yield and end this?”

			Gira could not even form words for a response. This Curse was insanity. Vedara was literally flying. That fact alone was enough to make Gira wonder if he was dreaming this for a few moments. Even the Dalada could not fly; at least not freely without some catch. There were some Curses that granted the caster wings, but they did not last very long and could not take the caster very far. What Vedara appeared to be doing currently was weightlessly floating.

			Don’t be crazy, he thought, still held in place by Vedara’s powerful arms. Of course there’s a catch. It’s this dome. He can clearly move around within it in any way he chooses. That includes the ability to fly. All I have to do is get out of the dome . . .  and as fast as I humanly can. I do not want to be fighting him in here.

			Vedara lifted Gira above his head and threw him down toward the field with all his strength. Gira fell with incredible speed, crashing hard onto the ground and sending up large clumps of uncovered dirt and mud. 

			Gira focused his Kanah to his back, softening the landing as much as he could. The pain was still terrible, but his body remained functional. He crawled out of the hole he just created and looked up at Vedara, hovering there like the image of God. 

			Gira could still make use of his earlier Curse, Tevalirium, as it remained activated as long as the black ice created remained frozen or unbroken. Knowing this was one of his only means for distraction, he raised his hand in the direction of the park’s pond, still frozen over by his black ice. 

			Two massive chunks of ice, like floating rectangles of twinkling and dripping black, flew over at Vedara by Gira’s command. Vedara held one hand out to the side, not even giving Gira the courtesy to look in the direction of his attempted attack, and shattered both giant slabs of ice into tiny pieces with a tight fist.

			“You’ll need better than that, little Ivory.” 

			One after another Gira tossed long shards of ice at the hovering Apostle. Each one was effortlessly swatted away as if they were nothing more than mere annoyances. Vedara, currently, was untouchable. 

			Gira abandoned his plan for the ice and went into a dead sprint toward the nearest wall of the dome. When he reached it, he stuck his arm out to test whether the barrier could be passed. It could not; his hand brushed up against the Kanah as if it was solid brick.

			Vedara bellowed a laugh from behind him. He was back on the ground again, only a few meters behind Gira. “You cannot escape this place, Gira. You and I are alone in here. This park will become the location for your final duel. Turn and face that destiny like a man.”

			Gira kept his hand resting on the wall before him. He looked forward and tried to see through the dome. The world outside was visible, but only as a wavy and unclear image. 

			There was one sight beyond that did raise his spirits, however. Even through the haze of purple and violet Kanah, Gira could see that the distant storm was right above them now. It had come, and there were already the faint beginnings of a great downpour hitting the roof of Vedara’s dome. 

			He smiled. He couldn’t help it. Just when his luck was going tremendously sour, Lady Meamara decided to come through for him in the end. Gira was most comfortable in a storm. He was also, undoubtedly, most powerful.

			“Your family is more important than you allow the public to believe, isn’t it?” asked Vedara.

			Gira’s smile faded. He turned. “I’m sorry?”

			Vedara walked closer until he was only three meters away. “You heard what I said.” He smirked. “The Ivory family. I have been alive a long time. Not nearly as long as Don-Galaga, but still far longer than you. I have met members of your family before. Some of them were close with Don-Galaga. Your bloodline has been connected with the Capital City for multiple generations.”

			“The history of my family is no business of yours,” replied Gira.

			Vedara hummed thoughtfully. “You know, I have a sneaking suspicion that even you don’t know everything there is to know about the Ivory family. I’m willing to bet that the old man didn’t share much with you in that regard, no matter how close you may have been with him.”

			Gira was not fond of the Apostle’s tone on this subject in particular. “Don-Galaga shared more with me than you’d think. Why are you speaking to me about this? What use is this conversation during this duel? Is this a pathetic attempt at mind games?”

			“Well,” said Vedara, “seeing as how you’re going to die soon, I wanted to get any new information about your family from you as I could. They fascinate me. I plan to have my own name be very famous someday. Fighting beside Kirga, I’m sure I can achieve it. The more we grow, however, the more of your family’s influence I see traces of. Quite peculiar, wouldn’t you say?”

			Gira was not keen on where this conversation was going, so he made the decision to end it. He dashed toward Vedara with the full use of his returned speed. Even so, Vedara was gone by the time he reached where the man was standing. He had moved behind Gira yet again, this time punching him hard in the right kidney before vanishing once more. 

			Gira tasted blood in his mouth after that one.

			What followed was a series of attacks from a rapidly teleporting Vedara. He would blink into existence, strike Gira in any number of places, then blink back out again. He did this for several minutes as Gira attempted to dart around the dome to avoid it. There was no way to stop the bombardment. He was being beaten to death by an opponent he couldn’t hit back. Vedara was simply too fast. He could transport himself to any place within the Curse at will. Not only that, but Gira noticed these physical attacks were harming him more than usual as well. So not only was the gargantuan man more agile, but he was also stronger. 

			Gira ran behind a tree momentarily before Vedara blinked back in front of him and threw a wild kick. Gira ducked it and Vedara’s leg cut the thick tree completely in half. The top section fell onto a nearby stone pathway with a resounding crash.

			I just need that storm outside to pick up, thought Gira, still running for his life. Lightning. I need lightning! The worse that storm becomes, the more power I can harness from it. But I have to last in here until the lightning really starts to strike out there. The thunder is getting louder, but I’m still not seeing the white light of any falling bolts. It could be another few minutes until the eye of the storm rests over the dome. But he’s battering each of my internal organs. It feels like an elephant is standing on my chest and a lion is gnawing on my thighs. This day sucks. 

			Vedara blinked into form a few inches in front of Gira’s shocked face. Gira only had enough time to register the reek of the man’s breath before being kicked in the middle of the stomach. He flew backward so fast his body broke through another one of the park’s oak trees, littering the walkway with wooden splinters and the fallen wreckage of the treetop. 

			Gira rolled onto his stomach and pushed up to rest on his knees. He spit up a large glob of bright blood that coated his chest. It was difficult to breathe. Each intake sounded like a broken wheeze. His eyes were watering and the entire length of his back stung like the skin was holding inside him a swarm of furious bees that were killing him from within. 

			Suddenly, there was a flash of bright white outside the dome. Then came another. Then another. 

			Even in his anguish, Gira smirked, wiping the leaking blood from the side of his lip. He could turn this thing around. He had the means now to make this a more even game. 

			Vedara had a puzzled look on his stony face. “Does something about this situation amuse you?” 

			“As a matter of fact, yes,” said Gira. “I should let you know that I am at my best in conditions such as these.” He titled his head back and looked up to the roof of the dome, where more white flashes lit the sky, bringing with them deafening thunder.

			The realization dawned on the Apostle’s face. “I see.”

			Gira bent his legs and the lower half of his body was engulfed by black Kanah that sparked with dark bolts. He used his coiled legs to jump as high as his own power would allow. He hung in the air for a few moments, hands raised above his head to gain as much height as he could possibly manage. The palms of each hand began to suck in long strings of energy from outside the dome that appeared to the naked eye as waves of diaphanous heat.

			He only needed to siphon that energy in the air for a few seconds for the effect to take hold. As he began to fall back to the ground, the entirety of Gira’s body was now covered in pulsing black Kanah, and his eyes glowed a pure and breathtaking silver. He was the embodiment of the storm, lightning dappling his shoulders and sparking from behind his head. 

			Vedara teleported to a space right in front of Gira as he was falling, attempting to strike him with an attack while he was in mid-air. 

			Gira simply held out both hands and blasted Vedara with an explosion of black lightning. 

			Vedara flew to the other side of the dome, bouncing hard off of the wall and falling into a triangle of large oak trees. His large body bounced again off of several branches on his way down to the stone sidewalk below, where his weight cracked the foundation. 

			In spite of the gruesome fall, Vedara was up rather quickly, shaking his head and barring his teeth in a rage. He knew the game had changed again. Just when it seemed like he had the Ivory where he wanted him, the storm outside leveled the field.

			Lightning only picked up from around the dome, and Gira continued to consume the immense amount of natural energy it provided. He stood submerged in a churning tempest of raw power. He was a frightening thing to behold. He was the image of death. 

			Vedara teleported yet again, this time directly behind Gira. He gathered dark Kanah to his fist and aimed a punch at the back of Gira’s head. 

			It was a pointless effort.

			The energy gathered around Gira immediately burned most of the skin from Vedara’s forearm. It was also strong enough to blast him backward. No physical attack would work on Gira when he conjured the will of the storm like this. He was nearly invulnerable. Only a truly sublime Oracle could break through his defence at this point. No one outside of the Dalada would have a good chance of outmuscling him currently. 

			Vedara, instead of taking the physical approach, gathered violet Kanah into his hands and began to shape it into a large ball, similar to a child forming a snowball. He then threw this dense collection at Gira.

			Gira swatted it away without much strain. He then, with physical speed so great he could not be seen by even a trained eye, kicked Vedara in the center of the chest. Not only did the force of it launch Vedara yet again into the barrier of his own creation, but the black lightning that leaked from Gira’s leg surrounded Vedara and seemed to follow him through the air, shocking him furiously and continuously as he writhed on the ground in torment. 

			Gira walked toward his opponent, and each step he took brought with it the sound of thunder. The thunder outside was quieter than the steps of Gira in that moment. He was truly a walking storm.

			The lightning around Vedara finally faded after a full minute had passed. He pressed his wide hands against the wall of the dome, crawling almost pathetically back to his trembling feet. Despite his state, he laughed deeply from his stomach. He laughed so hard that thick globs of blood fell upon the grass. 

			Gira’s bright smile could only be seen faintly through the dark clouds around his torso. “Does something about this situation amuse you?”

			Vedara laughed even harder, now howling like a crazed dog. When he finally stopped, he sneered. “As a matter of fact, yes.” 

			Gira stopped walking, sensing something unusual about Vedara’s internal Kanah. It was churning and bubbling in a way that he had not yet sensed from him, in all rounds of their long duel thus far. 

			Vedara’s breathing became harried. It sounded like an excited pant. “You . . .  h-have fought w-well, Ivory. This duel has been one of the best in my long life. I’m beginning to w-wonder . . .  if it just might be my last after all. After I play this final card, I will surely find out. If it is my l-l-last, well . . .  then I t-thank you for an entertaining final show.”

			For whatever reason, Gira stopped advancing. He stood still where he was and waited for whatever was coming. 

			Gradually, over a period of multiple long minutes, the dome Vedara had erected began to fade away. The more it did, the more the downpour of rain filled the empty spaces and drenched the two combatants. The air lost its violet colour and returned to normal. 

			Degradettem was no more. But the Apostle still had a final card to play. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 36: The Last Duel of the Great Bear

			[image: ]

			VEDARA’S ALREADY long stature began to elongate even more. His thick limbs seemed to stretch and expand until they were as thin as the average man’s, but thrice as long. Thick patches of pure black fur began sprouting from the tanned skin all over the Apostle’s body. His mane of black hair grew six times in length, morphing into his wide back and growing along his whole body.

			Gira knew exactly what was happening. Vedara was a Kensral after all. This was the final card that any Kensral could play: their animal form. Vedara was now standing before Gira as a massive black bear. His head was as large as Gira’s whole torso. His furry legs were thick and heavily muscled. His paws were a foot wide each, easily large and powerful enough to take a grown man’s head off with an idle swing.

			Vedara took in a long breath and then roared. A shockwave came from his mouth that took Gira off his feet and split the clouds in the sky above like they were separated by a giant knife. 

			Gira managed to land on his feet after the wave sent him through the treetops. This is it. This is the last thing he has in him. He just said it himself. If I can best him in this bear form, then the duel is mine. I still have the power of the storm on my side. As long as I have that, we are fighting on even ground. The real question is how long this storm is going to hold for. It could either weaken in intensity or just blow over within the next ten minutes or so. I have to end this fast. I can’t let Vedara start gaining the upper hand.

			Gira raised both hands above his head and began to absorb the energy of the storm again. This time Vedara’s dome was no longer there to hinder the amount of absorption he could manage. He was now gathering vast amounts of energy, powering the black sparks that surrounded his body. 

			Vedara fell down onto all fours and started running toward Gira at full speed. Slobber was flying from his hungry mouth and water was being shaken from his wet black fur as he barrelled down the stone sidewalk. 

			When Gira was satisfied that he gathered enough power, he made a fist with his right hand and punched the air in the direction of the rapidly approaching bear. Black lightning shot from Gira’s fist with the same speed as the white lighting above fell from the clouds. The bolt struck Vedara in the center of his head. 

			It had no effect. He shrugged it off and continued running, not halting for even a moment. Gira fired multiple other attacks consisting of dark Kanah and striking lightning. Again and again the attacks were powered through. Vedara was never scarier than he was in that moment. His purple eyes were dilated with hunger and his mouth still hung open in a mindless ecstasy. He was in a different state of mind when in his bear form. He was truly a wild beast in every way conceivable. 

			Vedara finally reached Gira, but thanks to the harvested power, he was far too fast to hit directly. Vedara swung his huge paws in many different directions, but he only swiped through empty air every time. Gira would change locations before the paw made contact. It was as if the two of them had traded places from their earlier exchange; now Gira was the one who evaded perfectly. The only difference was that he was not actually teleporting; he was simply so fast that it appeared to be a form of instant teleportation. 

			This cat and mouse game went on for a time. Vedara chased Gira around the park while the torrential downpour carried on. As the minutes went by, however, that downpour began to slowly soften. Not only that, but there were even rays of sunshine that cut through the thick clouds above. It was late afternoon by now. The air was still cold, as it was late December, but those blades of light did provide a kind of hopeful warmth. The only one getting any hope out of the returning sun would be Vedara, though. Gira needed this storm to last far longer than it appeared to be. He needed this to last the rest of the afternoon, perhaps until the Morphing. 

			His impressive speed began to falter as the minutes continued to fall away. Gira’s natural physical swiftness was no-doubt astonishing, but it would not be enough to outmaneuver this demonic bear that snapped and swiped at him with bloodthirsty passion. 

			Gira used Tevalirium to toss more remnants of black ice at the bear as he darted in and out of the trees, attempting to gain some distance between them. Even though the blocks of ice did nothing to harm Vedara, they did succeed in slowing down his sprint. Each chunk threw off his run and sent him sliding in the wet grass, giving Gira a few precious seconds to make it further into the middle of the park. 

			On and on this dance went. No matter how lengthy the chase, Vedara never lost that wild look in his eyes. There was little doubt that, if he managed to get his jaws on Gira, he would happily ragdoll him to death. 

			The rain finally came to a full stop. The clouds were still above, but instead of being thick and black, now they were spread out thin and grey. The storm was over. With the loss of the storm came the loss of Gira’s advanced state of power. He was back to normal now, standing resolutely in an array of golden flowers planted behind a large circular fountain of white stone that spewed clear blue water. 

			He turned around to see Vedara staring at him, actually standing still now next to the remains of a tree he just demolished. He stood there, panting heavily for a minute, before running wildly toward Gira again. This time Gira could’ve sworn he saw an obvious smile on the bear’s face. 

			I didn’t want to use it. I didn’t want to use this Curse, but now I really have little choice. Well, Vedara, you’ve pushed me farther than any wanted Oracle has in a long time. You’re going to force me to use a Curse that I will be unable to use for two full years after today. I just pray to Meamara that I’m not wasting the use.

			Gira slowly spread his legs apart, forming a steadier stance. He closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose, then let it out through his mouth. He focused Kanah in a specific kind of way that prepared his body to perform this unique ability. Doing so caused an uncomfortable sensation throughout his body. It was a mixture of pain and intense warmth. The warmth was most potent right where his heart was located, like the pumping organ was now being held over a fire. 

			He took in one last breath, then opened his silver eyes. In order for this Curse to work, he had to have his eyes focused on his opponent. He glared at Vedara hungrily. “Halevein.”

			Vedara completely froze in place. His purple eyes were previously enraged and voracious, but now they had become terrified and confused. If one could look through Vedara’s eyes in that moment, they would see that the entire world had gone black. Vedara was standing in a sea of endless darkness where Gira was the only other visible thing. The rest of the world was an abyss. 

			“Can’t move, can you?” said Gira, walking up to a meter in front of the gigantic bear, unafraid of the consequences. 

			Vedara just trembled in place. He was unable to move a muscle. 

			“What you’re experiencing right now is my second most powerful Curse. Now that I have used it, I’m sorry, but this fight is over. I know you wanted me to use Seppervein. You wanted to be the one to push me to fall back on that ability. You wanted to force me to use it and still defeat me, so you could boast about that feat. You never pushed me enough for that. That’s sad in a way.”

			The realm of encompassing blackness around the both of them now began to be lit by little purple lights, like thousands of distant starts twinkling beautifully.

			Vedara’s body slowly morphed back into its human form. He did not do this voluntarily. He was being reduced to a weaker form against his will. Eventually he was standing before Gira with his bare arms outstretched, as if he was being held in place by a complex series of invisible bondage. He was tender and altogether human once more.

			“What . . .  what have you done to m-me?” he asked, his eyes still dilated in fear.

			Gira started to pace around the tall man, inspecting him with unimpressed eyes. “You belong to me now, friend. There is nothing you can do to escape this Curse. If I have you in my sight when I speak it, you are reduced to nothing more than my puppet. You have no agency over your body, nor your own Kanah. If I’m going to find out how to kill you once and for all . . .  this Curse would be my best chance at discovering your secret. I’ll just have to poke at you like an experiment until I uncover how you’ve survived this long; and how the hell you survived having your whole face melted off.”

			Vedara struggled, pulling harshly against invisible bonds. “You really think you can kill me? I am Vedara Minastrata Bargalav! I will still be here when your grandchildren are learning their first Curses! I will become more powerful than Don-Galaga himself! Migra promised me.”

			Gira’s body stiffened at the mention of the wicked woman who haunted so much of Wenworld’s history. “Ah yes, Migra; the cruel girl who grew up to become an even crueler woman. She is dead, Vedara. You know this, don’t you?”

			Vedara snarled, saliva flying from his mouth. “It is unwise to underestimate the Morga family, Gira.”

			Don’t I know it.

			“Migra was too powerful to die. She . . .  she couldn’t have.” In Vedara’s voice it was clear he knew it all too well. It was buried in a place too deep to reach. Pain concealed reality for most. This was no rare thing.

			“You are in denial,” said Gira. “When the twisted woman finally met her end, her corpse was examined personally by Don-Galaga. I saw the corpse myself as well. That witch is gone forever. And I say good riddance. She ruined many lives. Meamara knows she did a number on my own.”

			Vedara spat at Gira, but the glob didn’t make it to the target. It only dribbled into his black beard pathetically. “How could someone as powerful as her be killed? You explain that to me! Don-Galaga wasn’t the one who did it, so therefore it could not have been done!”

			Gira smiled. It was a wicked smile. He knew something that Vedara did not; a piece of information from his own past. It was something he never told Ika. There were many things he never shared with his nephew, but he felt he could share some with his opponent now.

			Gira often tried hard to forget his past. The memories that lingered there were unbearable to relive. But in this special case, he decided to talk about a certain portion of it.

			“What are you s-smiling at?” asked Vedara, his jaw flexing in anger.

			“Would you like to know a little secret?” said Gira, trying not to enjoy this moment too much. He greatly anticipated the look he was about to see on Vedara’s face. “You seem to care much for Migra Morga. You also loyally follow Kirga the Hellcat, though you don’t have much choice in that matter. Regardless, I just find your current path in life very ironic.”

			Vedara studied Gira cautiously. “What . . .  are you talking about?”

			Gira choked out a small laugh. “Well . . .  you see . . .  the funny thing about Migra Morga  . . .” he threw out his hands and shrugged his shoulders, “. . .  is that Kirga is the man who killed her.”

			Vedara’s purple eyes opened to as wide as they could manage. They were bloodshot and disturbed. “What . . .  you’re a liar!”

			“No, I’m afraid I’m not. Kirga killed Migra. Tore her up until she was a pile of bloody shreds. Did so right on top of a place called the Hill of Memories. This was roughly seventeen years ago now. She’s been dead for a little over seventeen years, Vedara.”

			Vedara said nothing. He only gazed past Gira in a horrified and confused daze.

			“Trust me, this world is better off without that lunatic,” said Gira. “Even though she is gone, her actions are still causing pain and suffering to this day; in more ways than you could understand. And I haven’t even told you the juiciest part about your fearless leader’s connection to Migra Morga, but I’ll spare you that; if only to prevent your brain from breaking completely before I can get you to tell me how to kill you.”

			Vedara stirred again, unable to move freely. “I’m going to kill you!”

			Gira patted Vedara on his meaty shoulder. “No, sweetheart, you aren’t. Now am I gunna have to start experimenting on you, or are you going to tell me the secret of your Curse? Can I at least know its name?”

			There was a long pause before the hardness of Vedara’s glare faded. A moment passed where he just stared into Gira’s eyes. For a few seconds those purple eyes were captured by intense hatred. But after a few more seconds, the curtain seemed to be pulled, and behind the mask was acceptance and pain

			He slouched forward slightly. “The Curse  . . .” he said, “. . .  is known as Abelquestia. It grants me a kind of immortality.”

			Gira was surprised he was cooperating at all. There was a kind of dejectedness laced in his voice that was almost sad. He was internally defeated. It was evident he felt something deeply for Migra. Perhaps love. Knowing and finally accepting that she was gone, and killed by the man he now had no choice but to serve, had taken something from him. It had torn down a wall. 

			“Similar to the Dalada’s immortality?” asked Gira. 

			The Dalada, along with the three remaining legendary animals, were the oldest living things in Wenworld. The details of their own immortality were murky. If he could learn more about Vedara’s, perhaps Gira could fill in certain blanks. 

			“No,” answered Vedara, who went back to not meeting Gira’s gaze. “No Oracle born in the last few hundred years could possibly gain a Curse that would put them on the same level as the Dalada; unless they became the first person to have Dual Affinity; but that’s just a myth anyway.” He paused, letting out a sigh. “My Curse makes it very difficult to kill me, while also freezing my body in the time I first used it, preventing the natural aging process. Migra was the one who helped me learn it. She could not, as Abelquestia can only be used by males. But she was in possession of its source book from Sheltrona. She mistakenly believed she would be a candidate for acquiring the ability.”

			“But there must be a weakness,” said Gira, still shocked he was making it this far. He had to ride this wave while it was here. But Vedara’s sudden despondence was rather off-putting. 

			“Abelquestia does have one weakness,” admitted Vedara. “Seeing as how Migra is gone, and If you’re right . . .  I’m serving her murderer, I have no reason to withhold the secret any longer.”

			Gira waited on baited breath.

			Vedara took in a deep enough breath to puff out his chest. “You can cut off my head and nothing will happen; Alistair tried that. You can melt the skin from my skeleton and destroy the organs inside; You tried that. None of these things will keep me down forever. The only thing that will . . .  is my heart.”

			“Your heart? Does it have to be crushed? Can a blade pierce it?”

			“No,” answered Vedara. He hesitated, as further explanation will solidify his death. “. . .  it must be ripped from my chest and burned. Once my heart is out of my body, burning it can end the Curse and kill me once and for all.”

			Gira studied his opponent’s face for a few moments. “You loved her, didn’t you?”

			Vedara looked at Gira again. “In a way . . .  I would say yes. I did. She was the only person who ever showed me kindness in my life. Ever.”

			“That is because she was using you,” said Gira. “It’s what the woman was best at. There never lived a greater manipulator.”

			“Perhaps you’re right,” said Vedara, weakly. His deep and commanding voice was softer now. Tired. “But happiness is happiness.” He lifted his chin. “Go on, then. My time here is done. Turns out I won’t rule with an iron fist after all.” He laughed. “Not like I ever really wanted to. It was a good fight, Ivory. I enjoyed it. Now put an end to me.”

			There was one final aspect of Gira’s Curse he meant to make use of before ending Vedara. Though, now it felt far less satisfying. “I’m afraid my Curse is also capable of draining the Kanah of those I trap in it and adding it to my own. I can become more powerful by taking the energy of another. I intend to take your impressive Kanah before killing you. It is the last and most impressive trick of Halevein.”

			Vedara laughed again. “Salt in the already fatal wound, eh? Go on, you bastard. Take what you will and have done.” 

			Gira placed the palm of his right hand on the top of Vedara’s head. He closed his eyes and focused his Kanah to that hand. Vedara’s dark purple vitality drained from his body and into Gira. 

			The process lasted exactly three minutes. When it was done, Gira felt as if his body was light enough to fly.

			He was now a significantly more powerful Oracle than he was before dueling Vedara Bargalav.

			Vedara let out a pained breath once Gira removed the hand. He looked nothing short of emaciated now; a shell of what he was only minutes prior.

			He and Gira shared a look for a fleeting moment before Gira coated his hand in black Kanah and plunged it into Vedara’s chest. His arm was immediately soaked in blood as it entered. With a swift yank, Gira pulled out the man’s still-beating heart. 

			Vedara, remarkably, was still conscious and breathing. He stared at Gira with an almost pitiable look. But there was still a last sliver of strength and defiance hidden in the purple eyes.

			Gira nodded to him once, not even sure why he did so, before igniting his hand with black fire. The flames engulfed the wet, beating heart, scorching it until it melted and morphed into black, pulpy ashes in his hand. He shook his hand and let the remains fly away.

			Vedara sighed. “Now I can sleep . . .  and maybe see Migra again. So long, Ivory. Thanks for a good scrap.”

			A few seconds after his last words, Vedara’s head slumped down lifelessly and his body began to glow red. Slowly he crumbled away and disintegrated like burnt paper. 

			Kirga’s newest Apostle was dead.

			Now that he was officially gone, Gira’s Curse fell away and the world returned to its normal light. The blackness faded and Gira stood alone in the empty park; the park which was now mostly demolished from their duel. The storm had passed, but the sky above was still a morose grey. 

			Gira finally relaxed. His body was in intense pain once again; this time not just from his use of Kanah, but from the blows he took from Vedara.

			He sat down on the floor and began to meditate again. He told himself that he would go find his nephew when he was finished. He couldn’t even imagine the trouble Ika might’ve gotten himself into when left alone this long. He was eager to find him, but for now he required rest.

		

	
		
			Interlude: The Passing of a Simple Man

			[image: ] 

			KIRGA’S DUEL with Solomon Drez was carrying on far longer than he was expecting it to. The man was matching Kirga on nearly every front. His Kanah was honed to near perfection and his hand-to-hand combat was only slightly inferior to Kirga. This fight was taking more out of the Hellcat than he had experienced in a very long time. 

			Though Solomon was matching Kirga during all of their hand-to-hand exchanges, there was still something to be said about Kirga’s skill, as he could only use one of his arms. His left had been brutally broken by Gurmick. Even with one arm unusable, he was still impressed by Solomon being able to match his ferocity. If he had both arms, he would surely overpower the man, but he was expecting to anyway. Kirga’s martial arts were that far ahead of most Oracles. His grappling was his only weak spot; one that Gurmick took full advantage of earlier.

			Every street Kirga and Solomon moved into during their battle was mostly destroyed by the time they moved on. Everywhere they went a trail of broken stone and toppled houses laid in their wake. The ferocity of their duel was a sight many people would’ve killed just to witness. Curses were exchanged between them that most civilians would never forget seeing, were they present in the district to watch the glorious lightshow.

			Kirga could not fathom how Solomon was not known as the leader of the famous Sanfron Trio. To put this man anywhere but the pinnacle was a grave insult. It was sheer idiocy. Perhaps the man simply bowed down to Gurmick because he respected him. Or perhaps Gurmick being the leader was done on purpose to hide Solomon’s staggering prowess. Either way, he was the most powerful of the trio; at least when it came to his Kanah. That much could not be argued by anyone. 

			The area they now clashed in was the inside of a broken down old stadium, where it seemed like great plays used to be performed in the days before the civil war; or perhaps musical concerts hosted by musicians whose careers were definitely not thriving in the current climate. 

			Kirga and Solomon stood in the center of the devastated stadium. Many of the seats that used to fill the middle area were torn out and thrown about by previous battles fought within the building. The center floor before the tall stage at the western side of the vast circle was now empty and dark grey. 

			The stadium also had no roof. The cloudy open sky could be seen clearly from where they stood. The rain had stopped, but it had drenched most of the inside area.

			Solomon took a second to tighten the red sash around his head. “The Red Heron has unquestionably reached the Capital City by now, Hellcat,” he said, panting hard. “King Stultis will have already dispatched the Dalada. A member could arrive at any moment now. Hours have passed since you raided Eskarahm Four.”

			Kirga wiped blood from his forehead. His upper torso was still bare, his upper clothing having been burned away earlier during his fight with Gurmick. His knotted and toned muscles were soaked in his own blood, trailing down from various cuts along his chest and shoulders.

			He shook out each of his legs and gave them a good stretch. “Yes, I am aware of how sour my plan has gone today. Some aspects were a great success, but it seems my quiet escape was not one of them. I’m prepared to deal with the consequences of my delayed exit from Porshalla.”

			“The consequence will be either your detainment or your death.”

			“We shall see about that.”

			After catching their breath, the two summoned their glistening Auras again. Instead of carrying on with hand-to-hand, Solomon roared the name of a Curse that echoed around the dome. “Sarhatihan!”

			Expanding from his open hands came a ball of blistering gold. It quickly gained size until it filled up most of the stadium above their heads. It was nearly large enough to cover the sky above from being seen. It burned like the sun, and shone bright enough to also warrant a comparison. 

			Kirga had seen Solomon use a similar Curse before, earlier in their fight. Back when all three members of the trio were still alive, Solomon wielded a much smaller version of this burning ball. This looked to be the greatest and final form of that ability. 

			Kirga understood the name of this ability as well. Sarhatihan translated to ‘Dominant Sun’ from Edamirin. 

			Solomon stood with both arms raised above his head, twirling his hands as if he was spinning the massive bright ball. “You are looking at my most powerful Curse, Kirga. This is where one of us dies. I suspect you have something even more powerful hidden up your sleeve. Go on, pull it out and let us finish this. Let me join my brothers. I know I have done my part in stalling you. Your death will come. Just not by my hands!” 

			Kirga needed this duel to come to an end. He didn’t want to pull out a Curse he would not be capable of using again in a period of years. But if he didn’t escape Porshalla soon, he would not escape at all.

			“Very well, then,” he said, calling out to Solomon while he used his working hand to shield his eyes from the brightness of the man’s hovering orb. “I can’t tell you I’m willing to use my best Curse on you. But I will resort to my second best. I hope that does not insult you, as I truly hold you in the highest respect.”

			Solomon continued to twirl his hands, causing the golden ball to grow larger and larger. “Show me it, then. I am past the point of offence. And I care not for your respect. Know that.”

			Kirga closed his eyes and spread his legs. His Kanah was strained, but focused enough to allow this ability to be wielded. He didn’t like the idea of pulling it out now, as it cannot be used again for at least four years. He was hoping to save it for a battle he might find himself in with a member of the Dalada. He intended to use it to escape an unavoidable confrontation with one of the members. Technically that is exactly what he was using it for now, only the confrontation has yet to actually arrive.  

			Kirga flattened his right hand with his fingers pressed tightly together. He then brought his arm back, as if aiming his hand to be thrown like a javelin. 

			Swirling white Kanah gathered around that hand like a glowing tornado was being formed. His voice was calm but it echoed like Meamara herself was speaking down to them from beyond the Crystal. “Garkalamung!”

			The horizontal tornado of white energy grew several times its original size, until it consumed Kirga’s entire half of the stadium. It also sharpened at the tip of his hand, making the spinning Kanah like an enormous arrowhead. 

			Garkalamung translated from Edamirin to ‘Unstoppable Force’. This Curse, when fired from the caster’s arm at an opponent, could not be blocked or deflected by any known Curse. It was an unrelenting weapon of Kanah. The only downside to Garkalamung was its lack of speed. The Curse could be dodged if the opponent was quick enough or suspected the use of it. 

			But Solomon had already made it clear that he wanted to end this with one final clash of powerful Curses. He had no intention of dodging whatever Kirga brought forth. And with his full focus needing to be on his Sarhatihan, dodging was out of the question for him anyway.

			As upset as Kirga was at having to use this particular ability, he knew the duel was now his. 

			At the same moment each man threw his Curse at the other. Solomon’s miniature sun soared toward Kirga’s arrowhead of blazing white. They clashed in the center of the stadium, causing a blinding flash of white and gold light that threatened to consume the world.

			That light took Kirga’s vision from him completely. His sight went black and he felt himself fall backward onto the floor. He laid there for a period of several quiet minutes, wondering if the collision of the two Curses had truly killed him.

			Finally, light crept back into Kirga’s eyes. He could see the grey sky above coming slowly back to form. He was not dead. Even so, from what he could tell by quickly scanning around, the stadium’s walls were now utterly blown away. The open city streets surrounded a small pile of rubble that circled where the building used to be. 

			Kirga groaned in pain as he climbed to his feet. The grey floor of the stadium was now charred black. He began to walk forward, but stumbled back to the floor from the pain radiating throughout his body. He would need to focus the rest of the day on meditation if he wanted to recover the Kanah he had just expended. 

			He looked forward and spotted Solomon, who appeared to still be breathing, lying up against a mass of rock from the blown away wall. His body was a bloodied and mangled mess. His whole face was soaked in bright red blood and there were bones jutting out from his twisted legs. 

			Kirga gradually made his way over to the defeated man. He looked down at his beaten body with pity. “You fought well, Solomon Drez. But it is over now. Do you have any last words?”

			Solomon squinted up at Kirga through swollen eyes. His breathing was raspy and cracked. “The s-sash . . .  t-take the sash. You have b-bested . . .  me. It must now be p-passed t-to you.”

			With the last of the man’s strength, Solomon untied the red fabric around his bald head and handed it to Kirga with trembling and broken hands. 

			Kirga took it and held it in front of him, studying it with a feeling he could not place. “I will hold onto this. To honour how you fought, I will carry on the tradition and pass it to the one who bests me someday. I do not know why this tradition started, nor do I know anything about the gang whose leader you gained this from. Nevertheless, I will carry it.”

			Solomon coughed. “I l-loved them. Gurmick and Fafkun. Whatever y-you’re after . . .  is it w-worth the pain you’re causing?”

			Kirga still studied the sash. He took a few deep breaths, then closed his eyes to ponder that question. 

			When he opened them again to answer, he saw that Solomon Drez was dead. 

			He didn’t really understand why, but Kirga cried then. It was no overriding sob. Just a few tears fell. That was more than he had shed in many years. He thought he was incapable of truly feeling to that degree anymore. He thought he had long gone cold. This took him by surprise.

			Once the tears dried, he reached behind his back and stuffed the sash into one of the back pockets of his pants. “You could’ve just let me go. I wish you just let me go.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 37: The Goose Chase Arms Race
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			CHANDI WATCHED over the battle with keen, unblinking eyes. Barrick’s men were pushing hard. Even with Master Cinnamon doing his best to level the playing field, Barrick’s forces were chipping away at the soldiers under Preymava. Cinnamon began the battle with three hundred men under his influence. Gradually, Barrick managed to dwindle that number to only a handful over a hundred. Even with Cinnamon’s fancy illusions and parlour tricks, there were simply too many of Barrick’s men. The task of holding off this wave could only be maintained for so long; even for an Oracle of Cinnamon’s status. 

			Not only was Preymava losing its advantageous effect over the course of the struggle, but Cinnamon was also finally discovered to be the caster. One of the large men surrounding Barrick pointed over to where Ika and Chandi were guarding their master at one point during the push through Marnie’s shield wall. It wasn’t hard to tell with Master Cinnamon’s golden Kanah pulsing around him that he was the one strong enough to keep up the Curse causing Barrick so much annoyance.

			Once Barrick’s army broke through Marnie’s wall, they gained enough ground on the street that Chandi had to literally pick her master up and run him back during the retreat, otherwise he would’ve been captured and killed. 

			The biggest problem on their plate now was Barrick’s army making it to the destroyed section of Eskarahm Four.

			They had successfully made it to the vault and were now prepared to plunder. 

			From where Chandi now rested with a still meditative Cinnamon, a restless and agitated Ika, a tired and worried Keji, and a grumpy and wet Pattamis, she could see Barrick ordering swarms of men through the hole that Kirga’s monstrous Summon, Symiria, had made in the building. 

			Marnie’s Kanah shield wall was put back up now that her soldiers had gained a proper foothold at the intersection of the street. Chandi was huddled down behind them, hiding behind a burning carriage.

			“That’s not good,” said Ika, gesturing to Barrick’s invasion of the facility.

			“No,” said Chandi, “I would have to agree that isn’t good. But there’s nothing we can do from here.”

			Pattamis shook more water from his darkened fabric. The storm had passed now, but it would take some time before he dried up. “I say we give a swift kick to your rabbit here and snap him outta that meditation. His fancy pants Curse is kinda useless now, no? It did its job, but we could use his full strength again.”

			“The hat makes a good point,” said Ika. “He stalled them enough, but now it would just be better to have Master Cinnamon at his best than a small force of teleporting men who are exhausted and wounded.”

			Chandi pondered this choice for a moment, wondering if the Curse could still provide some use for them. Barrick had already breached the vault, there wasn’t enough time to set up Cinnamon’s remaining men for any kind of meaningful plan. Ika and Pattamis were right. They needed Cinnamon back to normal.

			“Okay,” she said, turning to her master who sat quietly on the dirty stone road. She knelt to shout in his ear. “Master! Drop the Curse and get back into the fight. It’s pointless now!”

			Cinnamon unclasped his paws and his golden Kanah subsided. 

			He groaned, rubbing one of his long ears. “I could hear you just fine. You didn’t have to shout in my ear, Chandi.”

			“Oh,” she said, fidgeting back. “Sorry, Master.”

			Cinnamon got up and looked around. “Where’s my staff?”

			“Right here,” said Ika, pulling it out from its spot against the carriage. 

			Cinnamon took it, nodding thankfully. “All right, in order for me to get my full Kanah back, the men still living under the Curse must be freed fully.” He rolled his shoulders and brought one paw in front of his face, closing his eyes as he did so. “For those of you who are left,” his voice echoed strangely, “I am releasing my Curse. You have full agency over your own minds and Kanahs again! You fought well. I am sorry if those who were lost were close to you. They died honourably and will not be forgotten. Continue to do your part assisting the Princess. We can’t give up yet.”

			He opened his eyes and took his paw away from his face. “There. Now I’m ready to go. So what’s our plan here? Despite our best efforts, we’re losing. We were outnumbered before, and now even more of Barrick’s men are trickling in.”

			The hundred or so men who enjoyed the benefits of Cinnamon’s teleportation and cloning fell back into line with the shield wall. Many of them nodded in Cinnamon’s direction, thanking him for his help without saying the words. They didn’t trust him before. But his importance in holding the line thus far could not be denied. 

			Chandi was surprised that he was asking them what to do next, instead of telling them; unless it was just a rhetorical question and he was thinking out loud.

			“I say you, me, and Chandi head over to Barrick right now and cut off his head,” said Ika. “Now that he’s broken off from his pack to inspect the vault, he’s less heavily guarded. Now is our chance. Besides, if we don’t stop him soon then his boys are gunna start coming out with powerful artifacts; and then we’ll all be even more screwed than we already are.”

			Cinnamon hummed, his long whiskers twitching. “At this point, kid, that kind of reckless charge might be our only option. I can’t think of anything else we can do besides surrendering or retreating completely. And surrendering is a stupid idea for obvious reasons.” He shrugged. “Let’s do it, then.”

			“You’re really okay with us just charging into swarms of enemies, Master?” asked Chandi, not at all comfortable with this plan. 

			“Listen,” said Cinnamon, “as far as I’m aware, Barrick is not that strong. He’s decently powerful, but not enough to stop me. And definitely not enough to stop all three of us. If we can cut the head off this snake now, the lot of them will fall apart. The war is done if Barrick falls. And Ika’s right; he’s right there in the open!”

			Chandi looked out again over the heads of the soldiers. Barrick was elevated above the battle, climbing the rubble that led to the hole. “Fine. But I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

			“What can I do?” asked Prince Keji. He scuttled close to their little circle, trying to force his way in.

			Pattamis looked down at the prince whose head he sat comfortably upon. “You and I can stay right here, buddy. No need for us to get killed.”

			“But I want to help,” said Keji, his blue eyes pleading with Chandi.

			Before Chandi could tell him no, Ika thankfully took that duty from her. “Your time will come to help. But there’s nothing you can do in this battle. Just hang back here where it’s safe.”

			Keji looked profoundly disappointed, but he nodded calmly in spite of that. “I understand. Please be safe.”

			“We will,” said Ika, giving him a quick hug.

			Leaving Keji and Pattamis behind them, Chandi, Ika, and Master Cinnamon crawled sneakily over to a nearby alley. Chandi poked her head out back into the intersection to look at Princess Marnie one more time. Pumpkin and Captain Lynch were still fighting by her side. Chandi didn’t start to leave fully until Marnie glanced back and nodded at her. The Princess was smart enough to put together what the trio was attempting. That solemn nod was her blessing to get it done. 

			In order for them to get closer to Barrick without having to break through his army’s line of defence, they would have to go all the way around the vault to come at him from the thin side street closest to the hole. 

			The three of them scurried like little mice all the way around the block, moving close to the shops and houses to avoid being spotted by any flanking squads Barrick might’ve sent to come at Marnie from another angle. The benefit of Barrick never actually making it this far in the war was that he didn’t know the layout of this sector of the city nearly as well as his opposition. He was going in mostly blind. During the detour Chandi and Ika took originally to sneak around to the grand staircase, they got a good idea of the layout surrounding the giant facility. 

			They finally made it to a tall apartment building that was only an alley’s distance away from the section of Eskarahm Four that was demolished by Symiria. It appeared that the same strike of one of Symiria’s legs that damaged the vault also nearly split the nearby building in half. The side that was destroyed fell toward the vault, creating a stairway of dusty debris that led up to a protruding black shard that extended out from where the vault was caved in. Chandi made the connection that climbing the debris would allow them to drop on the other side of the avenue, therefore putting them right behind where Barrick was ushering his men inside. 

			She pointed once toward the piles of rubble, not wanting to speak too loudly and alert the men who were now so close. 

			Master Cinnamon and Ika nodded, already aware of what she was planning.

			The three of them made their way across the alley and began to climb the fallen walls of the apartment, Chandi at the lead. They had to pay enough attention to not step on the countless shards of glass from the apartment’s windows that littered the large grey chunks of stone.

			When they were near the top—the point where they could climb over and get the drop on Barrick—Chandi stopped, listening to the conversation she heard taking place on the other side. She recognized the voice. It was Barrick’s.

			“Get in there, now! Bring out everything you can. We can sweep through the rest of the city tonight with only half of the weapons in there.”

			Chandi slowly crawled to the top of the rubble, glancing down over the side. She could see Barrick pushing clusters of thugs in through the hole. The hole was high enough that they also had to climb piles of broken rocks to reach it. Only three or so men could make it into the vault at a time.

			 It was troubling to know there were no Kimiala members inside to halt them. It was disturbing to remember their dead bodies were still lying inside. Every single one of them.

			A voice called from inside the building. “What kinda weapon ya wan first?”

			Chandi was close enough to hear Barrick sigh. “Just . . .  the closest one that seems useful, you moron. Hurry up!”

			Ika crept up next to Chandi’s ear to whisper. “What are you waiting for? Let’s whoop his ass.”

			“Shhh,” she answered back. “Wait for the right moment.”

			Cinnamon shimmied close to them. His brown fur was now mostly grey with the dust. “She’s right, Ika. It’s wise to wait for the opportune moment. We don’t want him to escape into the masses below. He’d be out of our reach, and it would only take one jump. Be patient.”

			“Fine.”

			“I got somtin good for ya, boss!” called the voice from within. 

			Barrick rubbed his hands together. “Oh yeah? Bring it on out, Marvis! Lemme see it!” 

			Chandi leaned over the sharp rock even more to see what man was coming out from the hole below. 

			A portly man wobbled forward carrying a massive hammer. It was nothing short of glorious. The end of the hammer was a squared block riddled with spikes. Even with the bulbous size of the man who was apparently named Marvis, he struggled to carry the magnificent artifact.

			Chandi watched with bated breath as Marvis stepped out of the hole and stood in front of Barrick, showing off his shiny new hammer. 

			It didn’t take long for the large man to drop the hammer to the floor, letting it slip through trembling chubby hands. 

			“Hey!” yelled Barrick, gesturing to his new toy. “Now look what you did, you tub of fumbling lard. You’re gunna scratch that beautiful thing.”

			Marvis began to shake where he stood. Soon tears were streaming down his fat cheeks. 

			“What’s the matter with you?” asked Barrick, taking a few steps backward. 

			Chandi could not quite believe what she was seeing. The man standing before Barrick began to crumble apart and turn into ash. He screamed and wailed for mercy as his body literally disintegrated. The process did not take long. The man was dead in less than a minute.

			“What the—”

			Chandi had to clamp her hand over Ika’s mouth to prevent him giving away their position.

			“Fools,” whispered Master Cinnamon. “Of course there would be a backup Curse to punish the one who steals an artifact.”

			Barrick walked forward and studied the pile of ash that used to be Marvis. The other thugs around him watched, without saying a word, and waited for their leader to give any sort of remark.

			“He fooled us.”

			A man behind him spoke up with a nervous voice. “What’s that, boss?”

			Barrick, with a scream of anger, kicked Marvis’ ashes into the air. 

			A man closest to the pile breathed some of it in, causing him to fall to his knees and throw up.

			“I said he fooled us. The Hellcat used us as bait. There’s another barrier on the vault. It hasn’t been broken by the building falling apart.” He looked from the scattered ashes to the hammer, then to the hole again. “It seems like the weapons can be taken out, but the one who carries it out croaks.”

			The nervous man behind him took a step forward. “So what do we do, boss?”

			Barrick turned around, an impish smile on his face. He placed a gentle hand on the man’s shoulder. “Well, I’ll tell you what we’re gunna do right now, Dana. Or, more appropriately, what you are gunna do.”

			The man shook his head, confused.

			Barrick’s smile swallowed his face. “You’re going to go in there and collet as many weapons as your arms can carry. Then you’re going to bring them out here to me so I can get this battle over with. I’ve got this hammer now, but I want more, Dana. I always want more.”

			Dana shook his head violently now. “No, no, noooo. I can’t, boss. I’ll die!”

			“I know you’ll die.”

			Dana’s terrified face managed a frown. “Forget it, man, I’m not going in there. Just forget it.”

			Barrick now wrapped his arm around Dana, leaning closer to his face. “What’s the name of that son of yours? He was just born last week, eh? Jomeph? Joteph? Jossif?”

			“I-it’s Jonef,” Dana stammered. “His name is Jonef. Why?”

			“Well, here’s the thing,” said Barrick. “Either you go in that building and do as I ask, or I kill you now and pay a visit to your house after this battle is over. I won’t be too kind to your wife, and especially not to little Jonef. Are you hearing me, my man?”

			Dana shook with fear and rage. Tears began to fill his eyes. “You wouldn’t do that.”

			Barrick’s smile faded. “Look me in my eyes and tell me I wouldn’t.”

			Dana only began to cry harder after seeing the severity in his leader’s eyes.

			Barrick sighed. “Your wife is sitting pretty on my side of the city. Everything you have you have because of me. You were broke and on your way to an execution when I saved you. It should be an honour for you to die for both me and little Jonef.”

			Dana finally stopped crying. With a look of defiant determination, he wiped his eyes and stepped toward the hole, gingerly stepping over Marvis’ ashes as well. “Fine. I’ll get what I can.”

			Barrick clapped. “Thatta boy! Oh, and when you pass the few others who went in before you, don’t tell them what happened to Marvis. Let em find out when they get here.”

			Dana nodded before walking into the darkness of the vault. 

			“Real piece of work, this guy,” whispered Master Cinnamon.

			“All the more reason we kill him right now,” said Ika. 

			Barrick bent down to grasp the giant hammer. Grunting, he hefted it up to rest on one of his shoulders. “This thing is a beauty.” 

			He didn’t know it, but he was just lucky enough to have picked up the hammer outside of the barrier wave that would kill him for pulling it away. When Marvis dropped the hammer, it managed to fly out of his hands and land in a way that let the handle stick out from the invisible filed of energy.

			Barrick studied the spiky block next to his head. He looked at the hammer with hungry eyes. “I think I might test it out right  . . .” he hummed, “. . .  now!”

			He pivoted on one foot and slammed the hammer into the tall pile of rubble Chandi, Ika, and Cinnamon were lying upon. The force of the blast sent them flying into the air in different directions. There was a huge cloud of dust as well, filling the alley and most of the open street where Barrick’s army waited. 

			Chandi bounced off the nearby wall of the apartment building, landing hard on the top of a closed steel dumpster before flipping off and hitting the pavement. She was the one who fell closest to Barrick. Ika and Cinnamon were nowhere to be seen.

			He only needed to leap down a few rocks before he was standing right above her. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice you hiding up there?” He scratched his nose. “Well, I actually didn’t until your friend yelled out like that when fat boy crumbled away. That little punk who tackled me off the Sky Stairs has a recognizable voice.” 

			Chandi looked around frantically. Barrick’s men were now surrounding her, closing in with wicked smirks. There was nowhere for her to go. She could only look up at Barrick as he approached, stroking the intimidating artifact as if it was a cat. 

			“What’s wrong? Nowhere to run, little girl? Maybe you should’ve thought harder about what side you were on. You know what? I’ll give you a chance to join the winning side right now. Whatta ya say?” He stuck out his hand. “Fight for me?”

			Chandi, still sitting on the ground with her knees bent under her, laughed. “Yeah, never gunna happen, pal.”

			Barrick shook his head and sucked his teeth. “Shame.” He lifted the spiky hammer high above his head. The Kanah coming from it was dizzying. “Bye bye, then!”

			As the hammer quickly fell through the air toward the top of Chandi’s head, she closed her eyes and steadied her breathing. “Jirilhata.”

			She became a blur of lime green as she sped past Barrick. She ended up directly behind him; only now she was holding the hammer. Her arms trembled from its impressive weight. 

			Barrick spun around, a look of sheer disbelief on his face. The men who made a large circle around them gasped and looked at each other for answers.

			Jirilhata happened to be a point of contention between Chandi and Ika during their two years of training with Master Cinnamon. This Curse could only be used by Oracles who were Sun Affinity. Since Cinnamon was a Sun Affinity Oracle, he could impart this ability upon Chandi. Ika, however, was unable to acquire this move. This bugged him considerably. He found it unfair that she could learn new tricks that he had no chance at even trying to learn. During the first several months of their training at the Hill of Memories, they were only taught abilities that could be wielded by both Affinities equally. But as time went on, Master Cinnamon took the initiative to teach Chandi a few extra tricks. As much as Ika didn’t like it, he agreed after Cinnamon asked him whether he wanted Chandi to fight Wriliara unprepared and die. Ika couldn’t help but swallow his pride after having put it that way.

			Jirilhata allowed the caster to literally change their form for only a period of a few seconds. The body of the caster morphed into a ball of green energy that could move at incredible speeds. The caster was not only invulnerable to attack when in the form, but they could also wash over their attacker and effortlessly obtain whatever weapon they were wielding. 

			The maximum time the Curse’s effect would last was five seconds; and that was if you had years of experience with the Curse. Molding one’s physical form in that matter was a complex thing usually off limits for those under twenty years old. 

			Chandi was seventeen, but she could mold her form into that green energy for up to two seconds. That alone was dumbfounding for her age. Ika was proud of her, despite his tetchiness.

			Chandi now stroked the hammer in the same way Barrick was just doing a few seconds ago. “My turn for an offer. How about you surrender your half of Porshalla right now and stop me from popping your head like a grape with this thing. Whatta ya say?”

			Barrick glanced around. “I’d say you’re rather outnumbered, sweetie.”

			A flash of white light came from the ruins of the apartment building. Out from that light came Cinnamon and Ika, falling down to land beside Chandi.

			“Last chance,” said Ika, moving closer to Chandi with his fists raised. “Give up now or we wipe the floor with all of you.”

			Cinnamon held his violet staff pointed at Barrick’s face.

			The surrounding army laughed at them. They kept on laughing until the ground shook and a piercing screech filled the air. The ground shook so much that everyone outside of Eskarahm Four struggled to stay on their feet, including Marnie’s army on the other side of the shield wall. 

			Ika leaned on Chandi to keep his balance. “Uh . . .  what was that?” 

			Chandi looked past Barrick to see a massive shadow coming around the corner of the distant street nearest to the Sky Stairs archway. The shadow swallowed another apartment entirely as the source of it slowly came into view. 

			Barrick and his entire army of thousands turned around to see a beast the likes of which none of them had ever seen outside of nightmares. 

			Towering over every building in the district was a brown centipede that seemed to reach for the sun itself. It was Symiria. Evidently it was done destroying the rest of the city, and now it had returned to the vault. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 38: The Terror Emerges
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			IKA THOUGHT he had a good guess on just how big Symiria was based on the sound of its wails and the destruction it delivered to the vault. Even his wildest imagination was way off the mark. This thing was horrendously huge and unspeakably hideous. 

			How many meters tall it was exactly was anyone’s guess, but it was easily taller than the average skyscraper Ika had seen thus far in the city. There were probably only a few buildings in Porshalla that had enough floors to stand taller than this creature. Ika couldn’t believe something so gargantuan could exist naturally in the wild. It seemed like it could be considered as legendary in status as Glokriel the Dragon or Sallanir the World Snake. No normal Oracle could hope to stand against the might of this centipede.

			Its pale, yellowish angular face was peeking down at them from within a thick grey cloud that parted around its form. Its legs were long and sharp, twitching in the air as if tickled by the breeze. Sticking out of its head were two long yellow antennae that hung down over the rooftops. The gigantic light brown scales on its back coated the beast with plates of impermeable square armour. 

			Ika broke from his daze and looked to make sure Chandi and Master Cinnamon were still close to him. “So what the hell is the plan now?”

			Chandi still stared up at the terrifying face consumed in the clouds. “I’d say we get out of here. Now!”

			Cinnamon shuffled backward, nodding furiously. “Yes, my dear, I’d say that was the best idea.”

			Ika gripped Chandi’s shoulder to prevent her backing up. “But Barrick is right there. We can end this! We can’t just run when we have him where we want him!”

			Chandi shrugged his hand away. “Ika, is it worth it if we get eaten by a giant centipede in the process? Don’t be daft, let’s go!”

			Barrick scrambled to his feet and tried to run into the ruins of a shop on the right side of the street. It looked like an old used book store, judging by the dusty sign above its doors.

			Ika ignored Chandi and ran forward to cut Barrick off before he got inside. He wasn’t stopped by any of Barrick’s thugs, as the entire army was now running around screaming, trying to get as far away from Symiria as possible.

			Ika tackled Barrick, spearing him to the ground. “Where do you think you’re going!”

			Symiria brought its head back, lifting in even higher above the clouds. It sounded like it was gathering a deep breath, something Ika didn’t even think centipedes could do.

			“Ika!” shouted Cinnamon. “Forget it and get over here now! He’ll probably be killed by Symiria anyway. We definitely will if we stay here!”

			Ika ignored him. He literally had Barrick’s collar between his fingers. He wasn’t letting him go now. 

			Symiria finally stopped breathing in, but now there was a dreadful humming sound coming from its jagged mouth. There was also a bright white glow that came from within the creature’s long body.

			Ika could sense what was coming before anyone needed to shout it to him. Evidently so could Chandi and Master Cinnamon, since they dove immediately into another shop closest to where they stood, which appeared to be a ruined clothing store. 

			Ika, knowing the worst was coming, actually let Barrick go and began running toward the entrance to the old bookstore. Whatever was coming would kill the man anyway. It didn’t really matter whether he did it or not.

			Ika, still making the sprint, looked to his right and saw that Barrick was clearly planning the same escape. The man obviously wasn’t stupid enough to miss the fact that Symiria was about to waste the whole main road and everyone on it. Ika just hoped Princess Marnie and Pumpkin knew well enough to take cover somewhere.

			Symiria swung its colossal head downward toward the street which must’ve appeared like a tiny sliver of grey to it. Out from its mouth came a blast of blinding white Kanah that scorched everything from the Sky Stairs to the intersection on the other side of Eskarahm Four. The blast even roasted the walls of the vault until they were an even darker shade of black.

			Both Ika and Barrick jumped through the windows of the bookstore at the very last second, not making it to the main doors in time. Ika could feel the white energy burning his back as he flew inside. He also landed on the glass he just crashed through. Several shards of the now shattered window lodged themselves in Ika’s back and legs, drawing blood. 

			But at least he was alive. 

			Unfortunately, as Ika looked over to the other side of the store, Barrick was also alive; but judging by his appearance, he took far more damage than Ika did from Symiria’s obliteration of the road outside. They were both covered in cuts and bruises. Blood pooled around their bodies where they laid on dusty wooden floorboards.

			Whatever blast Symiria just baked the street with had now ceased. Now only grey fog could be seen outside of the store, swallowing the main road completely. Ika hoped that Chandi and Cinnamon were unharmed, wherever they were hiding.

			He looked around to inspect where he currently was. The store had two levels to it. The first level held four tall bookshelves that extended at least fifteen meters down a long wooden floor that led to a tall glass mural of Meamara at the end of the building. She was depicted with long white hair that almost seemed tinted with violet. Her skin was pale and her hands were slender and delicate as they caressed Wenworld within a small crystal ball. She was depicted here just how she was in the Capital City.

			The second floor of the shop could be accessed by an open stairway that trailed up the side of the wall behind the check-out counter. The stairs led to a kind of balcony that looked over the bookshelves below. There was a tall wooden railing that lined the patio of the second floor. There were three smaller bookshelves creating four aisles that stopped at the brim of the balcony.

			As far as Ika could tell, the books still sitting on these shelving units were mostly intact. It was sad to see a place that undoubtedly brought great joy to people once be relegated to a forgotten ruin of broken glass and accumulated grime.

			Barrick was crawling over to a bookshelf and pulling himself back to his feet.

			Ika, through significant pain in his back, got to his feet and began to walk over to the man who caused all this madness.

			Barrick held one hand out pathetically in an attempt to halt Ika. “S-stay away from me, boy.” 

			Red Kanah began to form in his palm like a ball of light.

			Ika smacked the hand out of the way and kicked Barrick’s nose in. The crunch of the bone was loud underneath Ika’s foot. 

			Barrick rolled around on the floor in pain, covering himself in more dust.

			“You enjoy making people suffer, huh?” said Ika, leaning on the shelf and wincing at the pain running through his back. “I spoke with some people from the lower district after they saved us from falling to out deaths earlier today. I’m sure you remember.”

			Barrick held one hand to his face. There was blood trailing down between his open fingers. With his other hand he fired a Transformation of red Kanah at Ika. It flew forward like a crossbow bolt of thick energy.

			Ika only moved his head to the left and let the bolt fly past, exploding as it hit the tall shelf behind him, sending old books flying into the air.

			Ika stood over Barrick, black flames twirling around his arms.

			“You c-can try to take me to prison, boy. My men will break me out. They’ve done it before. Hell, there isn’t even a prison you can take me to anymore. This city is on its last legs. Just give up, take your friends, and leave my city.”

			Ika suddenly became very afraid. He wasn’t afraid of Barrick, he wasn’t afraid for the fate of Porshalla, and he wasn’t even afraid of the horrific centipede still skulking about outside. At that moment, Ika was overwhelmed with a surprising fear of himself.

			Some kind of new feeling was boiling and churning in him. He was quickly losing control of this rising emotion. It was building too fast and taking over too much of his consciousness. All he felt was anger; anger toward the injured man lying before his feet. After all Barrick had done to Porshalla—after all the innocent lives he had ruined—he simply didn’t deserve to keep living.

			Ika’s mind fell into a strangely blank state as he gripped Barrick’s collar and lifted his head. With black Kanah strengthening his arm, Ika reeled back and punched Barrick as hard as he could.

			Barrick spat at least five of his front teeth up into the air like a geyser of blood and chipped teeth.

			Ika, with one hand still gripped on the collar, aimed his free palm at Barrick’s bare and bruised chest. “Likilia Vorma.”

			A cylinder of bright red released from his hand and blew directly through Barrick.

			Barrick’s torso was still present, but there was now a perfect black circle in his sternum that billowed smoke like a chimney.

			“Ika!”

			Ika knew that voice. It was Chandi’s. Any other time he would’ve snapped his head to see where she was. To see if she was safe. Not now. He continued to look down at Barrick, his teeth bared in an animalistic rage.

			“Ika, stop!” 

			Barrick’s head lulled back, hanging lifelessly as Ika still held him off the ground.

			All at once Ika came back to himself. He let go of Barrick and stared at his own hands as if he didn’t recognize them.

			Barrick’s body dropped to the wooden floor with a loud, wet thud. 

			Chandi jumped over broken glass to reach Ika’s side, resting her new hammer against one of the bookshelves. She looked at him for only a single second, a trace of fear in her eyes. She then knelt down to inspect Barrick.

			After what felt like an hour, she slowly stood back up. “Ika  . . .”

			He looked at her dumbly; almost waiting for her to make sense of everything; for her to put all the pieces back together. “I . . .  what  . . .”

			“You . . .  killed him, Ika. He’s dead.”

			Ika stared at her face for a few moments without breathing. He didn’t know how to respond or process that. He had seen much death in his life; too much for a boy his age. But if what Chandi was saying was true, then this was the first time in his life Ika had actually killed somebody.

			“No,” he said, not even sure why the word left his mouth. “He’s not . . .  he’s just knocked out. H-h-he isn’t dead.”

			Chandi shook her head. “Ika, I promise you he is dead. I . . .  suppose this is a good thing, but  . . .”

			She looked back at him in silence for several heartbeats before rushing forward and hugging him.

			Ika wasn’t sure why she did that, but he was glad she did. 

		

	
		
			Interlude: Above Your Weight Class

			[image: ]

			KIRGA LIMPED through an empty street on his way to the main gate of Porshalla. He still had a long walk ahead of him if he wanted to slip away from the war-torn city and meet up with his lone surviving Apostle, Wriliara.

			Kirga had seen no sign of his other follower, Vedara, but he knew in his heart that he was dead. There was no way Vedara could best Gira Ivory in a one-on-one bout to the death. That fight would take some time to conclude, surely. But in the end Gira would walk away the victor. Kirga knew him too well to doubt that. 

			Kirga’s Kanah was traveling through his body as nothing more than a dull throb now. He would require a very long rest after his battle with the Sanfron Trio. Not only did his Kanah require a recovery period, but his aching body would need personal attention.

			His arm was not the only thing broken. His collarbone, hip, and multiple fingers were also broken now. He was barely able to walk. 

			The road he currently hobbled down was decorated with long green garlands that trailed from balconies on one side of the street to balconies on the other. There were also streamers and golden jewels garnishing the lampposts and shop doors.

			The rainstorm brought on by Gurmick’s exploding doves had soiled the thin blanket of snow over most of the city. Now it was nothing more than white slush that clung to Kirga’s boots as he trudged through the cold wetness.

			This place was now abandoned and stained, but at one time it was clear that a festival of some kind had been thrown here. There must’ve been a grand celebration; perhaps toasting a major victory in the civil war against Barrick Tendiga. Things surely went south eventually, as the only living soul walking these once pristine streets now was Kirga. 

			He looked down to his hip as he limped. The Zyphur Spear was still clipped to his belt. The long feather trailed down his thigh and the sharp point stood upward just next to his bare skin. His shirt was blown away during his fight, and now his pale torso was crusted with dried blood. 

			He spotted a black raven fly through a pair of buildings and land atop a lamppost. The bird watched Kirga closely.

			He ignored it and pressed on. 

			The process of obtaining this spear did not go quite as smoothly as I had hoped, he thought, stepping over a tin garbage can that was knocked over, spilling its rotted contents onto the empty street. Regardless of the added struggle, the artifact is mine. I am one step closer to my meeting with the White Raven. He is the next part of my plan. I will leave this city behind me, recover from my wounds, build up and replenish my Kanah, and then make my way to Paragon Forest and confront the legendary animal. 

			Not many people have ever seen the White Raven, let alone confronted him in his own forest. In order to even enter Paragon Forest—not to mention travel to the center, where the White Raven permanently resigned—Kirga knew he would first have to bypass a famous Gatekeeper who guarded the perimeter. 

			He had dealt with one Gatekeeper already on his quest. Wuta was a relatively easy Oracle for him to overpower, but Wuta was a known Kenpa junkie, which would’ve weakened his prowess as a duelist.

			The Gatekeeper of Paragon Forest, however, was a formidable man. His name was Talnar Burroth. Talnar was rumored to be a powerful Oracle. If Kirga wanted to defeat him, he would require a lengthy period of rest after his fight with the Sanfron Trio. Perhaps a couple of weeks would be needed for him to return to full strength. This annoyed Kirga. He wanted to move to the next step of his plan as soon as possible. He was not fond of waiting. 

			Kirga stopped, standing completely rigid in the middle of the road. He was suddenly hit with a chill that engulfed his entire body. It felt as if his veins were being frozen, his blood running cold as ice. 

			He sensed something; or more accurately, he sensed someone. 

			No. Not now. It can’t be.

			He looked up between the rooftops of two nearby houses at the end of the lane. A blue light shone through. It burned so brightly that Kirga couldn’t help but raise his unbroken arm to shield his stinging eyes.

			A large and imposing silhouette came forward through the blue, jumping into the street and landing in front of Kirga, blocking his way. 

			It was a very large man with long golden hair that flowed out behind him with the dark blue cape that was clasped to his black shoulder pauldrons. When he hit the stone road, it burst under his massive boots, scattering shards of rock and grey slush everywhere.

			The man straightened his posture and smiled at Kirga. His eyes were dazzling blue and his smile was radiant. His face was built from a strong, square jaw and high, sharp cheekbones. In his large right hand he held a medium-sized hammer made from pure gold. The head of the hammer was a rectangular block of gold covered in Edamirin passages etched into it with shining silver lettering. There was also a long blue strap attached to the end of the handle, allowing the weapon to be swung in various ways and wrapped around the arm.

			This famous weapon was known as ‘Glaurung’, and Kirga knew it well. He knew it just as well as the face of the man who wielded it.

			Kirga had the faces of each member of the Dalada forever burned into his mind. He had history with every member; most of all their leader. 

			The man beamed at Kirga like a long-lost brother. “Kirga!” his deep voice was triumphant and filled with carless mirth. “How wonderful it is to see you again! How many years has it been?” 

			His name was Hamawyl, and he was the favoured apprentice of Don-Galaga. It was often argued among Wenworld historians whether Don-Galaga held Belasefka or Hamawyl in highest regard. Regardless of the true answer, there was no arguing that Hamawyl was powerful enough to impress the most esteemed of all Oracles. 

			Evidently King Stultis did send the proper reinforcements to Porshalla after the Red Heron arrived at the Capital with the news of the heist on Eskarahm Four. 

			The brawny, golden-haired man pouted like an overly dramatic child. “You’ve been hiding from us for so long. But now you’ve come out to play, ah?”

			His thick biceps bulged beneath his black bodysuit. Hamawyl was not as muscular as Vedara, but he was the closest one could possibly get. 

			The dark raven watching them cawed loudly. It was almost an amused sound.

			Kirga lowered his head for a moment and allowed a single sigh of exhaustion to escape. This was the last thing he needed right now. He was in no condition to take on a member of the Dalada, least of all one such as Hamawyl. “I do not have time for this. And I believe you also do not have time for this, as Barrick Tendiga is currently raiding this city’s precious vault. Should you not be over there right now, helping to control that rapidly spiralling situation?”

			Hamawyl let out another deep laugh that seemed to rumble the world. “Nice try, little man. You tried to use Tendiga as a cloak for your escape. Not a bad plan, but not good enough to outsmart me, dear Kirga. Don’t worry, I’m not the only one Lord Stultis sent here to tidy up this mess. He’s probably over there taking care of things right now. We both were sent to secure the vault, but I thought I would take a quick detour to see an old face. I’m sure things will be handled over there by the time I’m finished breaking every bone in your body.” 

			Kirga frowned. Another member? Two members sent on the same mission? That couldn’t be right. What other member could Stultis have sent over? Pulkra? He was the last member to be in this territory. He would be my guess. 

			“Look at you, Kirga,” said Hamawyl, shaking his head. “You look pathetic. Battered and bruised, and with a whole lot of blood on your hands. Tsk, tsk.” He smirked. “If only he could see you now. You know who I’m talking about. What was the name of that boy you were always with back in the day?” He snapped his meaty fingers, trying to jog his memory. “The skinny blond one. Gah, I have it on the tip of my tongue.” 

			Kirga was overcome by a sudden and engulfing rage. Performing a Transformation, he leaned his head forward and opened his mouth, spraying out a tall wave of white fire that instantly melted most of the snow on the street and rolled toward Hamawyl.

			The white flames swept over the Dalada member. He stood unfazed by the attack, the fire bending around his bulky body, leaving him unburned.

			Hamawyl lifted his golden hammer, Glaurung, over his head and took one single step. That was all it took for him to be standing right in front of Kirga’s face. 

			Kirga instinctually raised his one good arm to block the hammer as it came down for the top of his skull. That was a mistake. Glaurung came down and connected with Kirga’s right arm, shattering it completely. In several places blood-drenched bone stuck out from his skin. He couldn’t hold back the scream of pain as he looked at his mangled arm. His right arm was now broken far worse than his left. Both hung by his side, limp and unusable.

			Hamawyl exploded with more laughter. “Oh, there goes the other one! My poor boy! You should know better than trying to block Glaurung! Silly goose.” 

			The only reason Kirga was able to leap sideways into an alleyway was because Hamawyl was laughing himself to tears in the center of the street. Kirga took his only opportunity to get as far away from the man as possible. The pain in his left arm was already bad enough. Now his right arm was in searing agony. His head was light. The moment the golden hammer destroyed his forearm, Kirga nearly lost consciousness. As he limped through the alley, he could feel himself slipping away. 

			Less than a minute later Kirga slid to a stop as Hamawyl suddenly appeared in front of him again.

			“Running off already?” asked Hamawyl, wiping the tears of joy from his blue eyes. “You can’t get rid of me that easily. Our fun is just starting.”

			Hamawyl swung his hammer in a circle by its blue strap. He did not do so in order to attack with it. Instead, he idly admired it as he used his other hand to punch Kirga in the face.

			Kirga flew back and slid through the wet snow. His battered body was now soaked in a layer of slush. His nose was broken and blood poured down into his mouth, choking him as he tried to turn over. Kirga knew Hamawyl well enough to know that that punch was far from his strongest.

			He was toying with him.

			As Kirga weakly attempted to get to his feet without the use of his hands, Hamawyl strode leisurely toward him, still swinging his hammer. “I got lucky spotting you. I was bouncing along rooftops heading toward Eskarahm Four when I spotted a shirtless, wounded man with half black and half white hair. ‘That’s my boy’, I said to myself. I’m so glad I didn’t miss out on the chance to finally put an end to you, Genmaga boy. I probably would’ve done so years ago if Don-Galaga let me.”

			He was close enough now to grip Kirga by the neck, spinning him around and choking him. He lifted the Hellcat in the air and smiled at him. “I always knew you would end up being more trouble than you were worth. Glad to know I was right all along.”

			Kirga gathered a glob of blood in his mouth that had trailed from his nose and spit it into Hamawyl’s pompous face. “You ber jealous of be, Hamabyl. You all bere. I dib nothing to make you hade be, but you all dib.”

			Most of those words were slurred or barely intelligible through Kirga’s severely broken nose. Regardless of how indistinct the statement was, it hit the mark all the same.

			Hamawyl lifted Kirga even higher before slamming him onto the ground. “You were a snivelling little leech. And now you’re a dead leech. Bye, bye, Genmaga.”

			He stopped swinging the hammer, catching it by the handle and raising it above Kirga’s bloodied face. Just as he was about to bring it down to crush Kirga’s skull, he was blown away by a blast of black Kanah mingled with dark green wisps.

			Kirga managed to muster the energy to roll over and see where that had come from. 

			Standing a few meters behind where Kirga laid was his last remaining Apostle, Wriliara. 

			Kirga found it puzzling how Hamawyl did not sense an approaching Kanah in the few seconds before the blast. His statement of jealousy must’ve angered the Dalada member so much that he didn’t bother being aware of his surroundings. Granted, Wriliara was incredibly proficient at masking his Kanah.

			“Lay still, My Lord,” said Wriliara. “You will be free of this place soon.”

			“Don fight eem!” shouted Kirga through the blood pooling between his cracked and frozen lips. 

			Wriliara’s green snake eyes glowed. He walked over to stand in front of Kirga. “I do not intend to fight this man, My Lord. I intend to create an opening to get you out of here. I know I would stand no chance against him.”

			Kirga rolled his head back onto his bloody and cold chest to see Hamawyl walking toward them. He was no longer smiling. His blue eyes were no longer blissful. He was annoyed now. 

			“Ah, the Hellcat’s servant. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Wriliara Bondiley. I hear you can turn yourself into a great snake. Would you show me this unique ability? I would very much like to fight you in that state.”

			Wriliara stood unafraid before him. “No, I don’t believe I will be fighting you. But I will gladly let you deal with this.” He clapped his hands together in front of his chest. “Shimio Garbraterra.”

			As soon as the Blood Summoning had been spoken, most of the street was covered in a vast dark shadow. They all looked up to see a massive armoured creature fall from the sky and land between Wriliara and Hamawyl. 

			As its tremendous four feet made contact with the stone road, hundreds of deep cracks spread out to engulf the entirety of the road. Some of those cracks were so deep and so close to each other that they caused a few houses to collapse from the sudden shift in their foundation. 

			The beast that Wriliara had summoned to distract Hamawyl was an animal from the far east of Wenworld known as a Garbraterra. Garbraterras were gargantuan grey animals with a natural layer of armoured skin made from hardened cartilage. Their bodies were built similar to a rhinoceros’, but their heads were unlike any other creature within the Crystal. Two long horns curved upward at the top of its wide head, while one thicker horn stood straight right above the nostrils. The neck of the beast was also covered in long green feathers. Its eyes were large glossy ovals of glowing gold. 

			The Garbraterra charged at the Dalada member, letting out a roar of territorial challenge.

			Wriliara took this time to transform, but not to fight Hamawyl. He let his body morph into a gigantic white snake with blazing green eyes. He was at least 20 meters in length and his head was the size of a carriage. 

			Kirga looked back only fast enough to see the roof of Wriliara’s mouth as he was swallowed whole. 

			With blinding speed, Wriliara slithered around and shot down the street in the opposite direction of Hamawyl as fast as he could physically go. He slithered up the side of a building and descended down the roof of another until he was in a lower district. He was headed for the gate out of Porshalla, not daring to stop for even a moment.

			Hamawyl, now left behind to handle the raging animal coming toward him, cursed. “Damn. He can move quick, that one. Oh well. I’m sure I’ll be seeing Kirga again soon. I should head over to the vault before I get into trouble.”

			Without even looking at the Garbraterra, he crushed its massive head with one swing of Glaurung. It died a few feet from where he was standing, creating a vast imprint in the damp snow as it fell lifelessly to the ground.

			Garbraterras were labeled by Kanakon as incredibly dangerous creatures that were not to be disturbed under any circumstance. Any Oracle unlucky enough to come in contact with one in the wild was advised to turn and run as fast as they could, in the hope that the animal had not seen or smelled them yet. That was most Oracles only hope to survive an encounter and tell others the tale.

			When it came to a member of the King’s Death Squad, these animals, even at the height of their rage, could only serve to distract them for a few mundane moments. Mundane or no, those moments had allowed Wriliara to escape with Kirga stored safely inside his stomach. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 39: Let No Man Carry My Tune
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			CHANDI STOPPED hugging Ika. 

			She wasn’t quite sure how to feel about what he had just done. He just killed a man. Yes, that man was Barrick Tendiga, meaning Ika had probably done the world a tremendous favour. Even so, the idea of her closest childhood friend officially having blood on his hands upset her. She knew murder was in both of their futures. She sought to kill Wriliara Bondiley, while his goal was to avenge his father and sister by killing Kirga the Hellcat. Of course they would end up killing someone someday. But, something about having his first kill be someone outside of their plan was unnerving. He was a killer now. There was no going back from this point. He could never return to the level of innocence he had when they first arrived at Porshalla. 

			Ika seemed to be slowly coming back to himself, since he attempted a small joke to hide his own discomfort with the situation. “So . . . are you really gunna keep that hammer?”

			Chandi smiled at him. She still felt a lump in her throat—knowing Barrick was lying dead behind them—but she tried to ignore it. “Why not? I figured I’d take it back to Turquoise Town as a souvenir.”

			Through the white fog outside the bookshop came Master Cinnamon, hopping through the window to land next to Chandi. “What are you two d—”

			He glanced over at Barrick. “Is he dead?”

			Chandi heard Ika’s nervous breathing behind her as she spun. She decided to answer for him. “Yes. He is dead. Ika killed him”

			Saying it out loud again made the lump in her throat bigger. 

			To her surprise, Cinnamon literally jumped in the air with pride. “Well done, my boy! You’ve now become a hero to the people of this city, I promise you that.” He smiled and shook his head. “I do know how to train em, I tell ya!”

			Ika was silent for a moment. “I’m not sure I feel like a hero.”

			Cinnamon’s smile faded. He nodded a few times while looking at Ika, sighing in a way Chandi had never heard from him. It was not an annoyed sigh. “You and I will talk later . . .  okay?”

			Ika looked confused, but nodded lamely.

			“Look at me,” said Cinnamon.

			Ika did.

			“You did a good thing. This was a battle. These things happen. It’s better you get this new feeling out of the way now before meeting Kirga, right?”

			Ika took in a breath. “Right.”

			“Okay. Then let’s get the heck outta here before that centipede decides to destroy the buildings on this district next.”

			“Is the monster still out there, Master?” asked Chandi. 

			“Oh yeah,” confirmed Cinnamon. “It’s out there, all right. It’s currently munching on half the people it managed to kill with that blast. Luckily it was Barrick’s army that took the brunt of the damage. Marnie and Pumpkin are all right. Keji and the hat, too. They’re waiting at the end of the road. Come on!”

			Chandi took a few steps before halting. “Wait! Master, what are we supposed to do with . . .  you know . . .  the body?”

			Cinnamon took one apathetic glance over at Barrick, his chest still billowing smoke from Ika’s Curse. “Ah, leave the filth lying there for now. We can come back later with the Princess and parade his body through the street with the citizens.”

			“Master!”

			“Oh, I’m kidding, Chandi. We’ll bury him later. His death will need to be confirmed by Porshallan officers anyway.”

			On their way out, Chandi made sure to run back and pick up her new weapon. There was something about this massive hammer that she liked. It was quite heavy, but she was strong enough to wield it. She wondered what its true name was. She wanted to ask Pumpkin to see if he remembered the artifact from his time in Kimiala. 

			She made sure to keep an eye on Ika as he exited the building. He looked like he was not far off from fainting. When they stepped out into the foggy street, Chandi saw that her master was not exaggerating the state of Barrick’s army. 

			Symiria could only faintly be seen as a tall shadow bobbing up and down in the whiteness. After taking a few steps closer, Chandi could see the beast lowering its head to pick up a bloodied body only to toss it into its mouth. What appeared to be thousands of sharp teeth jittered and scrubbed together to turn the body into nothing more than paste.

			The sound was the most horrifying part. Chandi was well aware that she would never be able to get the sound of a grown man being turned to mush out of her head. One after another the centipede snatched up bodies and sucked them down its serrated gullet.

			“As you can see,” said Master Cinnamon, pointing his staff toward the snacking creature, “Kirga’s new pet is too busy with its meal to bother with us right now.”

			If Ika looked pale before, now the skin of his face was tinged with green. “Let’s just go.”

			“My thoughts exactly,” said Cinnamon, turning to lead the way back to the vault.

			After making it most of the way down the street, Chandi spotted Princess Marnie walking forward through the white mist. “I’m glad to see you’re all safe.”

			Behind her came a cluster of at least two hundred soldiers, little Pumpkin leading at the front. Prince Keji and Pattamis were with them as well. The soldiers were beaten and exhausted. They fought their hearts out today. It felt good knowing their sacrifices weren’t for nothing. Eskarahm Four was secured.

			“We’re more than safe,” said Cinnamon. “My dear . . .  Barrick Tendiga is dead!”

			The crowd erupted into a loud cheer that carried on until they were shushed by one of the captains smart enough to know Symiria might be drawn to them by the noise. 

			Marnie was the only one who didn’t cheer. She didn’t even smile. She only let out a long breath so profound Chandi couldn’t help but wonder if she had been holding it her entire life. “Are you sure of this?”

			Cinnamon pointed his staff back toward the bookshop. “Send a few officers down there, quietly, to check his body for confirmation. He’s dead. Ika did it.”

			A tear trailed down Marnie’s cheek. She walked forward and gripped Ika by the shoulders. “Thank you, my friend. The day that you and Chandi came to this city will be written about for hundreds of years. I will personally make sure of that. Ika Ivory and Chandi MorrowHill will be historical heroes if I have my way.”

			“I really don’t deserve that much praise,” said Chandi. “Ika was the one who did the deed. He’s the hero.”

			“Nonsense,” said Marnie, glancing over at her, finally smiling. “You’re both heroes to me.”

			“I’ve got to ask,” said Chandi. “Where is Captain Lynch?”

			Marnie’s face fell. “He is dead. That blast from the beast killed him and his squad before he had time to get to safety.

			This news stung. So many people had died today. Too many.

			The conversation was broken by the ear-piercing wail of Symiria in the distance. 

			“What’s going on over there?” asked Pumpkin, limping over to Chandi with a wounded leg. 

			Not long after the centipede’s screech there came the sound of countless men screaming in a mixture of terror and rage.

			Chandi swallowed hard, staring out into the fog. “Something tells me Barrick’s other men have finally arrived. The ones who were fighting Symiria in the other districts must’ve followed him over here.”

			“If that’s the case,” said Ika, “then doesn’t that mean Marnie’s men will—”

			Another collective roar of battle filled the air. This one came from the other side of the street, behind where everyone was now facing.

			Coming out of the fog was a force of at least two thousand Porshallan soldiers and roughly four hundred civilians carrying pitchforks and homemade spears.

			Ika inspected this new army. “Wait a minute!”

			He recognized one of the large men leading the civilians into battle. Standing proud at the front of his pack, his long green beard resting atop his belly, was Shuuski Jones—one of the men Ika met earlier who saved his life after falling through the sky with Barrick.

			And behind Shuuski was Kem, the guard who caught Ika and saved his life.

			“Shuuski! Kem!” Ika shouted, waving at the portly fellow and the nervous guard.

			Shuuski waved back. “Good ta see ya, lad! I told ya I’d get da help I could, eh?”

			Kem nodded once and smirked. Ika was just glad to see the man had the courage to fight for his home.

			Behind him, among the civilians, were many of the other faces Ika saw when speaking with the people of that lower district, along with many other new faces. It seemed that Shuuski kept true to his promise and gathered up a small army of grizzled men who wanted nothing more than to strangle Barrick to death with their bare hands.

			Princess Marnie’s voice boomed even stronger than the cheering men. “Thank you, my friends, for pursing this vile creature all the way here. Where we are all standing now will be remembered forever as the place where this civil war came to an end! Barrick Tendiga is dead!”

			The cheers that came then could’ve woken Glokriel, still slumbering in the sun.

			“But our fight has one stage left! On the other side of this street lies the centipede, Symiria, as well as the last remaining followers of the man who has terrorized this city for too long! Let us finish them and end this, for the futures of our children!”

			Every soldier who arrived, already bruised and wounded, was fully ready to put everything they had into this final push. Years of agony and tragedy could be ended today. Their morale was unbreakable. 

			“Hang on a minute,” said Pattamis, urging Keji to step into the conversation. “Let’s not do anything hasty. I know a passionate charge into enemy lines is a very romantic way to end this civil saga, but I vote we just wait here until Symiria eats the bastards for us.”

			“The hat makes a good point,” said Pumpkin. “We might not have to do anything.”

			Marnie visibly flinched as another screech came from Symiria. The crunching of bodies and the explosions of Curses were filling the air now. The fight on the other side of the road was becoming more and more intense.

			“I’m afraid we cannot just stand around,” said Marnie. “You see, the only chance we have of defeating that monster, like it or not, is with a force the size of both our armies. If we wait here, Symiria will simply kill them all and then make its way over here to kill all of us. Our only hope of winning back our city now is killing Symiria with what remains of Barrick’s men, then . . .  well  . . .”

			“Killing Barrick’s men?” finished Ika.

			Marnie hummed. “Precisely.”

			Cinnamon leaned on his violet staff and sighed. “Very well, then. Let’s get on with it.”

			Marnie looked over her soldiers with proud eyes. “This is it. Let us fight for our home one last time.” 

			She didn’t scream this last command. She spoke it softly, almost sadly. Every man who heard was as ready as they ever would be. 

			With no more words need saying, Marnie stuck out her chest and moved past Ika and Chandi to stand at the front of the army. With the last passionate scream she could muster, she charged toward the towering shadow looming over them all.

			Ika, Chandi, Cinnamon, Pumpkin, Keji, Kem, Shuuski and his army of Yeryaila, and the rest of the Porshallan military force charged behind her, filling the air with their own calls for triumph.

			Chandi would remember December 27th for the rest of her life. Many of the events from the day would never leave her, from the heist to the first time she saw Wriliara since her tragedy. But, for whatever reason, it was the final charge of the civil war that she would remember most clearly.  

			It didn’t take long before Symiria could be seen, the fog no longer shielding its horror. Barrick’s men were peppering it with colourful Transformations that seemed to be only annoying the oversized insect. Marnie was right: it would take the entire mobilized effort of friend and foe to take down this creature; or at least drive it away from the city forever. 

			What followed was a difficult struggle. The Porshallan soldiers and Barrick’s men were killing each other in between trying to attack the centipede. Shuuski and his friends stabbed Barrick’s thugs in the back with pitchforks while they were looking elsewhere. Shuuski cut down man after man in a fire of rage. He fought for his late wife, who suffered more than she ever should have; who suffered because of these men.

			Chandi dished out incredible damage with her new hammer. She swung it hard enough to put men out of the fight for good, but not quite hard enough to kill. She just didn’t have it in her to take the lives of dozens of men, even though she easily could have with that glorious hammer. She broke bones, but took no lives. Most of her swings were to the legs, completely mangling anyone who came near her. 

			The battle went on for a period of time Chandi didn’t have a full grasp on. There was so much chaos that time seemed to mold together. There was blood and screams and death everywhere. Most of the Transformations and Curses performed were aimed at Symiria. After a while, Barrick’s army put together that they would all benefit from taking on the Summon simultaneously. 

			However, in spite of what Princess Marnie said, Symiria was still not fazed by their endless onslaughts. His brown armor deflected most attacks. He was injured, yes, but he was far off from death.

			After what must’ve been no less than twenty minutes of constant fighting, Chandi began to wonder if all was hopeless. Barrick’s men fought like wild dogs who had been cornered—which was fitting, as they could be accurately described as such—and the centipede continued to consume men who begged and wailed for anyone to help them; for anyone to save them from being its next meal. 

			Chandi felt someone bump into her. She spun around, prepared to attack them, until she noticed it was Prince Keji. He was shaking with fear, but in his small hands was a spear. There was no blood on it, so it appeared he was not forced to kill. But Chandi was glad he had it to protect himself. 

			“What do we d-do?” the boy asked, looking to Chandi as if she must have the answer. 

			Truthfully, she did not know. The battle was not going their way. Shuuski’s men were dying fast and there were not enough soldiers to even the clash against Barrick’s followers. She couldn’t think up any kind of plan to save them now. 

			She looked to her left to see Master Cinnamon and Pumpkin fighting tirelessly. They lit the street with golden Transformations. It was Cinnamon’s strength, Chandi was sure, that prevented them from having lost the battle already. 

			Suddenly, Chandi was struck by the brightest idea. She jumped off of the head of a large man in a black trench coat carrying a flaming club, and landed on top of a nearby shop. She winked down at Keji, who stared at her in awe. 

			She rested her great hammer on the ground by her feet. Then she brought her palm to the rooftop and shouted, “Shimio Buubonzu!”

			A burst of white smoke came up from the tiles of the roof just next to where she stood. 

			Sitting next to her now with its long orange-furred legs crossed out in front of it was a large orangutan straddling a faded brown banjo in its long grey fingers. 

			His name, as Chandi recalled, was Buubonzu. She first saw Buubonzu when Cinnamon taught her and Ika about the nature of summoning abilities. Master Cinnamon had told her then that he suspected they would call upon the ape before their adventure in Porshalla was done. Turns out he was right.

			Buubonzu seemed to notice Chandi immediately, saluting her with two fingers. He smirked as he began to pluck on his banjo. The music that came from it was carried through the air even louder than the ensuing battle; even louder than the screeches of the great centipede. 

			Cinnamon looked over and smiled as the orangutan played its song. The tune sounded sad in a way; despairing and lonely. Miraculously, it seemed to be hypnotising Symiria in a way. The centipede began to sway back and forth to the sound of the banjo, halting its killing and eating completely. 

			Chandi honestly had no clue what Buubonzu was capable of. She just crossed her fingers that he would be useful. She had no idea just how useful the Summon’s ability was.

			It would’ve been wise for both armies on the ground to take this moment to attack the beast together; to do as much damage as possible while it was entranced by Buubonzu. Naturally, Barrick’s men were too stupid to forge that temporary alliance, and attacked the Porshallan soldiers as soon as Symiria stopped crushing them or slurping them up into its razor-sharp gullet. 

			Thankfully, it seemed their cooperation was not needed after all. Buubonzu was smiling diabolically as Symiria gradually brought its massive head closer to the ape, its brown body still moving back and forth, victimized by this strange lullaby. 

			Symiria kept lowering its head until its deadly pincers were pushed up against its own pallid yellow belly. Then, with unhindered fervour, the insect began to consume its own body. It dug into its underbelly, ripping and shredding itself mercilessly. Yellow blood sprayed everywhere as it continued to munch into its core.

			Symiria was under an impressively powerful hypnosis. Buubonzu was making the beast kill itself slowly and methodically. 

			Cinnamon was nodding happily down on the street. 

			Way to go, Buubonzu! thought Chandi. You’re going to earn the world’s largest basket of bananas after this.

			After another minute of brutal eating, Symiria suddenly stopped. Buubonzu continued to strum his banjo, looking rather confused. The ape wasn’t the only one puzzled. Chandi stepped back quickly, watching Symiria with nervous eyes. 

			The bloodied centipede began to raise its massive head again, twitching and trembling, as if it was summoning the full force of its will to fight Buubonzu’s hypnosis.

			“Uh oh,” said Chandi.

			She finally spotted Ika. He was fighting multiple men at the same time, kicking and punching them with blinding speed. 

			Chandi picked up her hammer and leapt back down from the roof to stand beside Keji.

			When Ika caught sight of them, he blasted the men through a window with a Transformation of black Kanah. Once they were out of the picture, he ran over to Chandi and Keji. “There you are! Are you two okay?”

			“We three are fine,” answered Pattamis, frowning deeply.  

			Chandi pointed to Buubonzu. “We’re okay, Ika. But something tells me he isn’t going to be.”

			Ika turned around to share their view of Symiria bringing its head closer and closer to the banjo-playing ape. All it took was another ten seconds of struggling from Symiria before it was close enough to Buubonzu to force the orangutan to stop playing his song. 

			A look of pure fear came over Buubonzu as it stood and tried to run away along the rooftop. 

			He did not make it very far. 

			Symiria’s pincers latched onto Buubonzu and funneled the animal into its mouth. There was one primal squeal of terror from the ape, then all that could be seen was a spray of bright red blood that coated the roof of the rundown shop. If Chandi had still been standing up there she would’ve been drenched in the spray.

			She covered her mouth and gasped.

			“Poor monkey,” said Ika. “That’s no way to go.”

			Cinnamon ran along the street to avoid Symiria’s legs as they stamped and swiped along the ground. 

			He caught up to them, leaning on his staff and heaving heavily. “I r-really thought Buubonzu’s hypnosis would be powerful enough. He managed to damage the monster quite a bit, but couldn’t do enough to kill it.” There was a deep sadness on his face. “Buubonzu deserved better than that.”

			“Yeah, that was a rough way to go,” said Ika. “The monkey did his part, though.”

			Pattamis cleared his fabric throat. “Technically an orangutan is an ape, not a monkey, but  . . .” Chandi glared at him. “. . .  forget it.”

			A large portion of Symiria’s body had been eaten away. It was covered in its own bright yellow blood. It was remarkable the beast was even still alive, but it surely was, as it carried on crushing humans beneath its many feet and scooping up broken bodies into its mouth. 

			Even though Buubonzu had given his life, the centipede was significantly damaged by his last effort. But even so, Chandi wasn’t sure what they could possibly do now. That brief moment of hypnosis acted as a light at the end of the tunnel. Now that light had been snuffed out. 

			It was a tragic sight, watching so many Porshallan soldiers continue to fall in this battle. Yeryaila civilians were being cut down one after the other as well. Chandi predicted that, if this battle carried on for another half-hour, their numbers would dwindle down to less than seven hundred fighters, which would surely spell their downfall. The only question was, who would the victor be of this conflict? Barrick’s last followers, or the malevolent centipede?

			Cinnamon suddenly raised his nose to the air and began to sniff voraciously. 

			“What is it, Master?” asked Chandi. 

			“I sense . . .  something. Something . . .  amazing.”

			The rabbit’s mastery of Kanah allowed him to sense what was coming long before anyone else on the battlefield could. It took another full minute before Chandi could feel it too. But when she did, a feeling of intense euphoria encompassed her entire being. She felt as if she could lay back and be wisped away by a golden cloud. Life was perfect and pure in the moment she sensed that new and beautiful Kanah on the air. 

			After a while longer Ika sensed it too. Then, one by one, everybody was stopped in their tracks by the powerful sensation; all except Keji and the other Yeryaila, who could not pick up on the presence of a new Kanah.

			Suddenly, a new song was heard echoing through the entire city of Porshalla. This was not a sad song put together on an old banjo, like Buubonzu’s. In comparison, the ape’s lullaby was an amateur’s pathetic plucking. This was a euphoric orchestra that caressed the very soul. This was light and love and belonging in the form of song.

			The grey clouds above the city began to turn gold, and all was quiet in the world.

			“I know who this is,” said Master Cinnamon. His voice sounded scared, but there was a tear of peace on his cheek.

			Whatever this feeling was, Chandi wished to live in it for the rest of her life. She suddenly became afraid of returning to a state of normalcy without this precious music, as the typical mundanity of her senses might drive her mad after experiencing this unique state of cosmic bliss. 

			On top of a nearby building, just behind the great centipede’s head, stood a tall man in a long sapphire robe. His hair was long and grey, and in his right hand was a tall pale staff with a sparkling white jewel at the head.

			Looking at this man gave Chandi the impression that looking upon Lady Meamara herself would give off a similar feeling. There was only one man this could possibly be.

			Cinnamon stared at the top of the building with wide, glossy eyes. “That is Don-Galaga.”

			The leader of the King’s Death Squad, the legendary Dalada, was within sight. He had come to Porshalla.

			Chandi worried her brain might explode from all the thoughts that raced through her head as she looked upon his shining brilliance. King Stultis did not just send reinforcements to the flying city of Porshalla; he sent the oldest Oracle alive. He sent the most powerful man in Wenworld. 

			Even Symiria froze when it heard the tranquil music. It spun its massive body slowly to look up at Don-Galaga on the building down the street. 

			With one swift swipe of his white staff through the air, Don-Galaga turned one of the fiercest creatures in all of Wenworld into a cloud of golden dust that blew away with a powerful breeze. 

			Not only was Symiria defeated forever, but every single man who still fought for Barrick Tendiga humbly bent to one knee.

			With this arrival, in the late afternoon of December 27th, 1054, the civil war in Porshalla officially ended. 

		

	
		
			Interlude: Until You’ve Seen This Trash Can Dream Come True

			[image: ]

			WRILIARA ESCAPED the city shortly after the encounter with Hamawyl. Most people, when choosing to depart from the flying city, must use the waypoint gate to travel back down to solid ground. Wriliara, still carrying Kirga within his deep stomach, simply slithered over the edge of the entrance walkway and fell all the way to the ravine below. In his snake form he was so strong that even a fall from that height could not kill him. Once he landed in the deep canyon below Porshalla, he slithered up the walls and disappeared deep into the surrounding forest.

			It was some time later when he eventually regurgitated his master.

			Kirga’s severely injured and broken body tumbled off of Wriliara’s forked tongue and fell onto a patch of grass that was shielded from the snow from the thick leaves of the tree growing over it. 

			Wriliara turned back into his human form and inspected Kirga, who was barely conscious. “My Lord, we are out of Porshalla. Our mission is complete.”

			Kirga coughed up blood. 

			Lying there in the cold grass, Kirga felt physically worse than he could ever remember feeling. The only time that came close was when he fought Ikarus Ivory.

			Both of his arms were mangled like branches run over by a carriage, bones sticking in different directions, the holes they created still spewing thin spurts of blood. His hip felt like it had been lit on fire, and the rest of his body held the sensation of tiny shards of broken glass travelling through his veins. 

			But the cost was worth the prize, for by his side the Zyphur Spear was still hitched. 

			“Y-yes,” said Kirga, hoarsely, his deep voice barely audible. “We have succeeded. Now I must recover. When I d-do, we make for Paragon Forest.”

			Wriliara knelt over him. “Yes, My Lord. But I must carry you to a healer I know of in the next town over. She can mend you without the law getting involved.”

			Kirga summoned the strength to turn his neck and look up at Wriliara. “Who is this healer you speak of?”

			Wriliara paused. “My Aunt.” He hooked one arm under Kirga’s legs and the other under his upper back. “Do I have permission to carry you?”

			Kirga nodded, then slipped into a deep sleep.

			He was unaware of how much time passed after he slipped away, but when he slowly blinked himself back to consciousness, Kirga was looking up at Wriliara’s sharp chin. He was still being carried. He could hear Wriliara’s boots crunch in the snow as he walked. 

			His vision was hazy and his voice hoarse. “Are we . . .  almost there?”

			Wriliara did not look down. “Yes, My Lord. We are nearly there now. I can see the smoke from her chimney from here. Only a few more minutes.”

			“Can this aunt of yours be trusted? As I recall, you do not have a strong relationship with your family; outside of your sister, that is.”

			He coughed and winced at the pain in his chest. His arms were still the worst. He couldn’t bear to look down at them. His stomach was still wet with leaking blood, but it seemed as if Wriliara bound the wounds while he was unconscious, as Kirga could feel the fabric bandages wrapped around his forearms. 

			“She can be trusted to heal for Teeth,” answered Wriliara. “Certainly not for love. The woman is just as uncaring as my mother was. She will help us in spite of the law, as long as she is paid. Then she will kick us out.”

			“Do you have Teeth on you to pay this healer?” 

			“A few hundred. I am hoping that is enough to satisfy her.”

			Kirga tried to turn his head over to see the smoke Wriliara mentioned, but the sting was too much. “She will work for that or we will threaten to kill her.”

			Wriliara looked down now. “My Lord, I do not believe she can be threatened. I don’t think she would care if somebody did kill her.”

			Wriliara walked up a steep hill now. Kirga worried for half a moment that he would slip in the snow and drop him all the way down. It was also uncomfortable being brought up the hill, as Wriliara needed to hold Kirga tighter to his chest so his legs could be lifted higher for each stride. 

			After a few minutes, Wriliara reached the top and evened out his walk. Strangely, Kirga could smell bacon being cooked on the air. It was a welcoming smell that reminded him of a childhood long gone.

			Wriliara walked up to a wooden door. He was standing close enough to it that Kirga did not need to turn his head to see the house the door belonged to. 

			It was a small squared home, the walls built with bright red brick and the triangular roof made from spruce wood. There were two square windows on either side of the door, though the inside could not be seen through closed blue curtains. The house looked like the stereotypical one a person might find in a storybook for children. 

			The only thing that was not usual was the ornament directly above the door. It was a white jewel, octagonal in shape. It glimmered so stunningly that Kirga struggled to pry his eyes from it. It seemed like the kind of jewel one might find in the treasury of a king. Certainly not something that should be hung above a person’s door. 

			Wriliara used his foot to knock, kicking the door hard three times. There was some rustling and what sounded like the clink of a spoon in a bowl coming from inside. 

			The door swung fully open, and standing in the frame was a fat woman in a silky green gown. Her round face was pale, except for her cheeks, which were rosy red. Her black hair was tied into a small bun and slim blue diamonds hung from each of her earlobes. 

			She took one glance at Wriliara, her expression not changing even slightly, then she looked down at Kirga in his arms. “Haven’t seen your face in some time, boy.” 

			She spoke to Wriliara, but her gaze was locked on Kirga, examining his injuries.

			“I need you to heal him,” said Wriliara with a hint of desperation to his voice. 

			The large woman scratched at one of her multiple chins. “I’m looking at the Hellcat right now, aren’t I?”

			“You are.”

			She leaned her head out of the doorframe and placed one meaty finger against her left nostril. Then, aiming past Wriliara toward the field surrounding her house, she blew out a glob of hardened snot from her right nostril. “Why should I help the man who can supposedly destroy Wenworld? Ain’t that what the prophecy is supposed to say about Genmaga folk?”

			“Because I have Teeth, that is why.” 

			She scoffed. “Oh, you do, do you?”

			Wriliara nodded. “Yes. I have a little over three hundred on me. If that is not enough then I can return at another time with more.”

			This woman did not look at Wriliara like an aunt would her nephew. There was no kindness or even familiarity in those eyes. She was only looking at a potential customer who caught her in the middle of a good bowl of rabbit stew. 

			After a few moments of skeptical silence from her, Wriliara pleaded. “Teresa . . .  please.”

			She studied Kirga again. “Those arms are going to take a bit of work. Who did this to him?”

			“The Dalada,” answered Kirga with what little strength he had.

			Teresa’s eyes went wide. “Well, that makes a lotta sense then, don’t it, Genmaga boy?” She let out a nasally laugh. “Fine. I’ll fix him for everything you’ve got on you, boy. I don’t want no more, either. I don’t need you coming back here and disturbing my peace again. Come in and set the Hellcat on my bed. It’s in the room next to the fireplace.”

			Wriliara quickly followed his aunt inside the house and brought Kirga past Teresa into her small room. He set Kirga down on a wide bed made with a thick red duvet. 

			Teresa pulled a long pipe out from a drawer near the bed and filled it with dark tobacco, then she lit it and took a long puff. “All right, let’s get down to work.” She glanced at Wriliara bitterly. “Get outta my room while I work, boy. This is gunna take some time.”

			Wriliara fidgeted almost awkwardly at the side of the bed. “How long . . .  how long do you suspect this will take?”

			Teresa looked over Kirga one more time. “With injuries like his? It’ll be a few weeks before he is back to full strength; even with a healer as talented as myself.”

			Wriliara walked to the door, but paused before leaving her to her work. “Thank you, Teresa.”

			Kirga looked back and forth between the two of them. He wasn’t fond of the idea of being left alone with this person. He did not know her, nor did he trust her. It seemed as if Wriliara did not know her very well, either.

			She grunted, her teeth still clenching her pipe. “I’m doing it for the money. I couldn’t care less about you or the Hellcat. I’ve got land taxes to pay.”

			Wriliara looked at her for a few seconds, then he turned and exited the room, closing the door behind him.

			Kirga knew he was in for a long and painful recovery.

		

	
		
			PART IV: The Truth Revealed

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter 40: The Rebirth of a City and the Man of Myth
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			IKA WAS glad to have a moment to breathe. There was a great weight taken off his shoulders when Don-Galaga arrived to end the war indefinitely. Barrick’s men surrendered, not a single one of them attempting to struggle against someone like the leader of the Dalada. They were all wrangled up and put in chains. They were to be shipped out to Kanakon to spend the rest of their lives in high-security prison.

			Barrick himself was confirmed dead by a Porshallan official after the battle. That news quickly spread through the whole city; or at least what was left of it. Ika was immediately heralded as a hero once it was known he was the one who did the deed. That information would be published in the Capital’s most popular newspaper. There was no doubt the news would reach as far as Turquoise Town, where Ika’s mother would also learn of it. She would know her son was a killer. 

			There was a great cleaning effort on the part of the citizens and soldiers in the following days after the battle outside of Eskarahm Four came to an end. The bodies of the dead were gathered up and either buried or cremated, depending on what the surviving family members wished for their loved ones. 

			Among the bodies collected were the three members of the Sanfron Trio. Once it was confirmed through the papers that Gurmick Vinker, Fafkun Jarvis, and Solomon Drez were killed by Kirga the Hellcat, the citizens of Porshalla, especially those who lived in the Sanfron District, wept. They mourned their heroes and gave them one of the largest and most elaborate funerals the city had ever seen. Past Princes and Princesses were buried with less of a turnout. 

			On December 29th, 1054, 80,000 people showed up to see the trio buried in coffins of shining silver. A special tomb was made for them in the Sanfron District. As far as the eye could see there were people weeping for the three men. There were children hanging from distant balconies with lit candles in their hands. Everywhere you looked, people said farewell in their own way to the trio who held the city together during its worse period.

			Ika and Chandi also attended the ceremony. Prince Keji was advised by Princess Marnie not to be seen, as the Yeryaila prince might anger those who were already grieving. And Cinnamon had fled to hide in his Gritka—still inside of Pumpkin’s Pancake Parlour—as soon as he caught sight of Don-Galaga. He could not risk being spotted by that man, nor Hamawyl—the other Dalada member who showed up after the battle. 

			He was amazed to spot Hamawyl in person, though. He never got close enough to introduce himself to the tall blond man, but he was near enough to hear his thunderous laugh as Hamawyl greeted the throngs of citizens who praised him for coming to the city to help end the war. 

			Even though Hamawyl made himself known to the public, Don-Galaga was far less open with his movements through the city. He showed up on that roof, and then disappeared. Marnie did tell Ika at the funeral, however, that she got the chance to speak to Don-Galaga after the battle. Apparently he planned to stick around the city until it was clear that Eskarahm Four was safe and all artifacts were returned. Marnie also said she saw him walking and talking with Gira a few times, who was mysteriously absent after the battle. Ika had not seen his uncle once since the events. He was dying to ask him about how things went down with Vedara, and whether the Apostle escaped or not.

			Unfortunately, Don-Galaga’s decree about the artifacts meant Chandi had to give her new hammer back. She was beginning to like it, but was told by Porshallan officers that it must be brought back to the vault, and so she parted with it. 

			Slowly, over the next few years, Ika was confident that Porshalla would see its former glory again; that it would find peace.

			Ika and Chandi walked down the street toward a grand white cathedral at the very end of the avenue. It was now New Year’s Eve, and they were set to meet with Princess Marnie in the center of the city. She wished to give them both a final farewell. They were notified by Porshallan soldiers that Gira was already with the princess at the main cathedral, which acted as the core parliament building for the city.

			With the assistance of Pumpkin, both Master Cinnamon and Keji were able to escape the city without being caught. They hid inside of the Gritka while Pumpkin smuggled the pot outside of Porshalla’s borders. The trustworthy Wenny informed Ika he would hide the Gritka in the forest just below the cliff where the prison that Pulkra destroyed used to be. When exiting the city, he and Chandi could find their master there.

			“A wild few days, huh?” said Ika, choosing to break the uncomfortable silence as they walked.

			There were not many people on the street. Only a few cleaning crews were gathering up what leftover debris they could while sweeping away the vast amounts of dust. 

			“Yes,” said Chandi plainly.

			Ika waited a few seconds. “You’ll get another chance at Wriliara.”

			“I know. It’s just . . .  we failed.”

			“To stop Kirga, you mean?”

			“I do.”

			He was rather surprised by her current attitude. Usually he was the one to be downcast or overly hard on himself. 

			“What’s up with this new Chandi?” he asked. “We helped save Porshalla! Think of how many lives will be better after this change. Think of how many lives will be saved because of this change. Turn that frown upside down.”

			She managed a giggle. “Yes, I’m proud of that. Don’t get me wrong. But we had a job to do, Ika. Marnie and Pumpkin trusted us to take care of Kirga and stop him from getting the spear. Not only did he get the spear, but every single member of Kimiala inside the vault was killed, including Pumpkin’s old friend.”

			Ika shrugged. “It’s not like he was our friend.”

			“Ika!”

			He bumped her with his arm. “There’s the Chandi I know. Come on, Marnie will want to celebrate. We shouldn’t walk into her cathedral with sad faces. The entire city has been partying nonstop. Let’s not be the cloud over that parade. It’s New Year’s Eve; the perfect day to symbolize the change coming to this place.”

			“Okay,” she said. “You’re right.”

			Ika was putting on his typical brave face, but inside he was still struggling with just how easy it was to kill Barrick. He was wholly taken over by his anger. There was nothing he could do to fight that state he entered. Deep down, he may have even enjoyed the rush it brought. He was disgusted by himself. Regardless of his Affinity, Ika had never let himself fall that deep into rage before. He wasn’t sure if he could stop himself from doing it again, either. 

			“Ika Ivory!”

			They turned to see a group of young women standing at the edge of the nearby sidewalk. A blond girl at the front was waving at Ika with an almost off-putting smile on her face. 

			“Thank you so much for everything! You’re my hero!”

			The other women echoed her sentiment with screams and waves. One of them was even sobbing with happiness, as if Ika was some sort of celebrity from the Capital. 

			Ika waved at them awkwardly. “Don’t mention it, ladies. I, uh, was just doing my job!”

			Chandi raised her eyebrow at him. “Job? What job?”

			“I have no idea. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.”

			After having to dodge a few more clusters of newfound Ika Ivory lovers, they made their way to the grand steps of the white cathedral. 

			The building was the only part of this district that already looked fully refurbished and cleaned; either that, or it simply remained this pristine during the conflict. Either way, it was an impressive construct to look upon. 

			It was almost shaped like a perfect rectangle, built from polished white marble. Many tall columns held the extended roof up all around the building. Even the surrounding sets of white stairs were unblemished marble. There were no windows on this cathedral, nor were there any balconies. It was entirely closed off to outside viewers. Ika had no doubt that the city’s most important political meetings took place here. It was the headquarters for Marnie’s ongoing struggle. Now that the struggle was over, perhaps it would be used as a senate building for whatever new government takes route in Porshalla. 

			They walked up the front steps to a pair of massive silver doors. On each one there was a famous historical scene engraved. The door on the right depicted what was known in Wenworld history books as ‘The Sevelkarai Incident’. 

			Sevelkarai Morga was the name of an Oracle who captured the daughter of the Prince of Porshalla in an attempt to use her as a hostage so he could trade her for millions of Teeth. His plan was actually foiled by the White Raven, who took a liking to the girl and did not wish to see her come to harm. This event took place in the year 77. 

			Back in those days the Black Raven, the White Raven’s true love, was still alive, so the White Raven had not yet retreated to Paragon Forest in his misery. In those days both Ravens travelled far and wide to many cities in Wenworld, often befriending the currently reigning monarchs. 

			The image etched into the door was of the White Raven swooping down on Sevelkarai, just before he tore his head off with his talons. The Prince’s daughter is seen running away from Sevelkarai and into her father’s arms. It is a famous moment in Porshallan history.

			The image on the other door was after the event of the second ever Broken Calamity in Wenworld, when there are no kings or queens to wear the crowns and uphold the connection with the Crystal. A dreadful and fatal winter came over all of Wenworld in the year 638, when the king and queen in that generation were both assassinated by a woman named Belastrice Morga, who worshipped her ancestor, Belfaris, and wanted the Crystal to be destroyed. 

			Belastrice hoped killing the monarchs and causing a calamity would be enough to crack the Crystal Ball. The door depicted the scene of when Wenworld made its choice for a new monarch to wear one of the crowns in Kanakon. The choice was a young boy from Porshalla named Jarrinan Felsley, who would go on to reign well for many years. One more Broken Calamity would happen, where the new reigning family after the event would be the Aberdams.

			The engraving showed Jarrinan being engulfed by a ball of orange Kanah that would transport him to the Capital City. This was Meamara personally making a choice for the betterment of all within her Crystal.  

			Ika walked up to the doors and pushed on them with far more strength than he expected them to require. They swung open with a tremendous sound that echoed in the wide hall. 

			There was a curved silver table in the center of the hall, like a half-circle lined with chairs along the hump.

			There were only two people sitting at the table presently: Princess Marnie and Uncle Gira.

			Gira shot from his chair as soon as he spotted his nephew. He ran over to Ika and embraced him in a strong hug. “There you are, my little hero! I heard what happened. How could I not, when everybody and their grandmother around the city are talking about it? You killed Barrick Tendiga!”

			Ika felt good hearing himself be praised by his uncle. Even so, the smile he wore was forced. “I did. I’m just glad the city’s struggle is over now. But Kirga still got away, as far as I know.”

			Gira moved over to hug Chandi as well. After he let her go, his silver eyes found Ika again. “Yes, he is out of the city by now. With the Zyphur Spear, too. I’ll admit, things could’ve gone better. But we’re all alive and Barrick isn’t. All possibilities considered, things could’ve also gone worse.”

			“What happened to Vedara, anyway?” asked Ika. 

			Gira rubbed his neck. “Well, I killed him.”

			Ika and Chandi cheered.

			“I knew it!” shouted Ika. “I knew you’d be able to take that brute! Nobody outside of the Death Squad could possibly beat you in a fair fight.”

			“I wouldn’t go quite that far,” said Gira. “But yes, I am amazing.”

			“But how?” asked Chandi, frowning now. “I watched you melt the man’s entire face off, and even that couldn’t kill him. What eventually got the job done?”

			“That’s a good question,” added Ika. “That dude was tough as nails.”

			Gira hummed affirmatively. “Indeed he was. I had no choice but to use a very powerful Curse to subdue him. It is called Halevein. Once I used it there was literally nothing he could do. I managed to get him to tell me the secret of his longevity and toughness. Turns out the only way to kill him for good was to rip out his heart and burn it. So that’s just what I did.”

			Ika grimaced. “Damn.”

			“Yeah,” said Gira. “I’m glad you weren’t there to see it. Gruesome stuff. But that’s all behind us now.”

			Chandi shook her head and smiled. “That’s two of Kirga’s Apostles you’ve killed now. You’re becoming a real pain in his ass for him.”

			“That reminds me,” said Ika. “It seems like you’ve been a pain in Kirga’s ass for quite a while; meaning many years. When he spoke to you back at Eskarahm Four, he made it sound like he knew you. Like, knew you, knew you. What was with that?”

			“Hey!” shouted Marnie from the table. “Get over here before Don-Galaga arrives. I want to make a good impression!”

			That jostled Ika out of his train of thought. “Wait, what! Don-Galaga is meeting us here?”

			“He is,” replied Marnie. “He should be here any minute. Come sit down with me.” 

			Ika and Chandi quickly scuttled over to the table and pulled out their own chairs. Gira followed, laughing softly as he did the same. He joined the table at a much more leisurely pace, as he had no reason to be nervous about meeting a man he already knew so well. 

			Ika, however, was beside himself. He was minutes away from sitting at the same table as the most powerful Oracle in the world. Don-Galaga could probably kill him with a sneeze and he was about to meet him in person. 

			He wondered how well he would hold up when exposed to his Kanah. He vomited and nearly lost consciousness when meeting Elra. And Belasefka was enough to make him feel like he was melting. He was honestly worried at how he would embarrass himself in front of an Oracle of Don-Galaga’s caliber. 

			“Be calm, Ika,” said Gira.

			Ika hadn’t realized he was tapping his fingers on the table at a rapid pace. “Sorry. I’m a little bit nervous.”

			Marnie chuckled. “I don’t blame you. He is an amazing man. It is a privilege to have one conversation with him.” She paused, gazing toward the door. “It would’ve been nice to have his help years ago.”

			Gira folded his arms on the tabletop. “You know the Dalada can only move where they are ordered to go by whoever leads Kanakon. Their purpose is to serve King Stultis. And he is willing to let anything slide, so long as he gets enough money on the side. Your situation wasn’t detrimental to Stultis until the vault was in jeopardy. Truthfully, were I in your position, I would’ve let the vault fall years ago, just to force Stultis to send reinforcements.”

			Marnie remained fixed in her thoughtful gaze. “It’s sad that I would ever need to consider doing that just to get some help for my people. Stultis should be looking out for the outer cities. The Capital needs us. One day his negligence to those he deems not worth his time is going to bite him in his sanctimonious ass. If only Prince Keji was king. Wenworld would be far better off with a leader like him.”

			“If Keji was king,” said Gira, “the world would have another Broken Calamity on their hands. And I don’t think we need that.”

			“No,” agreed the Princess. “It is a true tragedy for us all that the boy wasn’t born with Kanah. He could’ve grown up to be Wenworld’s greatest king. But instead he has doomed us all.”

			“Hey now,” said Ika, quick to anger when Keji’s status as a Yeryaila was insulted. “It’s not his fault.”

			“I am fully aware of that,” replied Marnie. “Even so, our dire situation exists because of it.”

			Gira straightened in his chair. “Here he comes. I sense him. Ika, Chandi, be on your best behaviour. Don’t say anything stupid. Say as little as you can manage, in fact.”

			Ika was puzzled. He couldn’t sense anything.

			The giant silver doors to the main hall were pushed open. Standing in the whiteness of the outdoor light was Don-Galaga, still wearing his long sapphire robe and carrying his white staff. 

			Ika could finally get a clear look at his face. Even though he was over a thousand years of age, he looked to be only in his mid-40s. He was clean-shaven, his face angular and somewhat sallow, as if he had put off eating for a few days. Even so, the man was handsome. He had a regal look to him; one that put Stultis to shame. This was the face of a king. A king of Kanah. 

			He was shockingly tall as well; standing six feet and four inches at the least.

			His eyes were a hazy light blue, and they had a great depth to them. No other pair of eyes in the world could hold such gravity and distance to them. If eyes were known to be windows to the soul, then Don-Galaga’s were both petrifying and liberating to look into, for his soul had no likeness in the known world.

			The most remarkable thing about the man was not his appearance. The thing that caught Ika the most off-guard was the lack of Kanah. He could sense nothing at all. The leader of the King’s squad was standing right there and yet his power could not be felt. It didn’t make sense. When he showed up to stop Symiria his Kanah was enough to bring one to tears. And now he could’ve been mistaken for a Yeryaila. 

			He walked toward the table, each step completely inaudible. His robe trailed behind him as a wave of blue silk and the jewel in his staff shone like a bottled star. 

			Princess Marnie and Gira stood, as a show of respect for the man’s arrival. Ika and Chandi followed their example with a level of awkwardness Ika prayed was unnoticed. 

			“Princess,” said Don-Galaga, his voice both cold and palliative. It was nearly as soft as a whisper, yet rough from generations of use. “I am glad to see you well.”

			Ika spotted Marnie’s dark hand shaking as she stuck it out and shook Don-Galaga’s.

			“You as well. I am honoured to have you in my city, and I am beyond thankful for your assistance the other day.”

			Don-Galaga’s blue eyes appeared sad for a fleeting moment. “Say no more of it. It is over now. We must speak of the future of your great city.”

			“Oh,” said Gira, “has Stultis decided Porshalla is worth his time now?”

			Ika’s heart began beating furiously in his chest. Hearing his uncle speak in such a manner in front of Don-Galaga was enough to make his jaw drop.

			Didn’t he just tell us to be on our best behaviour? Do as I say and not as I do, it seems.

			Don-Galaga turned his gaze to Gira. The look in those old eyes was impossible to place. “It is not our place to question the one who maintains the Crystal. His word is law. But yes, it would appear he has taken an interest in the city being rebuilt better than it was before the civil war. Barrick Tendiga is dead, and so a new era begins for Porshalla.”

			Marnie gestured to the chair next to Gira that rested at the end of the curved table, allowing Don-Galaga a clear view of all those who sat around it. “Please, take a seat. I expect this may take some time.”

			Don-Galaga bowed before heading to his assigned chair. “Indeed, I fear it might. I apologize for taking up so much of your time when I know you would rather be celebrating with your people. You have earned that celebration, but I must keep you from it until we can discuss how best to return this city to its former splendour, something King Stultis greatly wished to see.”

			Marnie smiled warmly. “I will do whatever I need to do for my people.”

			Don-Galaga rested his staff up against the table. “I have no doubt of that, my dear. In order to continue, I must first ask an upsetting question.” He folded his arms within his lavish robe. “This civil war went on for some time. I must know your general estimate of the deaths involved in this conflict. That statistic is unknown to me.”

			Marnie’s head fell forward. She seemed to be weighed down by this question in some way. There was great sorrow in her voice when she finally spoke. “As you said, a general estimate is all I have. We weren’t able to collect all bodies of the soldiers lost, nor could we list all of the civilians lost. But . . .  I can say confidently that the death toll is somewhere between two hundred and three hundred thousand.”

			Between 200,000 and 300,000 deaths! Ika struggled to comprehend that amount of loss. He couldn’t imagine the heartbreak Marnie must’ve felt through the years of the war. Barrick caused all that suffering. Suddenly, even if only slightly, Ika felt less guilty about killing the man. 

			“I see,” said Don-Galaga, his face not changing at all. “And are you aware of the full population at the beginning of the conflict? How many people were residents of the city around the time when Barrick began his rise to power?”

			“The population at the time of the uprise was roughly nine hundred thousand,” said Marnie.

			Don-Galaga hummed deeply. “All right. Our first step will be to clean up the city and rebuild the districts that suffered the most destruction. Do not worry, this process will be fully funded by the Capital. Kanakon will also be donating at least five thousand Teeth to every family who lost someone to the conflict; some families will receive more, depending on the severity of their trauma. We will also make sure that thousands of unemployed civilians will have their chance to work and get paid for assisting in the rebuilding of the city.”

			As Don-Galaga was explaining their plan, Ika noticed his uncle massaging his chest and wincing in pain. He grunted and sucked in breath through his teeth every few minutes. He appeared to be in a lot of distress. Ika assumed that any fight with Vedara would be a tough one, but he wasn’t sure just how badly Gira had been harmed during the duel. He needed to ask him about it later.

			There was one thing he really wanted to ask right now, however. But not to his uncle. 

			“Excuse me, Don-Galaga, sir?” 

			Don-Galaga slowly looked over at Ika.

			Ika swallowed his fear and tried his best to keep his voice steady. “I wanted to know if you knew anything about . . .  the other Affinities.”

			He had wanted to get an expert’s opinion on this subject for a while. He couldn’t imagine there being a better expert than the leader of the Dalada.

			Don-Galaga closed his eyes and smirked. “You speak of the legends known as Dual and Crystal Affinity?”

			“Yes. Are they real?”

			Don-Galaga did not answer right away. His smirk faded and he opened his eyes again. “As far as I am aware, such Affinities do not exist. Or, at least, no one has yet attained them. The very first discussion spread around Wenworld about an Oracle being able to wield both Sun and Moon Kanahs was actually started by one of the ancient Armadillos, and so therefore I believe there could be some merit to the idea. But I have never seen this state achieved, and my own conversations with the Armadillo have led nowhere.” 

			He unfolded his arms and rested them on the table. “Now, as for an Oracle being able to harness the Kanah of Wenworld itself, I believe that rumour only began because the Gast seem to have a stronger connection with Wenworld than any of us. That connection has led people to ask whether one could achieve a perfect connection, gaining them incredible power. Both Affinities are most likely myths.”

			Ika couldn’t let it go just yet. “How powerful would someone be if they achieved one of these Affinities?”

			Don-Galaga met the boy’s eyes with a keen glare. “Very powerful. I believe, if either mythical state was truly achieved, such an Oracle would be more powerful than myself.”

			That concept alone satisfied Ika as an answer. “Thank you, sir.”

			“You are very welcome.”

			Marnie leaned forward over the table, looking at Don-Galaga with a mixture of confusion and relief on her face. “Forgive me for changing the subject again, but I do not understand, sir. How is Kanakon going to pay for all the help you claimed you were going to give? I hate to point out the truth of the matter in front of a Dalada member . . .  but Stultis let this madness rage on because he gained from it. I’m expected to believe he is fully willing to fund these projects and allow Porshalla to return to peace and normalcy?”

			Gira, still clutching his side in pain, spoke up. “I must say I agree with the Princess. Stultis is a pile of crap.”

			“Gira,” said Don-Galaga, an austerity in his voice that frightened Ika. “I will not tell you again.”

			Gira leaned back and motioned with his free hand that he would remain quiet.

			After glaring at Gira for a handful of seconds, Don-Galaga moved his gaze to the Princess. “I understand your cynicism completely, dear. But I assure you the King will be gaining from this new era of the city. He has expected Barrick to fall sometime within these last two years. In that time he has been putting together a new system he would put in place when the civil war finally saw its end. Essentially, to summarize the basics of his idea, Stultis is going to run a corporation out of Porshalla known as ‘The Porshallan Trading Company’. At one time Porshalla was one of the prime hubs in Wenworld for trading and manufacturing weaponry. During the time of the Copper War of 947, this city was capable of creating a vast array of unique weaponry from the minerals that could be found in the canyons below. There is a reason why many of the buildings in Porshalla are built from materials like gold and silver and even lapis. These buildings are old, built from a more prosperous time. King Stultis believes those times can return under the right guidance. The trading company will be responsible for excavating the canyons even further than your ancestors, bringing forth any hidden treasures and creating and selling various—”

			The doors of the cathedral were pushed open again. Standing within the now entering rays of light was a tall, broad man with long golden hair. His strong body was covered in slick black armour and his shoulders held a swaying blue cape. In his right hand was a golden hammer etched with silver Edamirin lettering. Glaurung. Ika had read about it before. 

			One look at that special brand of armour, as well as that famous hammer, let Ika know he was in the presence of yet another member of the King’s squad.

			Hamawyl walked forward, smiling as he spotted Gira. “Hey now!” His powerful voice echoed in the chamber as he threw his arms out wide. “Look who it is.”

			Gira grinned back. “Good to see you, Hamawyl.”

			The man joined them at the curved table, pulling out a chair on the other side of Gira.

			Here was an Aura that Ika could feel clearly. He noticed he was handling Kanah of this level better than he did two years ago. He still felt a strong wave of nausea, but he was confident he would not throw up this time. Even so, Hamawyl’s Kanah was weighing on Ika. It felt similar to the pressure one would feel when diving too deep underwater. It was harder to take in each breath and his ears slightly stung. All this, and Ika could tell Hamawyl was suppressing his Aura as best he could so not to be rude. 

			This fact just made it all the stranger that Don-Galaga’s Aura could not be felt at all.

			Just as Ika knew all of the legendary members well, he was familiar with the status and reputation of Hamawyl. It was beyond exciting to be sitting at the same table as both Don-Galaga and one of his favoured pupils. He could feel his hands shaking atop his legs.

			“I know the Princess, but who are these two?” asked Hamawyl, gesturing to Ika and Chandi with the end of his great hammer, which he still held firmly and proudly.

			Gira pointed over to the other side of the curved table. “The boy is my nephew, Ika. And the girl is his best friend, Chandi. Ika is the one who killed Barrick.”

			Hamawyl nodded with approval at Ika; a sign of respect that sent butterflies fluttering up into the boy’s chest. “Not bad, boy. I’ve heard the people talking about you already. You could be the next statue built in this city.”

			Chandi fidgeted nervously next to Ika. “It is an honour to meet you, Hamawyl. We both have been fans of yours for most of our lives.”

			Hamawyl regarded her with kind blue eyes. “Thank you. I’m always glad to have people appreciate the work we do. I am grateful.”

			The only one at the table who wasn’t regarding Hamawyl with the utmost adoration was Don-Galaga, who looked at him with a deeply furrowed brow. “You were late.”

			Hamawyl’s entire demeanour changed. He reached his left arm behind his head and scratched the back of his neck with an anxious laugh. “Yes . . .  apologies for that. I’m afraid I got lost.”

			“No you didn’t,” said Don-Galaga, less than a full second later.

			Hamawyl flexed his strong jaw and met his leader’s gaze. “No . . .  I did not.”

			Don-Galaga’s stare was the calm surface of water before a horrendous storm. “Speak, then. What held you? I would have you say it to my face right now.”

			Ika could see the ball in Hamawyl’s throat bob as he swallowed hard. “I spotted Kirga leaving the city and I took the initiative to stop him while I had the chance.”

			Ika, forgetting himself, raised his voice above their quarrel. “You caught Kirga? Did you kill him!”

			Gira motioned for him to shut his mouth. 

			“No,” continued Hamawyl. “His Apostle, Wriliara, showed up and helped the Hellcat escape.”

			“So you were late to arrive at your assigned destination by King Stultis, and you didn’t even achieve what your detour led you to do?” said Don-Galaga, his face empty of expression.

			“I am sorry, Master,” said Hamawyl. “It will never happen again.”

			“Make sure it does not.”

			After a heavy silence, Gira coughed. “Shame you couldn’t kill him, though. That would’ve solved all our problems.”

			He laughed awkwardly until he realized no one else was laughing with him.

			“Let us continue this meeting,” said Don-Galaga. “We have many things still left to discuss.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 41: A Well-Earned Rest
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			THE MEETING went on for another four hours. Chandi wondered throughout the whole thing why she was even there. She felt so embarrassed and out of place. Many times throughout their conversations Ika was brought up and discussed, as he was the man who killed Barrick. But Chandi’s efforts in the battle were not addressed at all. There were a few times when Ika spoke up in an attempt to praise her involvement in the events, which made her feel nice, but overall she was unheeded while the important people talked over the current state of the city and where they wanted to see it go. She could barely get a word in.

			Over the four hours, Gira attempted to bring up Kirga multiple times. He tried to warn Don-Galaga of what Kirga was doing. He tried to convey that he was heading for the White Raven with the Zyphur Spear. He was trying to make it clear just how dangerous things could get. He was shut down every time. Don-Galaga at least seemed to sympathise with Gira’s concerns, but Stultis still had not ordered the Dalada to spend their time hunting down the Hellcat. The only promising thing said was that, after the heist of Eskarahm Four, Stultis told Don-Galaga he would be looking into the Genmaga situation in the coming months. Then a decision would be made regarding the focus of his squad’s time. But by then it could be too late, as Kirga wanted the White Raven dead now. It was frustrating, but Don-Galaga could not make any official moves until the order was passed by the King. 

			Hamawyl also disclosed during the meeting that Kirga was extremely inured when he found him. One of his arms was severely broken, and Hamawyl managed to break the other one. Judging by the retelling of events Hamawyl gave, Kirga sounded like he was near death when he escaped. This was good news.

			Finally, the meeting concluded. Don-Galaga and Hamawyl left first together, bidding farewell as politely as would be expected of them. Don-Galaga was the one who defeated Symiria, thereby saving the vault and the city. Chandi was sure they had no chance of killing the centipede without his arrival. And yet the man left without taking any credit for what he did. Chandi was very impressed by that, and it helped her feel better about not getting any light shone on her.

			Princess Marnie sat back down at the table just as everyone else was getting ready to walk back outside. “I have much paperwork to look over. I have damage to assess and families to contact. Do go on without me.”

			“Don’t you want to celebrate?” asked Ika.

			Marnie looked beyond tired. She had been fighting for too long. “I would like nothing more. But this is still my city and my people to look after. My work isn’t over. I trust you three will be moving on from Porshalla soon. I just want you to know that I appreciate all the help you have been. We couldn’t have done it without you. If ever any of you return to my city, you will be treated as royalty.” She smiled. “And tell Cinnamon I consider him a hero as well. I always have.”

			The three of them lined up and gave the Princess a deep and respectful bow. 

			No more words were spoken between them. They each gave her a smile, Gira gave her a wink, and they turned to leave the girl to her work. Each of them knew that the city was in good hands.

			They pushed open the doors and exited the cathedral. Chandi was sad to say goodbye to Marnie, but she had a feeling she would see her again someday.

			It was nighttime now. The moon was shining a bluish white in the center of the dark sky. Thousands of multicoloured stars flickered above, creating a sight stunning enough to throw her into a daze.

			“Chandi!” said Ika, waving his hand in front of her face.

			She gave her head a shake. “Sorry, I was lost in thought for a second.”

			“I said are you ready to leave?”

			It felt strange to know they were just going to move on. But they had to; Kirga’s next destination was Paragon Forest. And now that he had the spear, he was a real threat to the White Raven “Yes. I am ready.”

			“I am afraid we can’t continue our chase just yet,” said Gira, also staring up at the stars.

			Ika spun toward his uncle. “Huh? Why not?”

			He was still massaging parts of his body. “Because . . .  my fight with Vedara has left me . . .  in a rather bad state. I refuse to go after Kirga until I am back to normal. That could take some time. And besides, you heard Hamawyl; Kirga is barley alive. He will also need a while to recover from his fight with the Sanfron Trio and his brief altercation with Hamawyl. We have time.”

			Chandi studied Gira worriedly. “Just how bad do you feel?”

			He sat down on the white marble steps up to the cathedral. “Frankly, I feel terrible. The only reason I can even walk is because my Kanah has become much, much stronger, and it’s doing a lot of the work for me.”

			“Wait,” said Ika, raising a hand. “What do you mean your Kanah has gotten stronger? How?”

			Gira stretched out his legs, hissing with pain as he did. “That Curse I used to beat Vedara, Halevein, it allows me to steal the Kanah of an enemy I kill. I tore out Vedara’s heart, then I took his energy into myself. I’m far stronger now than when you guys last saw me in the vault. I’m quite happy about that part, all things considered.”

			Ika was practically bouncing with excitement. “So you took all of Vedara’s powers!”

			Gira patted the air. “Slow down. No, I can’t suddenly perform all of the Curses Vedara could. It’s his Kanah that I absorbed, not his abilities. But still, my own Kanah has nearly tripled in strength. I can move even faster, hit even harder, and recover from even harder hits. I’m more powerful now than I’ve ever been. As exciting as that may be, I was hoping to save Halevein for Kirga. Now I have wasted it on his Apostle. I can’t use the Curse again for another few years.”

			Chandi was having difficultly comprehending that Gira was even stronger now. He was already more powerful than she could ever imagine being, and now he was even better? She could hardly believe it.

			Ika’s face was still beaming with exhilaration. “That’s awesome. Can you teach me Halevein? Please!”

			Gira laughed, then winced again. “One day, perhaps. But it takes a long time to learn. It could take you up to seven years to master it; and if you try to use a Curse that potent without fully mastering it first, it will kill you. Not to mention you are too young to learn it. Your Kanah is not mature enough to manage a Curse like that.”

			Chandi was expecting Ika to throw a fit over this response, but shockingly, he took it with a degree of humility. 

			“Fair enough,” he said, sitting down next to his uncle. “What happened to Vedara’s body, though? We didn’t hear about it being collected. That would’ve made news, wouldn’t it?”

			Even in his pain, Gira still had a level of childish pride emanating from him. “His body disintegrated after I took his heart out.”

			“Damn.”

			“Damn indeed.”

			Chandi joined them and sat down on the steps. “So how long do you think you’ll need?”

			Gira let out a huff of breath that twirled as white smoke in the cold December air. “A week. Maybe two. Then we can get back to looking for Kirga. It would be nice if Don-Galaga could help us, but . . .  you know.”

			“What about Keji and Master Cinnamon?” asked Chandi. “They’re waiting for us outside the city, hiding inside of Master’s Gritka.”

			“Where do you think I’ll be recovering?” asked Gira. “That rabbit’s hidden mansion is the perfect place for a little recovery vacation. We can hide it in a cave away from the city or something, then hop in there and enjoy ourselves for a few weeks. We’ve earned that, wouldn’t you say? Besides, it’ll give you two a chance to train some more on the island.”

			Ika and Chandi looked at each other. 

			“Sounds good to me,” said Chandi. 

			Ika nodded in agreement.

			After that was settled, a sound began to build in the courtyard. It sounded like crowds of people were standing outside, just on the other side of the housing complex nearest to them. They were counting down from ten.

			“Oh,” said Gira. “We almost missed the New Year’s countdown.”

			The sound of the distant crowd was loud enough for them to count along in their heads as they looked out on an otherwise serene night.

			“Ten!”

			“Nine!”

			“Eight!”

			“Seven!”

			“Six!”

			“Five!”

			“Four!”

			“Three!”

			“Two!”

			“One!”

			“HAPPY NEW YEAR!”

			Suddenly hundreds of fireworks were fired into the calm sky, lighting it up with expanding colours and sparks. With each explosion of bright light came a massive bang and a trailing cloud of smoke. The entire sky above seemed to be consumed by the colours.

			“Happy New Year, kids,” said Gira, gazing upward with a smile on his face.

			It had been years since the three of them watched fireworks together. It was something they used to do as tradition when Ika and Chandi were still kids.

			“Happy New Year,” said Chandi.

			Ika was smiling too, though his was strangely sad. “Yeah . . .  Happy New Year.”

		

	
		
			Interlude: If the Sun Refused to Shine

			[image: ]

			KIRGA’S WEEKS of recovery passed as a horrific nightmare. His wounds were severe and Teresa was no gentle healer. She reset his bones when they needed to be put back in place, and this was often. The Jinxes she used to repair his body could alter at times, causing Kirga’s bones to stick out again, requiring her to shove them hard back into place over and over. The pain was nothing short of mind-altering and the fatigue was crippling. He could not sleep often, as even the Jinxes used to heal him caused a dreadful sting that kept him awake. Teresa had to keep telling Kirga to stop squirming or he would bleed out in her bed. 

			He was suffering from serious internal bleeding in multiple places, mainly his stomach. On the eight day of his healing he also suffered a mild brain bleed. It was lucky that Teresa caught it and tended to it, as he could have easily died from hemorrhaging.

			Even though Hamawyl horribly mangled one of Kirga’s arms and gave him a concussion from one punch to the face, it was Solomon Drez’s final Curse that caused the most damage to his overall body. The amount of Kanah Solomon expelled in his last attack would’ve killed most men, and it nearly crippled Kirga for the rest of his life; not physically, but his energy was almost stunted and snuffed out forever. So much of Solomon’s Kanah had entered and corrupted Kirga’s body that the scent of fresh grass could be picked up coming from his mouth every time he exhaled in pain. The scent of grass was the most common description used when someone’s body was overwhelmed by another Oracle’s Kanah. It meant Kirga was not far from death. 

			Usually when that smell is detected, the Oracle in question will die. Only a talented healer can hope to reverse the effects, and even then it must be caught early before spreading through most of the internal organs and causing heart failure. Kirga was lucky. The cleansing process, however, could be compared to torture. The torment Teresa put Kirga through during his weeks of recovery made him contemplate killing her when the healing was finished. He changed his mind when the last session of rehabilitation took place, realizing that it would not be right to take the life of the woman who passionately fought to save your life for many sleepless nights.

			Kirga woke one quiet morning in Teresa’s bed. The sound of chirping birds and a faint wind could be heard outside the window, and a single ray of golden sunlight was sprawled over the bed. 

			He was not exactly sure just how long the healing took. He knew it was over two weeks, but the amount of days was a mystery to him. They began to blend together after a while. The terrible pain had sent him into a kind of sleepless trance, where the world outside his own subconscious no longer seemed to exist.

			During the brief moments where he was coherent enough to have a conversation during that time, he would speak with Wriliara. It was through those rare exchanges that he learned Teresa had been sleeping on the couch and Wriliara had been sleeping in a small shed behind the house, lying on the wooden floor with only an old quilt to comfort him on the coldest nights. 

			Even though he knew Wriliara only served him because he had an instinctual desire to do so that he could not resist, Kirga appreciated his last Apostle’s loyalty. He took it to a degree that neither Vedara nor Panther ever did.

			Kirga sat up in the bed and leaned against the headboard at his pale back. Miraculously, he was no longer in any pain. The agony had finally ceased. 

			“Healer!” he said, his voice hoarse from lack of use. “I am recovered. Come in here!”

			He could hear the couch creak and the springs whine as the large woman rolled off and walked toward the room. She pushed open the door and frowned at Kirga. “I’ll be the judge of that, pretty boy.” She was wearing a pink night gown lined with white frills. Her black hair was a wild mess and her eyes had dark bags underneath them. “Get outta bed and stand up if you’re so healthy.”

			Kirga pushed himself off the side of the tall bed and thumped his bare feet onto the cool floor. Admittedly, there was a sting in both thighs as he stood in front of his saviour, but he was otherwise all right.

			Without warning she began to grope his body with her meaty hands. She rubbed up and down Kirga’s arms and legs, checking his face for any reaction. Since he only felt a slight pain in his legs, he remained stoic as she prodded him. 

			She stood back up and hummed, scratching her chin and looking him up and down. She then brought her hand over his chest and let a ball of pink Kanah hover in front of it. She began to leak that energy into his chest. A few seconds after this started, Kirga’s arms began to hurt very badly. He pulled back from her and gripped his left arm with his right, as that was the one that hurt more.

			“Ah,” she said. “You are still not back to full strength. Your arms are weak. The bones need longer to reset themselves. And not just that; I sense your Kanah is wavering as well. You require more time, boy.”

			“What’s the date?” he asked.

			“January seventeenth.”

			“January seventeenth!”

			“That’s what I said.”

			Kirga walked past her back into the living room of the house; a room he had not seen since he was carried in by Wriliara on December 27th. “I am leaving now. I will go get my subordinate and order him to pay you for your help. I am grateful for it.”

			Teresa followed him with a nonchalant look on her face. “I won’t stop you if you’re so set on heading out half-cocked. As long as I get my Teeth. I did my part.”

			Kirga stopped at the front door, remembering that he was nearly naked. “Do you happen to have any clothing you can part with?”

			She pointed to a black cloak draped over the chair at her kitchen table. “Wriliara stitched that together himself for you using old fabric I no longer needed and some junk from the shed. He did a fine job.”

			Kirga walked over and picked up the cloak. It was fine indeed. It had a deep thick hood and was split down the middle by a long silver zipper and a series of buttons. It was more like a jacket than a cloak, though the tail was long and sleek. 

			“The zipper took him the longest. Stitching the metal bits in and making it work must’ve been a real pain.”

			He threw it on and did it up. It fit him well and was comfortable enough to fight in. “Before I fetch him, I must ask you . . .  why do you care so little for Wriliara? Why did your sister all but discard him?”

			Teresa studied Kirga for a while without saying anything. She eventually raised a sharp eyebrow. “Why . . .  do you care?”

			Kirga continued to look at her without saying anything.

			After long enough, she spoke again. “The boy is a Kensral. Hard to love. I don’t trust I would like the boy much even if he wasn’t, though. Me and my sister didn’t get along very well. She always hated him for being a Kensral. She wasn’t too please when she gave birth to a little boy, and before the umbilical was even cut he turned into a slimy white snake. That would traumatize most people.”

			Kirga studied her. “I see.” Without digging any further, he turned and opened the door, walking outside to fetch his Apostle. 

			Teresa was paid handsomely for her good work. There was no emotional farewell between aunt and nephew. She seemed eager to get Kirga and Wriliara off of her property and out of her life. Kirga could not entirely blame her for that. After what they recently pulled off in the flying city, their days of being underestimated were likely over. 

			Kirga and Wriliara took refuge under a large oak tree covered in snow while they thought about their next move. They were miles east of Teresa’s house by now. Kirga was glad to notice how little his body ached during their walk. There was pain, yes, but not nearly as much as there would be if he was left to the work of a less-skilled healer. Kirga only knew one other woman in Wenworld who could impress him with that level of healing prowess, and he had not seen her face in many years.

			“We need to think of a way to get to Paragon Forest as fast as possible,” he said, rubbing his hands to warm them.

			If Wriliara was in any way affected by his time spent with his uncaring aunt, he did not show it. He still stood proud and unshaken. “I . . .  believe I might have an idea in that regard, My Lord.”

			Kirga looked up from his hands. “An idea, you say?”

			Wriliara nodded.

			“Then let me hear it.”

			Wriliara did not speak immediately. He looked around for a moment, as if he heard something rustling in the trees. When that moment of suspicion ended, he spoke. “Do you know anything about Keldish Eagles, My Lord?”

			Kirga searched his memory for any mention of such an animal. “No, I’m afraid I know nothing on the subject. Enlighten me.”

			“Well, these massive birds live north of Porshalla. It would take little over a day to get to their home, which is mentioned in most books as ‘The Treasure Nook’. They are easy enough to gain the cooperation of, so long as you provide their leader with some kind of kingly gift. If we can provide a gift worthy of their praise, we can hire one of their eagles to fly us east to Paragon Forest.”

			Kirga was not opposed to such an idea. But it was not without fault. “And what kingly gift would you propose we give them?” 

			Wriliara reached behind his back and pulled out a pure white jewel from underneath his cloak. It was octagonal in its shape and it sparkled like a star stolen from the sky. “I intend to give them this. I came up with the idea during your recovery. This will please the eagles, I assure you.”

			Kirga had seen this jewel before. The first time he spotted it was above Teresa’s front door. “Yes. I remember this thing. What is it, exactly? And why would the woman hang it above her door? Is she daft?”

			Wriliara flipped the jewel around in his long fingers. “This, My Lord, is known as the ‘Tankam Pendant’. My aunt used to work for the Tankam Prince, Prince Avelkade, a decade before I was born. She was one of his six personal healers during his reign in the city. Upon retirement, all six healers were given one of these white pendants as a sign of their duty. It is a source of pride to have this jewel and place it above your door. There are few brave enough to steal such a thing, as they would fear the repercussions that may come from the city’s guard.” He looked down at the pendant with a blank expression. “In the few times I saw my aunt as a child, I recall her going on incessantly about how she earned this white beauty.”

			Kirga smirked. “And now you’ve stolen it.”

			Wriliara put the pendant away behind him, tucking it back into a deep black pouch that hung on his belt. “And now I’ve stolen it. Good thing I do not fear the city’s guard in the slightest; mostly because they are a shell of what they once were and would not even lift a finger if informed of this offence.”

			Kirga remarked his last Apostle with a new level of profound respect. “You have performed wonderfully throughout this quest. Your assistance and support have become invaluable to me.”

			This seemed to genuinely stupefy Wriliara. He did not smile, but his eyes were wide for a moment, then they softened with a detectable gratitude hidden behind them. “Thank you.”

			Kirga turned and began to walk north. “Come now. We have much walking to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 42: What Maketh the Man
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			IKA RATHER enjoyed the vacation he had in Master Cinnamon’s Gritka. They ended up hiding the pot in a hollowed out tree stump in the forest outside of Porshalla. They could then spend their days in Cinnamon’s hidden mansion in peace, without having to worry about someone accidentally coming across the Gritka and stealing it. 

			Gira spent the entirety of the vacation time meditating and mending from his duel with Vedara. Even though he nearly died and was in great pain from that battle, they now had one less Apostle to worry about. Uncle Gira was a hero yet again. Not only was the beastly man dead, but the power of his Kanah had now been passed on to Gira, making him even stronger. He would give Kirga a run for his money now. It was mostly good news, but Ika still did not enjoy hearing Gira’s wails of pain during long nights in the mansion. It sounded like he was lying on a bed of hot coals. Those wails passed after about nine days. 

			He was mostly back to normal around the eleventh day. They only continued their vacation because Gira was so sure Kirga’s recovery would be much longer, after how Hamawyl described his condition. It seemed obvious that Kirga would not be getting out of bed at all for quite a while. 

			They relaxed in the mansion for weeks, spending some of that time training and sparring of course. Cinnamon oversaw Ika and Chandi’s sessions as often as he could. The rabbit actually spent more time than Ika ever expected checking in on Gira and seeing how he could help. The two of them very much disliked each other, but there were times when they showed a lighter side to the other. It was clear that Cinnamon did not want Gira to die during his recovery, and it was equally clear that Gira appreciated the Wenny’s concern. 

			Ika woke feeling rested on the morning of January 18th. He groaned deeply as he extended his body into a catlike stretch. The white sheets were warm atop his chest and the fluffy pillows were soft beneath his head. His room was one of the guest rooms on the first floor of the extravagant household. He was close enough to the window to hear the green water of the Gritka’s lake washing up against the blue grass of the island’s shore. 

			He got up from bed and prepared to change. He often slept mostly naked, and had no plans to walk out to breakfast in only his underwear. He did that only once during their vacation. He was greeted by Cinnamon whacking him angrily with his staff and yelling at him to go back and change while Chandi laughed and blushed in the background. 

			He walked over to the smooth white cabinet in the corner and opened it up. He grabbed a long-sleeved red shirt and threw it on. Next he slipped on a pair of black training pants. They were loose and comfortable, and he had mostly gotten used to the feel of them by now. 

			Before leaving the room to join the others at the main table—which had become the routine every morning—Ika noticed a small letter sitting on the dresser next to his bed. He knew for a fact it wasn’t there when he went to sleep the previous night.

			Unable to fight his curiosity, he walked over and picked it up. He scanned the message within with tired eyes still crusted with sleep.

			 

			Dear Ika,

			 

			I thought I’d let you know Kirga and Wriliara are on the move right now. They are on their way to Paragon Forest. He found a damn good healer who lessened the time he needed to rest. He’s still in rough shape, but he’s fit enough to set out. I only discovered where they were recovering on the final day of Kirga’s healing. Since then I have been watching them closely. 

			It seems they plan to travel by Keldish Eagle to Paragon Forest. The walk from Porshalla to Paragon would take several weeks by foot. But riding on the back of a Keldish Eagle will cut that trip down to only six days. These majestic birds reside just north of Porshalla. A healthy person could make the walk in a day. Luckily for you guys, Kirga is anything but healthy. He is taking far too many rests to make good time. You can close the gap.

			These eagles can be manipulated quite easily, so long as you provide them an intriguing gift. They are jewel hoarders at heart. I would suggest making your way north to obtain one as soon as possible. He has the head start.   

			Wish I could help you get to Paragon Forest faster, but I have no Runes in that part of Wenworld. You’re on your own. Vacation time is over, kid.

			 

			Sincerely,

			Phiggy 

			 

			Ika had no idea how Phiggy could’ve gotten inside of the Gritka. He also wondered why the Gast didn’t just wake him up if he was standing at the foot of his bed (which struck him as very creepy). He had to quickly tell the others about this. They had a chance to cut off Kirga before he got to the White Raven. 

			He bolted from his room and slid on his white socks into the main hall with the long dining table. Sitting at it were Chandi and Master Cinnamon, already chatting over a couple plates of bacon and toast.

			“Morning, kid,” said Cinnamon. “Your plate is on the kitchen counter. I cut the crust off the toast like you wanted, you pansy ass.”

			“What’s wrong?” asked Chandi.

			Even though he only ran down the hall, Ika was panting; more from excitement than actual exertion. “I got a letter from Phiggy this morning. He said Kirga has recovered and is heading to Paragon Forest right now! We have to leave if we’re going to catch him!”

			Gira walked around the corner, rubbing his eyes. He was already wearing his white bandana, yet wasn’t wearing a shirt. “What’s all the ruckus?”

			“The ruckus,” said Cinnamon, “is that Kirga is on the move. He found a talented enough healer to get him in somewhat working condition.”

			“And . . .  how do we know this?”

			“I got a letter from Phiggy,” said Ika.

			“Damn.” Gira arched his back, cracked his neck, and sighed. “Fun time is over, I guess. All right. I’ll go tell the Prince. Ika, Chandi, get ready to move.”

			They both scrambled to action.

			Gira went upstairs to fetch Keji and Pattamis. He could hear Ika and Chandi running around and getting prepared while he climbed the wooden steps. He quickly grabbed a grey shirt from his room and threw it on.

			He walked down two long halls before coming to the white door of Keji’s room. He was going to knock on it, but a sudden sound halted him. He put his ear against the door and heard the unmistakeable sound of sobbing. He could hear Keji crying and breathing heavily.

			Worried for the boy’s safety, Gira slowly gripped the handle and turned it, pushing the door open with a slight creak. He poked his head inside to see Keji curled up in a fetal position, sitting in the center of his large bed. Pattamis was still asleep on his couch, snoring softly.

			When Keji spotted Gira, he flinched, then wiped his eyes and covered his face, as if embarrassed. “H-hi, Gira. What’s going on?”

			Gira pushed the door fully open and walked into the room, carefully taking each step. He was suddenly very nervous, like Keji was a deer and one wrong step might send him running. 

			He decided to be blunt. There was no dancing around what he saw. “Why are you crying?”

			Keji wiped his eyes again and smiled. “I’m not.” 

			His voice was shaking, as if he was on the verge of crying again at any moment.

			Gira walked forward again and sat on the edge of the bed. “You were. I would like to know why.”

			Keji’s bottom lip quivered for a moment, then he bit it to make it stop. 

			Gira suddenly had a guess at what was going on. “Is this . . .  because of the battle? How much of it did you see?”

			Two more tears trailed down the boy’s face, one on each cheek. “There were so many p-people . . .  killing e-each other. Everywhere I turned.”

			Gira pulled his legs onto the bed and scuttled closer to Keji, but still slowly and thoughtfully. “Was that the first time you saw people doing that to each other?”

			Keji hugged his knees and nodded. 

			Gira didn’t reach out yet. He made sure to keep his voice steady as well, not overly sensitive. He needed all the information first. “Did you kill?”

			Keji snapped his head up at that, looking horrified. “D-did . . .  what?”

			“Did you have to kill someone?” asked Gira, plainly.

			Keji stared down at his feet for a few seconds, then shook his head. “No. I didn’t kill anyone. I just ran around hiding and crying for most of it. Ika and Chandi were the brave ones.” He looked up at Gira, more tears filling his eyes. “How do they do it? How do they just . . .  deal with that?”

			Gira swung his legs in front of him and crossed them, leaning over until his head was nearly touching Keji’s. “They deal with that . . .  because . . .  unfortunately neither of them is a stranger to death. They both saw death at a very young age, and they have replayed the scene in their heads every single day since. They haven’t just seen death . . .  they see it; everywhere they look. Death is there, always.”

			Keji’s hands were shaking, even when clenched on his legs. “Are you . . .  like that too?”

			“I am,” whispered Gira.

			Keji seemed so starkly afraid. It was upsetting to watch. “I don’t want to be like that.”

			Gira finally stuck his hand out and gently placed it on Keji’s shoulder. “I don’t want you to be like that, either. And I’m confident you won’t. You’re going to live a longer and happier life than any of us. I’m going to make sure of it.”

			In a moment that shocked Gira to his core, and even caused him to flinch, Keji put his head forward and rested it on Gira’s chest. He began to sob softly.

			Gira wrapped his arms around the Prince and let him have his time to cry. He didn’t say anything more. He just let the boy be weak for a moment. Sometimes words just can’t help.

			They stayed like that for a time, until Ika showed up at the door. 

			He stared at them for a minute, without saying anything. 

			Gira looked back and gave Ika a look that let him know to wait and not rush this. And so Ika nodded and left.

			Finally, after a period of several minutes, Keji pulled away and stiffened his lip. He appeared to invigorate himself. Having been allowed his moment, he was ready to at least play it tough.

			“Thank you,” he said, his voice far less strong than the face he was attempting to make.

			Gira put a hand to his chest and bowed his head. “You are very welcome, Highness.”

			“Can I ask what’s going on down there?”

			Gira glanced at Pattamis, who was still somehow snoring through everything. “Well, Ika got a letter from Phiggy saying Kirga is on his way to Paragon Forest. So now we’ve gotta get going.”

			Keji slid over to the side of the bed and jumped off. “All right. I’m ready to go. I’ll wake up Pattamis and explain what’s going on. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

			Gira could hardly believe how deeply he admired this boy. 

			Downstairs in the main entrance hall, Ika was pacing in front of the door. The same door he and Chandi tried to break through when Cinnamon attempted to trap them inside the Gritka two years ago. 

			“Come on . . .  where are they?” said Master Cinnamon, tapping his long fluffy foot impatiently. 

			Ika stopped pacing. “Keji . . .  seemed like he was having a moment.”

			Chandi could be heard rummaging around in various rooms down the hall. She was taking the longest to get set for their next journey.

			“What kind of moment?” asked Cinnamon, stopping his foot from slapping on the hardwood floor. 

			“He was crying. I can only guess that the battle has scared him. What he saw there could be shocking for someone who has never seen it before. It’s been a while since the battle, though. He’s probably been crying most nights since it happened.”

			Cinnamon looked at Ika with a strange expression. “How are you feeling?”

			Ika was waiting for him to ask yet again. Since their vacation began, Cinnamon had been frequently asking Ika whether he was okay after having to kill Barrick. Ika was flattered by his persistent concern, but was also annoyed by how little his master seemed to trust that he could man up and handle it.

			“Master, we’ve been over this. I’m just fine.”

			Cinnamon still studied him with compassionate eyes, but conceded. “Okay. I’m just checking. If you need to talk, you know I’ll always be around.”

			At that moment Gira and Keji came down the main staircase, Pattamis sitting atop the Prince’s head. 

			“We’re ready,” said Gira. 

			“Good,” said Ika. “Because we’ve gotta hurry if we’re gunna make it to those eagles.”

			Chandi arrived from down the hall, dressed in a tight black shirt and baggy white training pants. “Did I hear you say eagles?”

			Gira came off the last step and leaned against the nearest doorframe, frowning at Ika. “Yeah, what are you talking about?”

			Cinnamon rubbed at his head and huffed. “I think I know exactly what he means.”

			Ika crossed his arms. He already had an idea how he was going to appease the creatures Phiggy spoke of in his letter. But he knew his master was not going to be fond of the idea. “Well, Phiggy mentioned Keldish Eagles in his letter. He said they can be found north of Porshalla, and that Kirga is on his way to their nook right now. He mentioned that, if we can provide a nice enough gift for the leading Keldish Eagle, we can hire one of them to fly us wherever we want. We just have to impress them with something shiny.”

			“Huh,” said Gira. “I don’t know about these animals.”

			“Me neither,” added Pattamis. “Never heard of em.”

			Gira scratched at his face.  “All right, what will we give them?”

			Ika looked at his master, then over to his uncle, a smile creeping over his face. “Uncle Gira, come on. Are we not standing in a mansion full of Porshallan paraphernalia that any serious collector would faint just from seeing?”

			Gira smiled too now. “We are, in fact, standing in such a place. There are any number of priceless treasures hidden away in here. Not a bad idea, Ika.”

			Cinnamon thumped his foot on the floor and pouted. It was almost sad looking at him. There was a look of genuine grief on his face at the thought of parting with one of his precious ornaments that could be found anywhere around the mansion.

			“Guys, come on. Don’t make me part with anything. I love this home just how it is. Losing something in here would be like losing a limb. Can’t we just rob somebody along the way?”

			“Master,” said Chandi, also unable to resist a smirk. “You would really promote theft to your pupils?”

			“Yes,” said Cinnamon, without hesitation. “If it’s weighed against me giving away my own things, yes. Steal to your heart’s content.”

			They all looked at him for a long minute. Each of them mustered the best ‘disappointed’ face that they could. Even Pattamis’ glowing white ovoid eyes were harboring a look of patience and trust; trust that the rabbit would do the right thing in the end.

			Evidently it was too much to handle, because Cinnamon stomped on the floor and cried out in anger. “Oh, fine! I’ll get rid of something, I guess.”

			“I’ll tell you what,” said Gira. “If you part with something valuable for the sake of this last leg of the journey, I will officially trust you and throw away my wariness about you being a criminal. You do this, and I’m convinced you didn’t kill Vulcris.”

			Cinnamon threw his paws out and thumped his foot again. “Are you kidding me? After all I’ve done for your damn nephew, you’re only now starting to trust me?”

			Gira shrugged. “I take a long time to warm up to people.”

			Cinnamon wobbled down the hall and disappeared into one of his countless rooms. “Hang on a second!” His voice could be heard echoing back to where they stood waiting. “I have an old Porshallan heirloom in here given to me by Marnie. It’s stored away in here somewhere. If I can find it, it’ll be more than enough to please some stupid birds.”

			“We greatly appreciate your sacrifice, Master!” said Chandi before covering her mouth and giggling. 

			“Shut up!” 

			After six minutes Cinnamon bounced back out of the room and toward the front door. Between his paws was a short golden dagger, its hilt lined with crimson leather and the blade serrated with hundreds of little teeth. There was no sheath. The blade was bare and gilded. 

			“What’s that?” asked Keji, leaning forward to inspect the small weapon.

			“This, my little friend,” said Cinnamon, “is called the ‘Tooth of Opulence’. It belonged to Marnie’s grandfather. It has never seen battle. It is only for show. But it is rare and it is extremely expensive. Marnie gave it to me as a birthday gift years ago.” He looked down at the dagger with a deep fondness. “That girl is a gem, I swear.”

			“You’re right, that should be more than enough to earn us a ride,” said Gira. “Not bad, rabbit. Not bad.”

			“All right,” said Ika. “Let’s get going then. We’ve got walking to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 43: Flight of the White Eagle
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			AND SO they walked . . .  and walked . . .  and walked. Chandi could feel herself becoming more and more lethargic as they carried on over countless snowy hills and frozen rivers going north from Porshalla. She hadn’t slept well the night before. More nightmares of Wriliara plagued her mind. She could not wait to be rid of the man once and for all.

			Prince Keji and Cinnamon could’ve stayed relaxing in the Gritka that was now strapped to Ika’s back, but they intended to make the long walk with the rest of the crew. Cinnamon had reassured Chandi that they were so far north now that the chances of anyone seeing him and reporting him to officials were next to none. There were no cities nearby now where his presence could even be reported. 

			They had been walking, with only a few brief rests so Keji could nap, for thirteen long hours. Keji made it clear he didn’t want anyone walking without him, so the party waited until he finished his short power naps. 

			They were so far from Porshalla now that it could no longer be seen hanging in the sky when Chandi glanced back to check for it. All that could be seen now was the grey Fogwall far off in the distance. 

			They were in the far north of Wenworld. They were so far, in fact, that a few more days heading in the same direction would bring them to the great wall of the Crystal. When standing before it, you could look up to see it rise and rise until it seemed to disappear, when in reality it was only reaching over the stars themselves to curve and come back down on the other side of the world. 

			Many people over the generations have endeavoured to break the wall of the Crystal. Many talented Oracles have put their minds together in an attempt to find a way to shatter the wall. Fools. Even Don-Galaga could never so much as crack it. With all the force of his strongest Curse, he could not hope to break the Crystal that way. 

			Why anyone would want to break the Crystal at all was a mystery to Chandi. Lady Meamara must’ve put Wenworld inside of it for a reason. It is known and accepted that she saved everyone in Wenworld in doing so. What Chandi wanted to know was what she saved everybody from. The desire to know what waited outside the confines of their world was a natural curiosity. She could not blame someone for wanting to know the answers to these timeless questions. However, even being able to understand the aching curiosity, Chandi could not forgive people like the Morga family, who took their frustration with the lack of knowledge to an unacceptable place. Belfaris Morga wanted to shatter the Crystal and free Wenworld, but the way in which he went about doing it was anything but righteous. His actions were not that of a saviour. He was nothing like Meamara. She was a true hero.

			Keji, who walked sluggishly in front of her, stumbled. When trying to right himself, he fell back onto Chandi.

			“You okay?” asked Chandi, gripping the boy’s skinny shoulders.

			Keji regained his balance and wiped his eyes. “Yeah. I’m all right. Sorry.”

			“It’s okay. You know, you should really get back into the Gritka and get some rest. We’ve been walking for a long time. You’re too young to be doing this. I’m surprised your poor little legs haven’t given out yet.”

			“No!” said Keji. “If you guys are walking, then I’m walking too.”

			“She might be right, bud,” said Pattamis, glancing downward. “You’re going to pass out if you keep going at this rate.”

			“No!” repeated Keji, this time even fiercer.

			“Okay, okay,” said Pattamis. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

			There was nothing more to be said to the boy, and so they carried on. They walked for another three hours. Chandi was truly impressed by the boy’s iron will. She imagined it came from living his whole life being told he was a failure, or that he was useless. His very name translated to ‘Useless’ from Edamirin. What that could do to a young boy’s mind was upsetting just to think about. Keji would be a proper part of the group, or he would die attempting to be.

			The sun had morphed into the moon now and Master Cinnamon needed to use a ball of gold Kanah at the end of his staff to light their way. They were in the wilderness now, and it would be pitch black if not for that bobbing light. 

			They walked through a flat white plain. There were a few trees and bushes every ten minutes or so, but mostly the area was empty and free of any civilized settlements. It was cold, but not freezing. Chandi’s breath could only faintly be seen in front of her face as she walked close to her master. 

			“How . . .  much longer is this going to take?” asked Ika, his impatience clear in his tone.

			“Well  . . .” replied Gira, “. . .  I’d say we would be able to see the eagle’s home now if it wasn’t for this dark. I don’t know about Keldish Eagles specifically, but giant eagles always build their complex colonies in tall crags of solid rock. My guess is that we would be able to spot it in the distance right now. Listen carefully and you’ll even hear their voices on the wind.”

			“Really?” replied Keji with what little mirth or life remained in him. 

			Gira had been walking close to the boy for the last four hours of their trek, catching him when he slipped and wrapping a strong arm around his shoulders when he shivered. “Yes. I’ve heard their calls a few times now.”

			“As have I,” said Cinnamon. “Gira is right. We are thankfully getting close now.” 

			Chandi figured she would try to lend her ear to the wind. She listened as intently as she could for a minute. Eventually, she found they were right. It was very faint and could easily be confused for the whispering cry of the wind, but the high-pitched calls could be heard.

			She kept on listening as they carried on. With every step the calls seemed to get louder and louder. It was quite amazing just how thunderous they were. They must be creatures of great size to give out a shriek like that.

			Chandi even closed her eyes as she walked, as if that would help her hear better in some way. She ended up bumping into Ika, who was now in front of her. 

			“There!” he said, pointing forward and up to the sky.

			He was right. A crag of sharp black rock could be seen now by the gracious light of the pallid moon. The giant birds could also be seen flying in circles around the precipice, flapping and shrieking.

			“Okay,” said Cinnamon, putting out the light of his staff and letting them fall back into darkness. “This has to be approached cautiously. As I’m sure you can see, these are some big damn birds. We need to treat their leader with some respect when we meet him. Gira, hand me the Tooth of Opulence, please.”

			Gira pulled the golden knife out from his cloak. It shined in the moonlight. “You can just say knife, you know.”

			Cinnamon snatched it from Gira’s hand. “I will be the one to present the ornament to the leader. Everyone follow my lead. Move in single file. Do not fan out and make ourselves seem like a threat. We don’t want the leader to think we’re hunting them.”

			Ahead of them, blocking their path to the foot of the crag, was a wall of grey rock that lined around the Treasure Nook. The only way in was through an open cave. Cinnamon moved toward it, and the others followed in single file.

			Chandi had to plug her nose as they entered the cave, as the walls reeked of what smelled like animal urine. There was also a stench of dog fur and what could only be described as horse dung. She wondered if the smell alone was meant to act as some kind of deterrent for outsiders.

			Cinnamon had to light up his staff again when it became clear they would need his golden glow to see where they were going. Several times the Wenny Rabbit hopped into a wall or bounced off of a sharp rock, swearing passionately each time. The eagles could probably hear them coming just from the sound of Cinnamon’s shouts of frustration.

			A few times Chandi’s hand accidentally brushed against a part of the cave wall that was sticky and wet with something green. She didn’t dare put it to her nose and sniff, afraid that it might make her pass out. She even had to put in the extra effort to lift her legs with each step as they trudged through ankle-high murky water. 

			They twisted and turned for a long while until Chandi was beginning to feel claustrophobic. She wanted to be out of this cave. She wondered if Kirga and Wriliara had to wind through these same passages when they came through earlier. She also wondered what Kirga might’ve offered to the eagles to impress them. It was obvious he wouldn’t give up the Zyphur Spear to entice the creatures, so what then did he have to give? 

			“Thank Meamara,” said Cinnamon, pointing his paw toward a pale light at the end of a long tunnel. “I was getting sick of this damn place. These eagles better fly fast.”

			They followed closely behind Cinnamon as the group finally broke free from the cave and entered a large copse. In the center of this lush green area was the tall black rock that served as the focal point of the Treasure Nook. 

			At the foot of the rising rock was a pile of glimmering treasure the likes of which could not be found anywhere else in Wenworld. Even DragonRose Bank in Kanakon would be envious of this vast collection of priceless artifacts. 

			There were probably millions of gold coins creating the largest mound. These coins must be very old, as gold coins are no longer used as the worldwide currency in Wenworld. Society changed over to Teeth hundreds of years ago. But apparently Keldish Eagles did not truly care whether what they collected was actually valuable. It appeared they cared more if what they gathered was shiny. Although, there were countless weapons and crowns lying about in the piles that were far more than just shiny pieces. There were some very rare crowns sitting in those piles. Some exceptional chest plates and greaves were also peeking from within the mountain of ancient coins. So perhaps their leader did hold some kind of standard toward quality. Perhaps the leading eagle was very old, and therefore held a sort of sentimental value to the old currency. 

			The lush trees in this circular area grew right up to the edge of the stone rim. There was one solid river running through the copse, curving and wrapping in and out of the trees. Even the wind seemed to be barred from this place, as the long, wet, green leaves of the trees did not sway or dance. They hung still and placid over the sparkling green grass that grew around the bade of the crag. 

			The treasure was thickest around the rock, but trails of silver, blue, and gold weaved throughout the entire area, causing that peculiar yet dazzling sparkle.

			Above all of this soared hundreds of giant white eagles, looking down at Cinnamon and the others with curiosity. It was remarkable that they could fly in circles while looking down like that; Chandi wondered how they didn’t bump into each other in the air.

			“Their wingspan has got to be around eighteen meters!” said Gira, looking up with awe. “They look more like feathered dragons than eagles. I sure hope this works, because these birds look like they could do some damage.”

			Cinnamon stepped forward slowly until he stood at the edge of the treasure pile. He still held his golden knife between his paws. “We are here to give an offering! We have been told you can provide us an eagle for a time so we may travel! Let me speak with your leader! We come in peace!”

			He sounded nervous. Chandi couldn’t blame him. Even as powerful as Cinnamon was, these creatures were intimidating to behold. And yet they still held a level of breathtaking majesty. 

			They all looked up to see a shadow loom over the copse, coming from the pinnacle of the black crag. There was an eagle at the precipice who was easily twice as large as any of the other ones. Chandi’s heart nearly stopped as she looked up at the creature as it spread its vast wings, blotting out the light of the moon completely. 

			It took a few steps toward the edge of the stone, its long talons curving over to hang in the air, sharp as black scimitars. It tilted its shadowy head from left to right, inspecting their group, until it took one more step and began to fall down to them. 

			It twirled in the air as it descended, its gigantic wings slapping water from the treetops and sending enough droplets into the air to make it seem as if it had begun to rain. With a resounding crash, the magnificent animal landed on top of its golden, shimmering pile.

			Now that it was no longer falling on them like a shadow, Chandi could see that it was also pure white. While the other Keldish Eagle’s bodies were unscathed and clean, this one’s torso and neck were covered in deep red gashes. One thick scar ran over its right eye that flashed gold in the darkness as it squinted at Cinnamon.

			The leading eagle’s beak was smooth and yellow, curving downward at the end. It was long and sharp enough to impale an elephant.

			Cinnamon stepped forward again, putting the knife in front of him. “Take it for your collection! It is yours!”

			A tense minute passed where the great eagle brought its massive head low to study Cinnamon and the details of the knife. It jerked its head in multiple directions as it inspected its offering. Eventually, in one lightning-fast move, the yellow beak snatched the Tooth of Opulence from Cinnamon’s paws and chucked it backward to join the pile. 

			The beast turned its head back and shrieked up at the other Keldish Eagles that still flew above. One of them quickly dropped through the air and landed next to the leader. It was the smallest among the bunch, but it was still as tall as a tree and its wingspan had to be somewhere near 15 meters. Its eyes were also not gold like the leader’s, but pink and soft. It appeared to be placid and welcoming, as it waddled forward and bowed to Chandi and the others standing behind Cinnamon. 

			The leader only nodded once; a sign of its approval. They had earned their ride to Paragon Forest.

			“Thank you!” yelled Cinnamon upward to the eagle who stood as tall as a small apartment. “We are grateful!”

			The leader said nothing. It only turned around and took off into the air, flying upward until it landed back atop its pointed black rock.

			Chandi found it strange how the leader did not speak once. She wondered if Keldish Eagles were capable of common speech. Even if they weren’t, they seemed to comprehend what Cinnamon was saying on some level.

			A few other eagles had landed behind the group without any of them noticing. Two tall eagles with long black beaks came up to Prince Keji. They seemed to study the boy with curious blue eyes. Eventually, they bowed their heads to him and let him run his small hands along their heads.

			“Whoa,” said Ika. “They seem to like you.”

			Keji was smiling from ear to ear. He giggled as the giant birds made a sound not unlike a cat’s purring.

			After a minute of that, the eagles respectably stepped back and took off into glorious flight once more.

			“That was amazing,” said Keji groggily. He was still fatigued from the full day of walking, but whatever that was had brightened his mood significantly.

			“Yeah,” agreed his hat. “I’d say so too. You’ve always had a way with animals, kiddo. Never thought I’d live to see a Keldish Eagle with my own eyes.”

			“You said you didn’t even know they existed,” Ika added.

			“Like I said,” grumbled Pattamis, “I never thought I’d live to see one.”

			Cinnamon motioned for the gang to climb onto their assigned eagle before the leader changed its mind.

			They quickly did so, helping each other not to fall off. They sat close to its head, gripping the large feathers to hold their balance. Chandi was quite nervous about the fact she was soon going to be propelled into the air. The thought of accidentally falling off their guide made her head begin to spin. Keji, however, was grinning like it was Crystmas morning. That helped her get over her fear. 

			When everyone was seated where they were most comfortable, the eagle craned its neck to stare at them with its beautiful pink eye. It made one chirping sound.

			Cinnamon looked at the others as if he wasn’t sure if the bird was asking him a question. Taking a chance, he leaned over to the eagle’s closest ear. “Uh, we would like to go to Paragon Forest, please! It’s in the northeast!”

			The eagle chirped again; this time higher pitched. It seemed to get the message.

			“Is everyone ready?” asked Gira. “This thing is probably super fast. I would hang on for dear life.”

			Cinnamon sat back on the soft feathers. “I don’t actually think that will be necessary, Gira. My guess is that these creatures can make use of Kanah; in which case they can raise a barrier to prevent us from flying off. We may not even feel the wind on our face. If these things can move as fast as they are said to, then we would have no hope of hanging on no matter how tight our grasp.”

			“That’s a good point,” admitted Gira.

			“So it’ll be like the time we rode on Elra’s giant wolf,” said Ika. “What was its name again?”

			“Sutugius,” answered Chandi. “Yeah, I remember. It was incredibly fast, but thanks to its Kanah we didn’t feel the wind at all.”

			The eagle took a few steps forward, then bent its legs. Gold Kanah began to churn and spark around the lower half of its lofty body.

			“Here we go,” said Cinnamon. “I’d still consider hanging on until we at least reach an altitude when the eagle evens out.”

			“I second that advice,” said Gira.

			Just as Chandi leaned forward to grip tightly to the feathers of the eagle’s back, the creature fired off into the air and took flight. 

			It took off at such an amazing speed that a loud bang came from the place it was previously standing, as well as a ripple of air that swept through the trees and broke against the rocks. Many of the coins in the Treasure Nook’s pile were thrown into the air.

			It only took twenty seconds for the eagle to fly so high that Chandi could no longer see the tall black stone when she dared to look back. All she saw was the open night air above a sheet of fluffy clouds. The sight nearly made her vomit. She quickly shut her eyes and clenched hard to the eagle’s back.

			Master Cinnamon’s guess was correct. Even though they were being carried at a speed few animals in Wenworld could reach, there was no wind to peel back the skin of their faces. It was completely calm atop the creature’s back, as a shield of gold Kanah kept them from being swept away like leaves on the wind.

			Within another twenty seconds the eagle evened out and flew perfectly straight. The shield of energy the bird provided was so strong it allowed everyone on board to even let go and stand up. There was no resistance whatsoever. They were moving so fast that they would appear below as a shooting star, shining gold as it streaked across the night sky. And yet it felt no different than if they were still standing on solid ground.

			“This is the coolest thing ever,” said Prince Keji. “Look how beautiful the stars look when we’re this high!”

			Chandi glanced up and found that he was right. They seemed close enough that she might reach up and snatch one from the dense sky within the confines of the Crystal. 

			“So, did Phiggy say how long this flight would take?” asked Cinnamon, looking to Ika.

			Ika was also gazing up at the twinkling stars above. “Based on what he said, it should be roughly six days of travel.”

			“Six days!” shouted Pattamis.

			Ika hummed. “Yep. After enjoying this ride for a bit, we might as well get back inside the Gritka and get some much-needed sleep. We should spend this time resting and preparing ourselves. We have the luxury of warmth and nice beds, thanks to the Gritka. Kirga and Wriliara can’t say the same. They’ll be sleeping on their eagle’s back.”

			Cinnamon looked at Ika in a strange way. Chandi had a feeling it was a mixture of pride for how far his student had come . . .  and fear that this student could very well lose his life soon. 

			“I agree. Let’s get some sleep.”

			“Can I look at the stars a little longer?” asked Keji.

			“Sure, kid. A little longer.”

		

	
		
			Interlude: The Feeding Game
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			OBTAINING A Keldish Eagle for fast transport proved to be much easier than Kirga was expecting. He and Wriliara traveled to the Treasure Nook and met with the great leading eagle; a scarred and dastardly thing it was. It seemed to be pleased with the Tankam Pendant that Wriliara provided for it, stolen from his aunt’s home. The beast snatched the shining jewel and tossed it into its already enormous pile. After this they were presented with a large white eagle with emerald eyes to carry them to Paragon Forest. 

			As easy as the negotiations were with the eagles, the walk to get there was far longer than it should’ve been. Kirga’s injuries were evidently not entirely gone, as he needed many rests along the way. What should’ve been a full day’s trip became a day and a half. He knew Gira would be moving much faster if he was still hunting them; and Kirga knew Gira would be. No matter where Kirga went, he could not shake Gira. Being shadowed had become an expectation of his quest.

			Luckily, now that their travel was in the hands of a winged creature, they were not far from their destination. Wriliara spent much of the six days of flight time meditating. Kirga, on the other hand, simply stood at the head of the eagle and stared out at the world around him. He was quiet for most of the trip. He slept when the urge came, then returned to standing and observing. 

			He was on his way to meet the legendary White Raven, and he happened to have the one weapon that could kill the creature. And if he did manage to kill it, he would be one step closer to his goal. That thought alone kept him from much sleep, even though his strained body may have needed it. He only stared out over the eagle’s head at the clouds and mountains that passed them by. 

			There was such an empowering sense of exhilaration running through Kirga’s entire body. His plan was succeeding one step at a time, even if the heist of Eskarahm Four could’ve went smoother. It seemed like no one could stop him. He would kill the raven, then shift his focus to the next stage of the plan. But he needed to take it one thing at a time; especially because his next step was the most difficult by far. The next step of his plan involved King Stultis directly, and it would be no easy thing to get to him. He would need to get past the Dalada. He preferred not to think about that just yet. He was still recovering from his brutal but short fight with Hamawyl, after all. He stood no chance at his current level of strength. But he intended to change that before the two of them met again. 

			The Morphing on the sixth morning had begun and the world was filling with light again. 

			Kirga walked over to Wriliara and lightly kicked his boot. “Wake up. We should be nearly there.”

			Wriliara opened his snake eyes slowly, turning to look out at the view of the vast green plains that surrounded the forest. “Did you sleep at all last night, My Lord?”

			“I did not.”

			Wriliara turned his head back to look at him. “It would’ve been wise for you to have gotten at least a few hours. The Gatekeeper of the forest is said to be powerful, and we will need to pass him before we can get to the White Raven.”

			“I will not struggle with this Gatekeeper,” replied Kirga, his deep voice emotionless.

			“I don’t doubt it,” said Wriliara. “I just don’t want you to use too much energy before reaching the Raven. If only that brute Vedara was still alive; we could’ve just thrown him at the Gatekeeper.”

			Kirga had to admit the loss of Vedara was a heavy one. He was a useful asset. But the plan would continue without him. They would carry on. 

			“I can see the edge of the forest now,” said Kirga, gazing out over the eagle’s head. “It is magnificently large. I have never seen one of this size.”

			“That’s because Paragon is the largest forest in all of Wenworld, My Lord. It covers just over two hundred thousand square miles of land. There are no people living in settlements within the area, either. Only wild animals and the White Raven inhabit the area. How long do you suspect it will take you just to find the Raven?”

			Kirga continued to study the dark green blanket the endless treetops created as far as the eye could see. It was not currently snowing in this part of the world. “It is said Corvus rests at the very center.”

			“Oh, we’re using his true name now?” asked Wriliara, with a hint of sarcasm; which was quite rare for him. “It is forbidden to speak his name, My Lord.”

			“I do not care about what I am told is forbidden,” Kirga said, folding his arms. “I will say what I wish.” 

			Wriliara climbed to his feet to join at Kirga’s side. “I have read about how excluded Paragon is from the rest of the world, but is it written anywhere how one is to navigate inside? What is the geography like within? Are there rivers? Are there cliffs and caves, or is it mostly even ground?”

			“A wide variety of geography cover the inside of the forest’s perimeter. It would be a task to trek through.”

			Wriliara walked to the top of the eagle’s wing. It was gliding straight without the need to flap. “Why do we not just ride this beast to the center of Paragon? Surely that would be faster than having to walk our way in.”

			Kirga agreed that idea was the wisest, but it could not be done. “That is not possible, I’m afraid. The Gatekeeper guards the forest and prevents anything from entering the area; that includes any creatures attempting to fly in from above. And even after I kill this Gatekeeper, Corvus himself protects the forest from outsiders. He wishes to be left alone. This has always been the way, since the death of his mate at the hands of Dremagon. This eagle will be killed if it attempts to fly directly over the area. And I personally do not wish to see any harm come to an animal that has kept up its end of the bargain by bringing us here.”

			“Then how,” started Wriliara, looking back, “do you intend to reach Corvus? I’m sure we share the assumption that Gira Ivory will be shadowing us yet again, as he has been for years. Everywhere we go, the man seems to follow. And now he has his nephew with him as well. Can we afford to take weeks trekking through this place?”

			Kirga winced at the mention of Gira. He also couldn’t stop himself from thinking about the boy. His fists clenched. “I never said we would be walking to Corvus.”

			“Then how can we reach him, My Lord?”

			Kirga did not look at his Apostle when he spoke. He was too focused on the image of the forest that grew closer and closer as the eagle soared. “I will make the White Raven take me to him.”

			A moment passed where Wriliara did not say anything. It seemed as if he was waiting for Kirga to elaborate. When Kirga did not, Wriliara spoke. “I . . .  do not understand. Why would Corvus bring you to him?”

			Kirga had studied more on the White Raven than most scholars had in the years leading up to his heist on Porshalla. He wished to know all he could on the ancient creature. Knowing Corvus’ past would help him predict what decisions the creature might make in the future. There was one historical document that stood out the most.

			“There is nothing in this world Corvus despises more than the man who took the Black Raven from him,” said Kirga. “However, the very next thing that Corvus hates the most in this world is the weapon the man used to do it.

			“There was once a great quarrel between Kanakon and Corvus. This was right before he departed for Paragon Forest where he would stay in solitude and depression. Corvus demanded that the current king and queen during the time of Dremagon, Maviar and Melveyn Fable, destroy the Zyphur Spear that killed his lover.”

			Kirga recalled all he had read of this time period. “The Fable dynasty ruled in Kanakon just before the Felsleys, who stood in power before the current Aberdams. The Fable family were ruthless leaders. If Stultis Aberdam is questioned today for how he watches over Wenworld, I’m sure no one from today’s generation would survive in the Fable era. Mass genocide to those who refused their laws was a common thing.

			“Once, a king from the family named Isaac Fable created a law that stated every household in Wenworld was free to own a slave that came from the race of Pommer Cats. Isaac hated Pommer Cats for no better reason than harbouring an irrational fear of them when he was a child that he simply carried into adulthood. He saw their lives as meaningless, and so he forced hundreds of thousands of Pommer Cats into slavery. This new regime only lasted six years until the cats decided to rise up and form a rebellion to fight against him, led by a cat named Zargo Javeus. What followed was the merciless extermination of nearly two million Pommer Cats over the course of the next two years. And Zargo Javeus, as valiant as his effort for equality was, was fed alive to dogs in front of an audience of sixty thousand cheering spectators in Kanakon. Today there are no more than three hundred thousand Pommer Cats alive in Wenworld. Isaac Fable nearly wiped out their race completely. I imagine his twisted soul is somewhere beyond the Crystal smiling about that.”

			He shook his head and sighed. “Anyways, when Corvus came to Maviar and Melveyn . . .  he was not coming to parley with agreeable folk. Corvus could not bear to see the Zyphur Spear praised and protected like some timeless piece of art by the Capital. It was the artifact that took his love from him forever. Seeing it regarded as a beautiful piece of history was insulting.

			“Needless to say, the Fables denied Corvus’ demands to destroy the weapon. They publicized that it would be protected under the Kimiala organization and locked away in a vault. Corvus was furious. He wrote off humanity completely, never a fan of the fact our race holds the most power in Wenworld. He fled to Paragon, but not before letting the King and Queen know that he would one day destroy the spear . . .  as well as kill any man who wielded it. If the Zyphur Spear ever found its way into a warrior’s hands again, Corvus would finally avenge his love by killing that warrior and then destroying the spear forever.”

			Kirga looked over at Wriliara, who listened to the tale without saying a word of interruption. “I am the first Oracle to wield this artifact since Dremagon. Corvus has powerful Kanah and is capable of many abilities. One of them being the manipulation of other’s Kanahs. One of the ways he can manipulate them is through teleportation. Once I am close enough in range of his forest, and he senses I have the spear with me . . .  he will bring me right to him. And then I will kill him.” 

			Wriliara smirked. “I have faith you will, My Lord.”

			Suddenly their eagle began to slow down. It shrieked in surprise as a cloud of dark yellow Kanah swam through the air in front of where they flew. There were sparks of electricity within the vapour.

			“What is this?” asked Kirga. 

			The cloud engulfed the white eagle’s head, causing it to thrash about, nearly tossing Kirga and Wriliara from its back. 

			“Hang on!” Kirga shouted, falling to his stomach and clutching desperately at the long feathers. 

			Wriliara fell next to him. “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know!”

			The yellow vapour began to pulse with shimmers of white as a voice came from within it. 

			“You are attempting to fly over Paragon Forest. This realm is protected. You are trespassing. Leave now and your life will be spared. Continue on your course and you will be killed. I have given you your only warning.”

			Kirga had to clench tight as the eagle shook its body back and forth, attempting to rid itself of this pesky sparking mist. “I believe we have just been halted by our Gatekeeper.”

			“I believe you might be right, My Lord,” replied Wriliara. 

			“Fly down!” said Kirga to the giant creature. “Take us down to meet this man. Then you may return to your home!”

			The eagle nosedived immediately, descending toward the ground at blinding speed. It was free of the cloud of Kanah now, and it only took a minute before it spread its wings again and slid to a stop on a green field of wet grass at the borders of the forest. The treeline was only a hundred meters away now. 

			Kirga and Wriliara leapt down from the eagle’s back. “You may go, my friend,” said Kirga, walking around to run his hand along the creature’s beak. “Thank you for your service. Now be gone. I would not see any harm come to you.”

			The Keldish Eagle, shockingly, rubbed its head against Kirga’s hand affectionately before taking flight once more. It soared into the distance like the image of a morning comet. 

			Kirga turned his attention to the tall stone gate that stood just beyond the rim of the forest. It rose like an arch, decorated with pink flowers that grew from the vines that wrapped around the thick foundations of grey stone. 

			Sitting on top of the archway was a man with bushy golden hair falling down his back, not unlike a lion’s mane. He wore a pure white robe and a pair of wooden sandals on his feet. He glared at Kirga with dark brown eyes. 

			Wriliara walked up to Kirga’s side, leaning to speak closer to his ear. “Allow me to handle this man, My Lord. There is no need for you to waste your time with him. You fought the Sanfron Trio by yourself. This time . . .  please do not make me leave you to fend for yourself while I am safe. I could not bear it again.”

			Kirga looked to his Apostle. After the injuries he sustained dueling the trio, he regretted not allowing Wriliara to assist him. This time he would not make a similar mistake. 

			“We shall dispose of him together.”

			“My Lord  . . .” insisted Wriliara, “. . .  you are still recovering from Hamawyl. I want you to meet Corvus at your best. Please, rest while I take care of this for you. I promise this Gatekeeper’s death will not take long.”

			Kirga thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. I will let you kill him.”

			“Thank you.”

			They walked toward the gate together. When they were within ten steps of the entry beneath the arch, the golden-maned Gatekeeper got to his feet. He was tall, yet very thin. 

			“I warned you, did I not?”

			His voice was hard as stone. It was also nearly emotionless. Kirga wondered what kind of man could perform the job of Gatekeeper to Paragon Forest. It would be a lonely life. 

			“You did,” answered Kirga. “May I ask your name?”

			He already knew the man’s name, but for some reason felt compelled to let the Gatekeeper introduce himself properly.

			“My name is Talnar Burroth,” said the man. “And . . .  judging by those strange eyes . . .  you are the Genmaga. Also known as Kirga the Hellcat.”

			Kirga bowed. “I’m flattered you know of me. I would love to chat with you, Talnar, but I’m afraid I must enter this forest. I’m going to offer you a similar warning to the one you offered us. Abandon your post now and live . . .  or stay to defend it and die. The choice is yours. Make it now.”

			The man did not frown at this, nor did it make him smile. He only continued to glare at Kirga with empty brown eyes.

			“I will not retreat from my duty. I have been assigned to protect this realm, and I intend to do so.”

			Kirga closed his eyes and nodded. The man had made his choice. He began to walk backwards to give his subordinate the space to duel. “Then you have chosen death. Wriliara . . .  kill him.”

			Before Wriliara had a chance to speak a Curse, Talnar propelled himself from the archway, falling down on Wriliara with golden fire in his eyes.

			He brought his hands together and faced his palms toward Kirga’s momentarily stunned Apostle. “Nesari Vetutad!”

			A bright golden circle appeared on Wriliara’s upper right shoulder. He leapt back to avoid Talnar, who came at him with a furious flurry of strikes. 

			The conflict was off to a much swifter start than Kirga was expecting. Talnar was evidently not one for waiting.

			“What are you doing?” asked Kirga, who was standing quite far away now. 

			Wriliara ducked an incoming swing and kicked Talnar in the lower stomach, sending him sliding back across the wet grass. “I can’t use my arm!”

			Kirga’s eyebrow rose. “Come again?”

			Wriliara’s right arm swung lifelessly by his side as he moved back to gain distance from his opponent. “I don’t know what is happening! It will not move!”

			Interesting, thought Kirga, watching as Talnar rushed Wriliara again, his mane flying behind him. This Curse takes the use of a body part of the opponent. This robs Wriliara from being able to use Curses that require both hands. His most powerful Curse is one of them. I wonder how long he will last before he needs my help. I’m also intrigued to see how long the effect lasts. 

			Talnar, after building more Kanah around his body like a sheen of gold light, brought his hands together and aimed at Wriliara again. “Nesari Vetutad!”

			Wriliara, seeing the same ability coming once more, began to sprint around in an attempt to avoid its effect.

			Kirga’s eyes went wide. He can use it multiple times? Now, that is a problem. Wriliara may die already if I do not interfere.

			“Stay where you are, My Lord!” shouted Wriliara as another golden circle appeared on his left arm, causing it to go limp. “If I cannot survive this duel on my own then I do not deserve to follow you on your quest! Let me prove my worth!”

			Kirga watched fretfully as Talnar’s strikes began to find their mark. Each punch was finding Wriliara’s unprotected head and chest. “As much as I admire your loyalty, Wriliara, I would prefer not to lose yet another Kensral. If you would only let me assist!”

			“No! I beg of you not to shame me. I can still beat this man! Stand and let me prove this to you!”

			I am not so sure. But I will honour your wishes and stand by.

			Wriliara brought his right leg up and kicked Talnar on the chin. The impact dazed the Gatekeeper, who wobbled in place while his eyes rolled. While he was groggy, Wriliara jumped into a spinning kick that brought his boot to the side of Talnar’s head. 

			Talnar fell over onto the field, still conscious but needing a moment to regain himself. Wriliara used that moment to close his eyes and take in a deep breath through his nose, letting it out through his mouth. A dark green Aura built around him. The air went cold and the tall grass flew about as if caught in a gale. 

			His green eyes glowed as Talnar managed to get to a knee. He swept his leg through the air toward the Gatekeeper, sending forth a wave of green fire. Talnar bent his legs and leapt above the licking flames. He came back down with a Transformation of his own. A white spear of Kanah materialized in his hand. He threw it at Wriliara’s head as he fell back down to the ground.

			Wriliara used his left leg to kick the spear from his path. 

			The white spear may have missed its mark, but it exploded as it struck the field just behind Wriliara. The detonation it caused threw Wriliara forward, searing his back and bathing him in white fire. 

			Luckily the force of the explosion sent him across the grass with such speed that his rolling put out the fire.

			Talnar rushed Wriliara as he was slowly climbing to his feet without the use of his lamed arms. Wriliara did his best to defend himself using only his legs, but Talnar’s hand-to-hand technique was swift and unorthodox. The Apostle could do little to stop the battering he took in front of his lord.

			On and on their exchanges went, Wriliara becoming more and more bloody as they brawled. Kirga was impressed that Wriliara had not lost consciousness yet from the sheer amount of hits he was taking to the head. His right eye had swollen shut and blood poured out from his split lip.

			Just when Kirga decided he had seen enough, Wriliara turned the tide. He timed his counter perfectly. When Talnar swung a wild haymaker through the air toward Wriliara’s temple, Wriliara ducked, letting the hand fly just over the top of his head. The momentum threw Talnar’s balance off slightly, causing him to lean more forward than he would have otherwise. Wriliara used that imbalance to launch his head up into Talnar’s nose, breaking it instantly. 

			Wriliara then jumped up and brought both legs tight to his chest, propelling them forward to crash into Talnar’s sternum. Wriliara hit the ground just after while his adversary flew backward with a muffled cry of pain.

			The Apostle flipped himself back to his feet by bringing his legs up, then kicking them outward and riding the momentum back to a standing position. 

			His green Aura was the strongest now that it had been. It began to churn around him like a tornado, filling the air with heat instead of cold. “Withpra Galsatreta.”

			Kirga narrowed his eyes and inspected his subordinate. I do not know of this Curse. I had thought I knew all of Wriliara’s little tricks. This translates to . . .  He searched his memory of the ancient tongue. ‘Feeding Game’, I believe. He doesn’t need his hands to use it, clearly. He has been hiding things from me. I will have to speak with him about that later . . .  if he survives this.

			Expanding around Wriliara was a giant circle of glowing green ink that trapped both him and Talnar within its outline. Where Wriliara stood within the circle was an Edamirin symbol that translated to ‘Game Master’ on the grass. Just beneath the feet of Talnar was the symbol for ‘First Player’.

			Kirga was well beyond the reach of the circle, watching them with interest.

			“What trickery is this?” asked Talnar, his legs less wobbly now. His feet were planted firmly in place; so firmly, in fact, that when he attempted to move, it became obvious very quickly that movement was impossible.

			Wriliara too could not move from where he stood. “We are going to play a little game to end this.”

			“Wriliara, I can kill him now!” shouted Kirga. “He cannot move. Let me come forward and break his neck so we can end this foolishness!”

			“No, My Lord! Do not come near the outline of this circle. You can be killed if you cross its barrier. No Curse or Transformation you use will pass it either. We are in here together until one of us dies, or the game is won. It is as if the outside world no longer exists!”

			Kirga folded his arms. There was still a slight sting as he did so. I hope you do not need your arms to play this game. 

			“And what  . . .” Talnar hesitated, “. . .  game is it that we play?”

			There was a sudden burst of bright green light from the space in the circle between the two players. Springing forth from the ground came the image of a ghastly, slobbering mouth, biting at the air with long black teeth. It looked as if the field itself had become a mouth, trying desperately to bite at either man; or just anything it could get a grasp on.

			What is that? Thought Kirga, grimacing at the sight of the monstrosity.

			Wriliara looked over the foaming mouth at his opponent. “This is the Blackblood Beast. You seem to be fond of taking away body parts, Talnar Burroth. This game happens to operate on similar terms. There are rounds to this game. Each round, if you happen to lose, you will give up one section of your body to the Blackblood Beast to be lost forever. The mouth will consume it happily. You will be put to the test while I watch over your misery with joy.”

			Talnar appeared frightened for the first time since they arrived at the gate. Sweat could be seen building at the top of his head and dripping down beside his eyes. “And how, exactly, do I play this game of yours?” His voice understandably shook. 

			“The rules are simple,” said Wriliara. “Two things will appear in the center of this circle, just in front of the ravenous mouth. One will be the part of your body that will be offered up for the round. The second will be a riddle. If you solve the riddle, you win the round. Lose and the beast is fed. There are seven rounds in total. Win them all and you go free. Lose too many before you reach seven, however, and you’ll lose enough body parts to die and be fed to the beast in full.”

			A very strange ability, thought Kirga. Although I’m impressed and intrigued by it, the fact that this Gatekeeper pushed you far enough to pull this out has not made you look very good, Wriliara.

			Talnar was still sweating. Whether he liked these terms or not, it did not matter. He was trapped in Wriliara’s Curse, so therefore he must play by Wriliara’s rules.

			Green lettering began to appear under the mouth. They could be read in the modern tongue.

			 

			Left Arm

			And below that:

			I am two in the middle,

			One in the tide,

			Two when I’m dead,

			And forever one inside.

			What am I?

			 

			Kirga walked near enough to the circle to read the riddle himself. He solved it immediately. It was quite simple. Purposefully and cheekily tricky; but simple. 

			Wriliara and Talnar stared over at each other. Wriliara maintained the Curse as Game Master, and Talnar kept the game going by acting as its only player.

			Kirga studied the circle again. Since the lettering under Talnar says ‘First Player’, I take it this Curse can capture multiple people within its trap. That would be fun to watch.

			After a tense minute of no answers, Kirga spoke up. “Do you happen to know the answer, Wriliara?”

			Wriliara looked over to the edge of the circle. “I do not. But please do not say it out loud before the Gatekeeper provides his answer. If an outside source answers the question then the letters will just reset to something else.”

			“Yes, but it is quite frustrating to spectate on others who cannot put together the obvious. Look upon the riddle again and think hard. The answer is in front of your eyes. It is not complex. I want to know that you have at least figured it out.”

			Kirga watched Wriliara intently as his Apostle looked over the words in the riddle. He was naturally much calmer than Talnar, who was fighting for his life, and looked to be not far from throwing up. The man’s face had gone sickly pale. A high IQ was clearly not a requirement to be a Gatekeeper for the Capital. Kirga was not surprised by that, considering the last one he encountered was a drug addict.

			Wriliara finally smiled. And when he did, a look of terror came over Talnar.

			“You don’t have it!” shouted the man. “You don’t! Do not lie to me!”

			Wriliara stood straight and relaxed. “Say a final farewell to your arm while you can. You have ten seconds, Talnar. And I don’t think you’ll get this.”

			Glowing green numbers began to count down beside the slobbering black mouth.

			 

			10

			9

			8

			7

			“NO!” yelled Talnar.

			6

			5

			4

			3

			2

			“WAIT!”

			1

			OUT OF TIME

			 

			Wriliara shrugged. “So sorry, Gatekeeper. You should know that the answer was ‘The letter D’”.

			Talnar wailed wordlessly, suddenly putting it together himself, now that Wriliara had said it aloud.

			The mouth began to laugh hysterically, the sound among the most distressing things Kirga had ever heard. It squealed and cackled in pure delight as Talnar trembled like a frightened boy.

			Suddenly Talnar’s left arm began to raise and aim toward the slavering mouth rising from the grass. It was being drawn as if by some great gravitational pull. The rest of Talnar’s body was rooted in place while his arm stretched further and further out. Only his arm was affected by this mysterious consuming force.

			He began to cry out in pain as the shoulder dislocated. “NO! No, no, no, wait! Just wait!”

			Kirga grimaced at the sight. “Wriliara, this Curse is simply morbid. I don’t enjoy this quite as much anymore.”

			Wriliara did not say anything.

			With one final yank, Talnar’s left arm was ripped free from his torso completely. He yelled in pain as the arm launched into the Blackblood Beast’s mouth. The black teeth munched and crunched on bone until the arm was no more.

			The mouth then let out a burp so loud it echoed down the open plains. “Yuuuuuuuum!” 

			Strangely, Talnar’s open wound mended itself instantaneously. The bloody hole filled itself with the rapid molding of his surrounding skin. The process looked terribly painful—perhaps even more painful than having the arm ripped out initially—but it certainly saved the Gatekeeper from bleeding to death. 

			Talnar screamed like a wild creature as the arm morphed and mended. There was genuine surprise in his eyes as it was happening, which let Kirga know the healing was not his doing.

			The Cursed game must do the healing itself to prevent the player from dying too quickly from blood loss. Very cruel.

			After a few minutes, the lettering in the middle of the circle dissipated. Once Talnar had finally regained his composure, new words appeared.

			 

			Right leg

			And below that:

			I sing between the lips,

			And I dance when a storm is close.

			I return after I am cut down,

			I am what the wild needs most.

			What am I?

			 

			Talnar began to shake again. The man was not quick-witted. He knew it plainly enough.

			“I must say,” said Kirga, “you’ve chosen the best possible person to use this Curse on. What if you chose someone who was good at riddles?”

			Kirga was making a rare joke, but Wriliara did not react to it. His face was twisted in thought. He was in no danger, but the need to impress Kirga had compelled him to play along with his victim.

			“Oh, come now,” added Kirga. “Certainly you can get this one!”

			After a minute, Talnar worked up his voice to speak. “It . . .  it is . . .  the answer is a ‘Tree’. Or ‘Trees’. It is one of those two! I know it to be! You will not have my leg, vile beast!”

			Kirga closed his eyes and shook his head back and forth. “Wriliara . . .  what happens if a player guesses the wrong thing?”

			Wriliara smirked again. “They forfeit the body part in question.”

			“That does not matter!” shrieked Talnar. “For I am correct! There can be no other answer!”

			The mouth erupted into sick laughter once more. “Wrong, wrong, wroooooong! He’s a wrong boy, he’s a wrooooooong boooooy! And now he’s a cheeeeeew tooooooy!”

			“NO! IMPOSSIBLE!”

			The grotesque process began again, this time the gravitational pull fed the mouth Talnar’s leg instead of an arm. The same healing process followed too, as well as the sequence of unintelligible screaming from the poor Gatekeeper as he was methodically torn apart like a child’s doll.

			He fell onto his behind now, sitting lamely in the grass, his eyes wide with shock and anguish.

			“The answer was ‘Grass’, wasn’t it?” asked Wriliara.

			Kirga averted his eyes from Talnar. “It was.”

			After a few more minutes of agony for Talnar, the next riddle appeared; and this one seemed like it was going to be the last of the game. 

			 

			Head

			And below that:

			I am what all living things require,

			And I am the foundation of desire.

			I can make the dour sing and dance,

			 Yet ruin your life, there is a chance.

			What am I?

			 

			Kirga went into a daze of sorts. He knew the answer, and it pained him to come to it.

			Talnar did not even appear to be playing any more. He only slouched forward in the grass, his breathing ragged.

			After a few moments, Wriliara’s voice broke Kirga from his solemn spell. “I’m afraid I do not know this one, My Lord. Though it seems I have all the time in the world to come to it, as Talnar has given up on life.”

			Kirga said nothing. His mind was wondering and his heart was aggrieved.

			Minutes passed with no word from poor Talnar. 

			 

			10

			9

			8

			7

			“Do you know it, My Lord?”

			Kirga sighed. “I do. I most certainly do.”

			6

			5

			4

			3

			2

			1

			OUT OF TIME

			 

			“It’s Love,” said Kirga, staring off into the distance.

			Talnar was swiftly killed by the cackling mouth. His head was twisted in gruesome fashion before tearing off and flying into the gnashing teeth. The remainder of his body was then sucked up and consumed. After that, the Curse lifted and Kirga and Wriliara were left alone in the field. 

			Fifteen minutes of brief rest passed.

			“Allow me to stay behind and hold off Gira and the others,” said Wriliara, who could now use his arms again. His face was still bloody and bruised, but overall he was back in working condition.

			The area where the game took place was now clear of any green ink, and the Blackblood Beast was gone. It was as if none of it happened at all.

			Kirga stood under the stone archway of the gate. “You are a fool if you think you can fight Gira and win. Not to mention Vedara spoke of a powerful Wenny Rabbit associated with their group. I believe that Wenny Rabbit to be Cinnamon. Fighting both him and Gira at once is suicide. And I assure you Gira is not dumb enough to be beaten handily at a riddles game.”

			“I do not intend to fight them, My Lord,” said Wriliara. “Only to delay them until you finish with Corvus. I can do that much.” 

			They shared a look for several heartbeats.

			“Very well. I will push on, then. Do not fail me. If Gira catches up with me while I am contending with the Raven . . .  things will become complicated.”

			Wriliara bowed as Kirga made his walk into the forest. “I will do my best.”

			Kirga wasn’t sure of what he was feeling as he made his way into the White Raven’s territory. He was taking it one step at a time. He would wrestle with his thoughts after the deed was done.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44: A Slippery Snake Buys Time

			[image: ]

			IKA SLEPT relatively well inside the Gritka. They were still being flown high above the clouds toward Paragon Forest by one of the beautiful white Keldish Eagles. But as far as Ika knew, he was in a peacefully quiet room sleeping in a comfortable, warm bed. 

			He dreamt of home. He dreamt of his mother cooking bacon while he and Chandi played hide and seek in his house. He dreamt of better times from his childhood; a childhood that was salvaged by his friendship with Chandi. If he never met her, his young life would’ve been completely consumed by his trauma. It was hard to deny she was the best thing in his life.

			But it wasn’t only him who benefited from Chandi’s influence. Ika’s mother also achieved some level of healing from the MorrowHill girl. She put the family back together, in a sense. He never thanked Chandi for that. Maybe he never needed to. Maybe she already knew. He hoped that was the case.

			Ika woke from his nice dream when he felt someone shaking his leg. He sat up and saw Keji standing at the foot of his bed. Pattamis was awake on his head. 

			“Come on, kid,” said the hat. “Your uncle says we aren’t far from the forest now. We should be close behind Kirga.”

			“All right. I’m ready. Give me a chance to get dressed and I’ll meet you outside.”

			Ika threw on a pair of Cinnamon’s famous black training garments. This time, however, he wore a dark leather combat jacket over the skin-tight fabric.

			He walked over to the mirror in the room and looked himself in the eyes. He was going to meet Kirga again today. The last time he stood before him was during the Heist of Eskarahm Four. That was weeks ago now. It felt like months. 

			He wrestled with a plethora of thoughts. The one that consumed him the most was the uncertainty of just how powerful Kirga was. What went down in the vault made him seem nearly unstoppable. If the worst came, Ika did have a Curse up his sleeve that he could use. 

			He left the Gritka with the others and joined Gira on the back of the head of the great eagle. The sun had just morphed and Ika could see a vast forest coming into view from within the distant Fogwall. 

			“We’re getting close now,” said Cinnamon, staring out at the view while tapping his staff on a bed of feathers. “Ika, Chandi . . .  are you in the right headspace?”

			Ika let Chandi answer first.

			“I’m calm and prepared, Master.”

			“As am I,” said Ika, lying.

			He suspected she was as well.

			“We’ll be with you,” added Gira. “Vedara is dead now. With myself and Cinnamon here, they stand no chance of beating us. Both Kirga and Wriliara will die if they choose to fight us fairly.”

			Cinnamon lifted his head and looked over at Ika’s uncle. “And do you suspect they will fight fairly?”

			A silence passed before Gira responded. “Of course not. It will get complicated, but if we stay focused we can find a way to corner them.”

			“I have a Curse that can kill Kirga,” said Ika. “When the time comes, I will use it.”

			Gira suddenly looked back. “What do you mean? What Curse?”

			Cinnamon shook his head. “A very dangerous one that I would recommend not using. You haven’t fully mastered it yet, Ika. You could accidentally kill us all.”

			“I know it too,” said Chandi, putting her hands proudly to her hips.

			Cinnamon glared at her, reproachfully. “Indeed. Yet your version is even flimsier. I want neither of you to use it until your Kanahs are stronger and more in tune. Am I understood?”

			Ika was ready to argue this point, but he was broken out of his thoughts when a spray of bright red blood spattered in his face. He was in shock for a moment before looking around to see what had happened.

			The eagle shrieked in pain as an ethereal green arrow the size of a marble pillar struck the beast straight through its left wing.

			“What’s happening!” shouted Keji, who held onto a long feather for dear life as the eagle began to spin out of control and plummet from the sky.

			Everyone took hold of a feather as the ground far below began to rush up toward them.

			“We’re under attack!” said Gira. “That Kanah colour is Wriliara’s! He’s firing at us!”

			Ika was hoping for a bit longer to mentally prepare himself for the confrontation, but evidently it was sink or swim. This was going down right now. The fight was on.

			The eagle attempted to flap its wounded wing weakly as they fell down onto an empty green field. It managed to reduce its speed enough so it didn’t die on impact; and neither did its current passengers. 

			The eagle, now covered in blood spewing from the hole in its wing, bounced off the grass and rolled down a tall hill. Ika, Chandi, Master Cinnamon, Gira, Keji and Pattamis were all thrown off, following the bird as they tumbled down together. 

			They were close to the border of the forest, but no enemy could be spotted. It looked like they were alone. 

			Just then, firing out from the darkness of the trees in a flash of emerald, another gigantic arrow of Kanah soared toward the eagle’s head. It was lucky enough to move its head at the last second, causing the arrow to nick its neck. A thick spray of blood still spattered their side of the hill, but the blow did not kill the creature. It squirmed across the grass away from the trees like a fish lifted from water. It managed to get behind Ika and the others. 

			More flashes came from the depth of the forest. This time several giant arrows came at them.

			Gira jumped in front of the group. “Sivuragnah!”

			His own spectral red shield was erected in front of them. An explosion of green and red lit up the morning sky as Wriliara’s arrows made contact with Gira’s shield. Luckily, it was enough to stop them; though it was destroyed in the massive blast. 

			Most of the field from where they stood to the stone archway at the entrance to the forest was now charred black. Even the calm sky above was now bruised with smoke.

			“Where is Kirga?” asked Ika, resisting the urge to cover his ears as the giant eagle behind him continued to wail in fear and pain. 

			Remarkably, the bird appeared to be breathing golden vapour onto its injured wing that began sealing the wound. 

			“My best guess,” said Gira, still scanning the treeline with his silver eyes, “is that he has gone ahead into the forest after the White Raven while Wriliara has stayed behind only to stall us.”

			“Then we’d better kill him as soon as possible, then!”

			“Easier said than done, kid,” his master said. “He can hide in there and fire shots at us all day. Trying to get passed him will be a pain in the ass as long as he holds the advantage of being hidden.”

			Ika balled his fists. Kirga was so close again. They didn’t have time to skirmish with Wriliara all day. 

			A giant Transformation of green fire now moved toward their location, consuming everything like a towering wall of flame. It moved in the fashion of a tsunami washing over a small island.

			Cinnamon jumped in front of the group now, making use of a Transformation of his own. He lifted a shimmering wall of golden Kanah that rose from the ground and reached for the sky. 

			The tsunami of green fire broke against the wall like waves upon rock. Wriliara then allowed the Transformation to dissipate, as having that wave of energy fall back in his direction would’ve set the forest alight and robbed him of his hiding spot. 

			It was beginning to look like they would go back and forth like this for hours. Wriliara would fire a Curse or Transformation at the group, and each member would take turns cancelling it out. It was the perfect strategy to buy time. But just how much time did Wriliara need to buy? From what Ika could see from the sky, Paragon Forest was gigantic. It would surely take Kirga days or even weeks to find where the White Raven lived. 

			“I don’t get it,” he finally said. “What’s the point of stalling us for a little bit? It could take Kirga forever to find the Raven. Why would Wriliara stay back instead of going with him?”

			Gira fired random Transformations of black Kanah that came in the form of sleek javelins, at least six meters in length. He aimed them along the treeline, hoping to catch Wriliara by accident. “Unfortunately, Ika, I have a feeling it wont take Kirga very long at all to find the Raven.”

			“Why not?”

			Wriliara fired more arrows back at them, which Chandi blocked this time. She leapt into the air and kicked them into green dust; an incredible display of her reflexes, as well as her power—considering each arrow was many times the size of her body. 

			“Because,” continued Gira, “Kirga has the Zyphur Spear with him. The White Raven once swore he would kill any warrior who took up that artifact again. If Kirga enters the forest, he will be near enough for the Raven to sense his Kanah. Once he does, he will be fully capable of bringing Kirga right to him. The Raven is capable of abilities that many cannot imagine. He has lived in exile for generations. He has been quite passive for that time. But a whole new side of him might be seen once he sniffs out that dreaded spear. I’ll bet you Kirga is counting on it, too.”

			“Well then we’ve gotta do something now!” yelled Ika.

			“Ika, I know,” snarled Gira. “We’ll get there. But rush in now and you’ll be caught by Wriliara; and then you won’t be going anywhere. We’ll take this one step at a time. We’ll keep deflecting Wriliara’s attacks until we get close to the forest. Hopefully we’ll be able to sense where he’s hiding once we get to the archway. He seems to be quite skilled at stealth, as I have no idea where he is. I cannot pin down his Kanah.”

			They pushed forward as Gira suggested. Transformations were traded back and forth, destroying most of the once lovely plain. Unexpectedly, the Keldish Eagle limped behind Ika as they made their advance. It was as if the creature was waiting to be dismissed by them; like it could not leave until it was clear it had done a satisfactory job transporting them.

			Ika noticed that the eagle’s wing had partially healed since it took the original blow that brought them from the sky. The animal didn’t look to be in perfect condition again, but it was at least in flying condition. 

			As soon as Ika made that observation in his head, he came up with an idea. He could make it into the forest center with the eagle’s help. However, he would have to fly past Wriliara. In order to do that, Wriliara must be distracted holding off the others. That meant Ika would have no choice but to carry on by himself to find Kirga. He knew that everybody would wholeheartedly disagree with that plan. He knew everybody would think him a fool for even wanting to try it. But he had no time for this game of hide and sneak with the snake. Besides, the duel between him and Kirga was always meant to be just them. Ika was a believer of things happening for a reason. This was his chance to meet Kirga and at least have a proper dialogue with him; maybe get some answers to questions he had been pondering his whole life.

			With that, his mind was made up. He slowly turned around while everyone else was busy either dodging Wriliara’s attacks, or firing back attacks of their own—except for Keji, of course, who just hid behind Gira while the madness was ensuing. 

			He moved toward the eagle, whose head was close to the ground, attempting to hide in fear from the explosions and bright lights. “Hey, get me to the center of this forest and you will be free to go. That is all I have left to ask.”

			The eagle seemed to understand, as its pink eyes dilated and it brought its body even closer to the ground so Ika could climb on. It did so hurriedly, its body still shaking with fright.

			But Ika did not move quite yet. I have to wait until both Master Cinnamon and Uncle Gira are using a Transformation at the same time; for defending or attacking doesn’t matter. If they are focusing their Kanah elsewhere, they won’t be able to stop this eagle from taking flight. I’ll have to move fast, as I also don’t want to be caught by one of Wriliara’s haphazard attacks either. You’re almost there, Ika. Just time it right and ditch.

			He watched the battle carry on. There were great flashes of green, gold, white, black, blue, and red as Kanah was traded back and forth. For a few minutes Ika watched the exchanges as closely as he could. Chandi was firing Transformations too, not even looking back to see Ika scheming. He felt bad about leaving her behind, but he knew she wanted Wriliara anyway. 

			There!

			Both Cinnamon and Gira sent forth blasts of transformed Kanah that destroyed a large portion of the stone gate. Ika took that moment to leap onto the eagle’s back and yell into its ear. “Go, now! Take me to the White Raven! FLY!”

			The eagle screeched once and then took off into the blinding amalgamation of colours lighting the morning sky that was otherwise tinted in soft sunlight, like liquid gold leaking into a sea of pale blue. 

			Ika could hear his uncle yelling at the top of his lungs as the eagle soared through the mayhem.

			“Ika, NOO! GET BACK HERE! DON’T GO ALONE!”

			It was too late. He was well clear of the battle now. The eagle was intent on reaching the middle of the forest so it could go home as soon as possible. Ika would be meeting Kirga alone.

		

	
		
			Interlude: What is Lost Can Never Return

			[image: ]

			KIRGA WALKED through the thick collection of trees with the Zyphur Spear clasped to his hip. The floor was covered with wiry bush and moss-covered rocks. The sounds of the wildlife all around were relatively pleasing to his ear. The singing birds were oddly calming, considering what he was on his way to do. There were few places in Wenworld that were as wild and free as Paragon Forest. It was untouched by civilization. Not enough exploration of the great forest had happened for the inevitable bastardization of its natural state. It had not yet been tainted by progress, and that was a wonderful thing.

			Kirga noticed many large, dark ravens sitting amongst the high branches, staring down at him with probing eyes. There had to be at least forty watching him as he walked. He had noticed ravens following him since he came to Porshalla. And now that he thought about it, he had been spotting ravens in many places he assumed they wouldn’t be over the past few years. But these instances happened far and few between. It was only once he came to Porshalla that these cases became much more frequent. Now it was simply unnerving. 

			The ominous birds looked to be communicating with each other as Kirga pushed long pine branches from his way. There was no proper pathway to tread in this forlorn place; no cobblestone laid nor trampled dirt path with signs of previous use. There was only bush and stone.

			He walked for another half an hour before halting in place. He suddenly had a very strange feeling in his chest.

			Finally, he thought.

			He looked down at his hands to see ribbons of white Kanah begin to wrap themselves around his wrists and between his fingers. These ribbons slowly crawled up his body until they were covering the majority of his chest. 

			A voice echoed in the depths of his mind. 

			“Do you know of what you wield?” it said.

			Kirga smiled. “I do.”

			The voice, which was soft yet carried the weight of a thousand men, grumbled. “Have you come to kill me?”

			“I have,” replied Kirga. 

			It was Corvus, reaching out to speak with the intruder. There was something about the legendary raven’s voice that made Kirga want to fall asleep. It was powerful enough to send chills down his spine, but gentle enough, even in its anger, to pacify the spirit. 

			More black birds watched Kirga intently from high among the pines. 

			“You are foolish,” said Corvus, his voice booming in Kirga’s head. “You are Kirga the Hellcat. I know of you. I have watched your story unfold for some time now. What you seek is pointless. You are turning this world upside down for nothing, boy. Turn back and forget your goal. It is futile.”

			Kirga was filled with a red-hot rage. “I wield the Zyphur Spear. I have with me the weapon that killed your love. Take it from me if you wish.”

			The voice sighed. It did not hold the generations’ worth of ire that Kirga was expecting. The creature sounded more tired than determined. “Very well. If this is the only path for you, I shall do what you are hoping and bring you to me. But only to talk. I feel there are things you need to hear, boy. I am old and weary of this life. Perhaps we can help each other.”

			Kirga opened his mouth to respond, but before he could say anything else the white ribbons of Kanah expanded to engulf his body, wrapping him up entirely like a king of old preserved.

			In a flash of brilliance Kirga was gone, and the spectating ravens began to laugh.

			When Kirga found his footing again he was standing on a massive grey rock, smooth like a river stone but long and wide enough to cover an entire pasture that parted the surrounding pine trees. 

			He glanced up to see standing on the other side of this grey rock, which rose high above the grass and winter flowers below, a pure white raven standing tall and proud. Its wings were mighty and perfect, and its body was strong and round. The beak was dark grey, worn with time and use. And above the beak were two violet eyes, deep and all-knowing.

			In the sky above this magnificent beast were hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of dark ravens circling their leader. They nearly blotted out the sun, appearing as if they were to consume the world. Every one of them was laughing. The sound was strange to Kirga’s ears. He did not know ravens could laugh at all. At the moment the army of them sounded more like hyenas than anything else. It was frightening.

			“And now I have brought you to me,” said Corvus, his dominant voice silencing the other ravens. “Welcome to my home, Genmaga.”

			Kirga looked around him to see his dark minions lining the branches of the surrounding trees as well. Everywhere his eyes glanced there were more and more ravens. 

			Kirga brought his white eyes back to the target in front of him. He unclasped the great spear from his hip and let it spring back to life in his hand, unhinging itself of its locked state and extending to full length. “I have come to take your life and your soul, Corvus. You must be thoroughly and completely destroyed in order for my plan to progress.”

			The giant bird shook his head, momentarily closing his eyes. “Your plan is a farce, boy. I know what it is you seek. You can never have it. Destroying the Crystal is not the answer to that sorrow you carry in you. I am afraid that sorrow is something all living creatures share, and it cannot be cheated.”

			As calm as Corvus’ voice sounded, Kirga noticed those violet eyes looking at the spear with a deep fury.

			“How can you possibly know what I seek?” he asked, clenching the spear tightly. 

			Corvus raised his majestic head, looking around at his loyal swarm. “The ravens of this world act as my eyes and ears. Your story has been of interest to me over these past years. It is a sad story. It is a fruitless one that can only end in anguish. For some odd reason I find that enthralling.”

			Kirga straightened his back and slowed his breathing. This old bird would not get to him. “I will have what I seek. No one can stop me.”

			“You will stop yourself in the end, boy,” replied Corvus. “You have lost someone you love dearly. They are dead. And you think you can free their soul and return it to you. You think the Crystal is keeping them from you, and so you wish to destroy the Crystal and hold them in your arms again.”

			Kirga said nothing, which only confirmed the theory.

			Suddenly the army of ravens erupted into laughter again. It was a mocking sound that lashed against Kirga’s chest. He hated it. 

			“You are a fool,” continued Corvus. “Such a thing cannot be achieved. I lost my love as well, and I have no choice but to live with that pain. There is no way for me to ever see her again.”

			“How can you say such a thing so confidently?” retorted Kirga. “How can you know?”

			“I am old, Genmaga. Very old. I was alive before the Crystal was formed. I have certain . . .  memories . . .  from that time before. I see flashes and recall certain knowledge. I do not remember ever meeting our supposed saviour, Lady Meamara, as Don-Galaga has claimed to recall. However, I do remember some truths about life beyond.”

			Kirga’s heart skipped a beat. If Corvus was telling the truth then Kirga had knowledge at his disposal that many would never have the chance to learn. He kept quiet and let the White Raven carry on, curious as to what he might reveal.

			“One truth that has haunted me all my life,” said Corvus, his voice falling to a near whisper, “. . .  is that there is no afterlife. There is no consciousness beyond death. All things exist, and when they die they simply . . .  cease to exist. Consciousness dies when the brain dies, boy. It is madness to think any form of living continues after the body and brain have rotted in the ground and been consumed by insects. An afterlife is a narrative that people have created to soothe their worries about the inevitability of death. Nothing waits beyond, Genmaga. And that means your love is gone forever. What is lost can never return.”

			Kirga’s rage boiled to a point where he wondered if he might catch fire. “LIAR! That is not true! Souls pass beyond the Crystal when a person dies. They are kept in that place beyond with Lady Meamara!”

			Corvus shook his head again. “Souls do exist, yes. But they are nothing more than energy the universe beyond the Crystal provides. Once a thing dies, that energy is consumed again by the universe. The universe gives, and then it takes back. There is no consciousness retained during this process. As I said, what we know as consciousness or cognition comes from the brain. The brain is simply an organ. Once that organ rots, whatever made us who we were is gone. We stop existing and that is all. I am sorry, boy. But, unfortunately, I am telling you the truth.”

			Kirga’s hand began to shake. 

			Corvus’ violet eyes were fixed on the spear. “Now hand that dreaded thing over to me so I may destroy it. That can be my final goodbye to my love.”

			He’s lying, thought Kirga. He can’t be telling the truth. There must be life after death. This cannot be all there is. If he’s right . . .  then . . . 

			He tightened his grip on the spear and clenched his teeth. No. I refuse to believe it. I will carry on . . .  because my hope is all I have left.

			“As much as my faith in the God Meamara’s goodness is weak, my faith in her truth is still strong. You cannot break that.”

			This time Corvus himself laughed. Somehow there was a greater sting of derision from that than the entire army of chittering ravens. 

			“Meamara is not God, boy. That concept is also nothing more than a fiction. There is no God. Meamara is only a very, very powerful woman. That is all. She was an Oracle, just as you are. And she was not even the strongest Oracle, either. Far from it.”

			“You speak pure madness!”

			“I speak pure truth. Whether or not you believe it does not change that.”

			Kirga began to pace back and forth, never taking his eyes from his target. “Tell me why Meamara did it. Tell me why she trapped us in here. What was she hiding us from? Why did Wenworld need to be encased in the Crystal? Do you recall anything of that?”

			“Very little, admittedly,” replied the raven. “It is within my knowledge to say that we were in great danger in the time before the Crystal’s creation. A doom awaited us all, and sealing us here was the only thing that could save us. That, at least, was the knowledge known to those who were alive on the fateful day. I do not recall what doom we were running from. But the sealing of this land was the only option for survival.” He took a deep calming breath. “Now make your choice. I have said all that needs saying. Either kill me and continue down your pointless road of naiveté, or give me that spear and turn away from the path you have chosen. I leave your fate in your hands.”

			Kirga held the legendary creature’s gaze. “I thought you swore you would kill the bearer of this spear? Will you not even fight your fate?”

			Corvus did not blink. “I made that promise hundreds of years ago. In my loneliness I have found my desire for life wasting away. I am not afraid of the nothingness that awaits me in death. It is better than living on without my true love. Perhaps you can relate to that feeling.”

			Kirga chose his path long ago. If Corvus was giving him a free shot, Kirga intended to take it and move on. He cared nothing for the White Raven’s philosophical musings. He knew what was true in his heart.

			He raised the emerald spear high above his shoulder, and it shone with an empyreal light that caused the dark ravens above to scatter, letting in a wash of silken gold from above. 

			Corvus closed his eyes peacefully. “And so you have chosen. Very well. Farewell, Kirga. You will learn by the end.”

			Kirga threw the spear with all the might in his heart. It flew through the air causing no sound at all. It soared soundlessly until it smote Corvus in the center of his wide chest.

			A burst of emerald light was expelled from the place of the wound. Corvus threw back his head and cried out, a sound that shook the trees and split the clouds above. 

			He fell with the sound of thunder, dying upon the grey rock. The ravens continued to watch Kirga, only now they were wholly silent. Not a noise could be heard from them or the entirety of Paragon Forest. It was as if the world had gone to sleep.

			The Great Raven was dead, and the world would never be the same again. 

			Kirga walked up to the dead beast. He moved over to the white chest, which was turned upward as Corvus laid on his side. He wrapped his right hand around the back of the Zyphur Spear and pulled it free from the lifeless carcass. 

			Instead of a current of blood exiting the open wound, pale green light shone out from the place of contact, nearly blinding Kirga. 

			A certain energy was leaking out of Corvus’ body, and Kirga knew exactly what to do with that energy. It was time for the next part of his plan. The next part of the prophecy.

			He let the spear fall to his side as his body slowly began to shift and morph its bone structure. Black fur swiftly sprouted from his skin, covering his body. By the time the changing process was done, Kirga was in his most frightening form; the form he needed in order to consume a victim’s soul. He was the Hellcat, eyes glowing white with an empty malice. 

			He stood on his hind legs and opened his mouth as wide as it would go. He began to suck up the energy escaping from Corvus. He was consuming the White Raven’s soul. This process was not similar to what Dremagon did to the Black Raven, so therefore Kirga was not becoming stronger from this act. As perfect an opportunity for gaining strength as killing Corvus with the Zyphur Spear was, Kirga needed to consume his soul specifically in order for the next phase of the Genmaga prophecy to be fulfilled. 

			He swallowed the last of the green light, falling back to stand on four legs, satisfied and full of potent Kanah. The act was done. Corvus was gone. As was his soul. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 45: The Showdown at Paragon

			[image: ]

			IKA FELT bad for the Keldish Eagle who was currently flying him to the center of Paragon Forest. Even though it managed to heal itself, the wound in its wing was still bleeding, and the eagle’s flight was uneven. It even squeaked and flinched as it flapped its wings, obviously in great pain.

			“I think I see the middle now!” yelled Ika to the bird. “There’s a giant circular pasture over there! There are thousands of ravens flying around it. Fly me there and then you can leave, I promise! I’m sorry for putting you through this much!”

			The eagle moved toward the swarm of ravens in the distant sky, circling the pasture Ika pointed to. 

			I’ve never seen so many ravens in my life, thought Ika. I sure hope this sight isn’t some terrible omen. They must serve the White Raven. If they’re all gathered around and within that huge pasture, then I’m sure that is where I’ll find Kirga. I just hope I’m not too late.

			The eagle swooped down through the wall of ravens, cutting through their swarm easily and landing next to a tall grey rock that covered most of the area. Thanks to the countless ravens, Ika could see little from within the circle of trees as he descended to a bed of glistening blue flowers.

			He jumped from the poor eagle’s back, landing in the array. “Thank you so much,” he said, rubbing the eagle’s stomach. “You are free to leave. You have completed your task. Go and return to your home.”

			The eagle bowed its head to Ika before promptly taking off.

			With his only companion gone, Ika was now truly alone in this place. He took a deep breath to calm his inner thoughts. Here we go. Please still be up there, White Raven. Don’t be dead.

			He began to climb up the massive rock, leaping from one protruding ledge to another as he made his way up to the smooth surface at the top. What he saw when he finished his climb stunned his body stiff.

			There was a thick mist covering the surface area of the long rock. But the mist was not quite thick enough to hide the dark and looming silhouette of a giant raven’s bones. There was no fully intact legendary creature awaiting Ika; only a set of large pale bones, crumpled in a morbid way in the center of the rock.

			Has . . .  has the White Raven been dead for years this whole time? Are those his bones over there? I don’t understand.

			He worked up enough courage to walk toward the skeleton. His heart was beating fast and his throat felt like it was closing in on itself. He had a dreadful feeling in the pit of his gut. Something had gone horribly wrong here.

			He froze once more when a new silhouette appeared in the white mist. Now what he spotted was a man carrying a tall spear, his cloak billowing in the faint breeze. The man was standing directly next to the bones of the oversized bird.

			Please no. Don’t tell me.

			He took a few more steps toward the man, until his form came into better view. There was no mistaking him. He was facing the opposite direction to Ika, but that long black and white hair could be no one else. And that emerald spear in his hand could be none other than the Zyphur Spear.

			Ika’s hands began to tremble at his sides.

			“Go home, boy,” said Kirga, still facing the other end of the forest. “Today is not your day. Go back to Alice. I have already taken a husband and a daughter from the poor woman. I would hate to take her only son from her as well.”

			The ravens flying above had now fully departed from the sky, choosing their own place among the high branches to watch the show unfold. They all silently watched as Ika met the man who consumed his sister’s soul in front of his eyes. 

			“Turn and face me, coward,” said Ika, his voice shaking.

			“You sound scared,” replied Kirga, still refusing to turn and look at the boy. “You should be. I will tell you again: go home.”

			“How do you know my mother’s name?”

			Kirga sighed. “It must be difficult for you to go through life so blindly; to have everybody around you lie so often. There is so much you are being kept from, Ika. You think you understand the way of things, but you haven’t the faintest idea.”

			“I SAID LOOK AT ME!”

			Kirga slowly turned around and met Ika’s eyes. There were a few moments when neither one said anything; they only stared deep into each other, trying to see who would break first.

			It was Ika, whose rage got the better of him. He shut his eyes tightly, trying not to tear up from all the memories that were bubbling to the surface. “Why?”

			Kirga’s face was blank. “What?”

			“Why did you do it? Tell me why you killed my father . . .  and then returned to Turquoise Town years later to kill a little girl. Why us? Why my family?”

			Kirga let the spear collapse back to its smallest form, hitching the head back to his belt again. It was useless in combat against the average Oracle anyway. “I’m not sure you really want the answer to that question, Ika. You may think you do, but I’m willing to bet you would end up regretting knowing the answer.”

			Ika’s blood boiled. He could feel the veins in his forehead pounding. “Tell me. Now! No more games. Who are you and why have you ruined my life?”

			Kirga said nothing.

			As frustrated as that made Ika, there was something about their current situation that confused him enough to try a different question before returning to his family. “The White Raven has been dead a while, hasn’t he? You didn’t get here in time to get what you wanted.”

			That brought Ika some small comfort, so he smirked at Kirga.

			Kirga looked over at the crumpled skeleton of the ancient creature. “Actually, I did kill him; just before you arrived. I am also very confused why he has been reduced to bones so quickly. My theory is that he was simply so old that, once his soul left his body, the body withered away at a rate far greater than a creature that lives the average lifespan. And I did take his soul. I took his life with the spear, then I consumed his soul. Just like Genevieve.”

			The dam inside of Ika burst at the mention of his sister. He felt his eyes begin to heat up. He squinted and mustered all his will to keep steady in the face of his most hated enemy. “So you knew her name. You already knew her name when you did it.”

			It was Kirga now who seemed unable to meet Ika’s watering eyes. He looked away, turning his body as if to walk away without another word.

			That gesture filled Ika with enough anger to break his composure completely. He ran at Kirga with intent to kill in his heart. There was a blindness on Ika then. A blindness of wrath that threatened to rot his heart black. 

			He leapt at Kirga like a tiger pouncing on an unsuspecting prey. “Likilia Vorma!”

			A beam of pure red light shot toward Kirga’s back. 

			Kirga stopped walking and spun to face Ika’s Curse. He needed no defensive Curse of his own to block this attack. He simply raised his bare hand and let Ika’s Kanah crash against his flat palm. The powerful beam was overpowered by Kirga’s hand alone. It appeared to do nothing to him. His hand was unharmed and even his stance did not shift in any noticeable way. 

			Ika landed in front of the unbearably indifferent Kirga. What the hell? How did he . . .  

			Kirga looked down on him, standing at least a head taller. “You are not yet strong enough for this, Ika. Please go home.”

			Ika unleashed several Transformations that left his body with such pent-up power that they seemed to explode upward into the air as they washed over Kirga.

			Kirga’s white Kanah acted as a wall that nullified everything that came toward him.

			Ika dashed forward and threw a right hook once the haze of colours had cleared. Kirga only pulled his head back, dodging it with minimal effort. Ika then brought up his right leg to throw a kick to Kirga’s midsection. Kirga caught the kick by wrapping his left arm around the bulk of Ika’s thigh. He then spun Ika around and kicked the other foot quickly out from under him, causing Ika to fall hard to the stone. 

			“Am I going to have to hurt you? Am I going to have to kill you?”

			From his back, Ika swung his hand through the air in the direction of Kirga, expelling a lash of black fire. Kirga only swatted it away with his bare hand. By the time the flames dissipated, however, Ika was gone. 

			He was behind Kirga now, swinging the side of his hand like an axe toward the side of Kirga’s neck. Black Kanah was infused into his hand. He hoped the force of the strike would take Kirga’s head clean off.

			His hope was dashed when Kirga rotated slightly, so fast Ika almost didn’t see it happen, and brought his right leg up to kick Ika in the lower stomach.

			Ika flew back across the grey rock, scraping the skin off of his forearms and knees as he tried to stop himself flying off and down into the flowers below. 

			He groaned, clutching his stomach and resisting the urge to vomit. He looked down to see his pants had ripped at the knees and were soaked with the blood of his peeled off skin. The back of his arms and elbows were also frayed raw and gory. 

			Kirga stood in the fading white mist, his face still impassive; though his eyes were faintly concerned. “Your father was a far better fighter than this. It appears you haven’t inherited his skills. What a pity. It would seem greatness isn’t genetic.”

			Ika roared in fury as he got back to his feet. He brought his hands together and shouted, “Allada!”

			A black cloud formed over Kirga’s head. The cloud was not big enough to cover the surface area of the tall rock, but it did encompass a sizeable portion. It didn’t take long before dark purple raindrops began to fall down upon Kirga.

			This attack Kirga did dodge, jumping as far as possible away from the place of impact. Each bright drop brought with it a powerful explosion that cracked the stone and covered the area in thick smoke. If Kirga had stayed standing underneath that onslaught, he would surely have died. 

			Ika felt a rush of confidence for this fight as he watched Kirga leap out of the way. It let him know that his training had meant something. He was a threat, even if a miniscule one. 

			He found himself remembering the words of his uncle as he chased after Kirga. Uncle Gira had told Ika that if your opponent is more powerful than you, then you have to be smarter. You can beat an Oracle whose Kanah is superior if you outsmart them. All Ika had to do was lure Kirga into a trap and win this fight.

			Allada was not the only Curse up Ika’s sleeve, and he had learned a handful more in the two years training with Master Cinnamon. He had another one in mind for this moment. It wasn’t his most powerful—the one that could only be used once in a period of years. He was saving that one for a better moment. But this moment still felt right for him to test out another Curse. 

			Ika slammed both hands on the surface of the stone, keeping his eyes on Kirga. His Allada had stopped raining and the explosions had ceased. “Keser Vandezarich!”

			 In front of Ika there sprouted a gargantuan tree. The trunk was many meters wide and a dark brown colour. It rose high into the air, towering well above the surrounding pine trees that the thousands of dark ravens still sat upon while watching this bout. 

			Its hundreds of long branches reached out in all directions, commanding the sky with a web of crooked wood and long green leaves. The tree continued to grow and grow, until it seemed as if it would bend and break as it pushed against the top of the Crystal, past the sun itself. It, of course, was not actually that tall. But from where he was standing, Ika couldn’t help but have that mental image. 

			Kirga craned his neck to look up at the creation in awe. “Impressive, boy. Quite impressive. Perhaps you really are Ikarus’ son.”

			Ika stood back and proudly looked over the body of his Curse. It took him eight months of rigorous and even painful training to learn Keser Vandezarich from Cinnamon. Chandi had picked up this ability as well, though she learned it a few months after Ika.

			The vast array of sharp and far-reaching branches suddenly began to grow downward toward the ground. They crossed over one another, twisting and lashing out wildly as they descended. They were growing so fast that they moved through the air as brown blurs. 

			Several of the branches reached Kirga, wrapping themselves around his legs and torso, trapping him and preventing his movement. The tree was alive with the impulse to apprehend and kill Kirga the Hellcat, because it acted on what the caster desired.

			Kirga struggled against the thick branches that were suffocating him and slowly crushing his body. “What . . .  what is this?”

			Ika walked around the massive trunk of his tree to watch Kirga strain uselessly against his binds. He could not use another Curse, nor Transformation, while Keser Vandezarich was activated. This was fine, as it appeared he would not require a follow-up attack. The tree was going to crush every bone in Kirga’s body.

			Kirga cried out in pain as the branches constricted like wooden pythons along his body.

			“This is for my family,” said Ika. “I’m going to enjoy watching you die, Kirga.”

			Deep in his soul, Ika felt he meant those words. Any other time that fact would’ve broken his malice in some way; it would’ve steadied him with the realization of how disturbing that was. This was not one of those times. He was full of the desire to watch the light leave Kirga’s eyes. He just needed it to be over. He needed to see his father and sister avenged. Maybe then he could finally rest. It was not his body he sought to rest, either. Ika longed for the opportunity to let his mind rest. He had spent his entire life hating Kirga. He couldn’t even imagine what true closure would feel like. 

			Kirga’s face suddenly shifted from pained, and even frightened, to furious and determined. The pain reached a point where it pushed him into a state of resolute rage. He stared over at Ika as white light began to emanate from his body, bright and brilliant enough to force Ika to shield his eyes.

			Kirga then roared out one more time, his thundering voice scaring hundreds of ravens from their nearby perches. This roar was not of anguish, but of invigoration. The branches engulfing his body suddenly burst asunder, thick splinters of dark wood flying everywhere.

			Even though he was now free of their grasp, new branches were soaring after him, replacing the old ones in the chase. 

			Kirga jumped over branches that swept for his legs and ducked under sharp wooden spears that stabbed for his face. At first he was expertly dodging ten branches coming for him. Then he was evading twenty. Then that number changed to thirty. Then, with the fire of Ika’s heart fuelling them ever forward, Kirga was running from a hundred hungry branches. 

			Kirga sliced his hands through air, letting his white Kanah lash out and sever branches as they got close. He was moving his arms as if lost in dance. His movements were fluid and mesmerizing. There was thought behind each step he took, and purpose behind each swing. He was an expert at combat of all forms, that much was obvious to Ika as he watched him. He had never seen somebody block or evade so many attacks at the same time. 

			The next stage of Ika’s Curse came to play now. The branches chasing after Kirga now blossomed large red and purple flowers. Each one began to expel a kind of black pollen that quickly filled the area of the open pasture. 

			Ika smiled. Here we go. Let’s see you handle this, then.

			Kirga looked around at the enclosing cloud of black vapour. He immediately used his cloak to cover his face so he would not breathe in this strange cloud. He jumped backward away from the pollen, but wasn’t paying close enough attention to the branches now to see the one swinging toward his back. It hit him straight on like a whip. The cracking sound of the contact carried far into the forest.

			The force of the blow threw Kirga’s body into the black mist.

			Got you now.

			Kirga started to cough into his hands after he breathed in the tree’s pollen. Ika didn’t need to be close enough to see his hands to know that Kirga was looking down at his own blood. He was just thrown into the pollen and already he would be coughing up blood. 

			Another few minutes in this expanding cloud and your organs will begin to shut down one by one. Your stomach will shrivel up and your lungs will rot black. Your tongue will bleed and crack and your brain will wither and melt. Enjoy it, Kirga. Enjoy the process.

			The look on Kirga’s face was not one of fear; it was one of recognition. Ika assumed Kirga had been in enough duels with other Oracles to take an educated guess at what was going to happen to his body. 

			He got up and swiftly brought his hands together. He held his palms in front of his face and above his head, looking past them and into the sky, appearing as one would when setting an injured bird back out into the wild. He whispered into them, his eyes still open, gazing out into the light of the sun. 

			He looked mesmerizing then, basked in golden light, surrounded by barbed branches and black mist that seemed unable to reach him in that place; seemed unable to trap or confine his excellence. 

			The sight made Ika hate him more. 

			The words Kirga said were, “Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella.”

			After saying these words aloud, a pristine weapon was summoned into his hands. He held this weapon high as it glowed in the sunlight. 

			Kirga now held a long, pure white scythe a few feet taller than his body. Even the long, curving blade was made from some kind of white metal. It glimmered and shone with blissful brilliance. It was a thing of perfection, and yet the Kanah the thing expelled gave off a feeling of pure dread and terror. It was a beautiful artifact; one that Kimiala would easily wish to have among their already great collection. This scythe was a marvelous thing, and Kirga wielded it with pride. 

			I have a bad feeling about this.

		

	
		
			Chapter 46: Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella
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			IKA COULD not keep his eyes on the long white scythe, as its brightness stung to behold. Even if he could only look for a second, a second was all he needed to spot Kirga smirking at him right before he brought the scythe through the air, swiping it in front of his body horizontally. 

			Ika heard a sound like a thousand trees being struck by lightning at once. He looked up to see that his great tree was beginning to fall out of the sky. He brought his stinging eyes down to see that Kirga had severed the massive trunk completely with one swing of his weapon. Keser Vandezarich was now plummeting to Wenworld with frightening speed.

			The staggering size of the tree made Ika worry about what might happen when it made contact with the ground. Throughout their training, Master Cinnamon never once alluded to the fact the tree could be cut down at all. It never once occurred to Ika to ask, either, as the thought was too absurd to entertain.

			Kirga had now made the possibility a sudden reality.

			The branches that were growing toward Kirga all withered away as soon as the trunk was sliced. The flowers that bloomed and expelled their deadly pollen also died and fell from the hundreds of branches. 

			“Are there any other Curses you would like to test out?” asked Kirga, holding the staff of the white scythe behind his back and letting the long blade curve over his shoulder. 

			Ika ignored him, still gazing up at the tree. It was far larger than most buildings, even those found in Porshalla. He couldn’t possibly pry his eyes from its decent.

			Evidently the felling of this great tree had also disturbed the ravens of Paragon Forest, because every single one of them began to fly away into the distance, shrieking in terror. There was no one left to watch their duel. It was only Ika and Kirga. 

			What happens when the tree is cut? thought Ika, his hands shaking. It’s falling in the direction I flew in from as well. That means it could fall right on top of Chandi and the others. Please dissipate before you hit the ground. Please dissipate before you hit the ground!

			He let out a long sigh of relief as the upper half of the tree started to crumble away in the air. Large sections of wood peeled away and disintegrated in the sky, and many of the long and gnarled branches seemed to burn away in blazes of black. It wasn’t long before the sky was empty of any tree at all. The world was saved by the damage that plummet would’ve caused. 

			However, since Ika was so transfixed with his Curse’s descent, he forgot to keep his eye on his opponent. He was almost too slow to react as Kirga dashed over to him. Within another second Kirga was standing right in front of Ika.

			He swung his scythe, the blade coming for Ika’s neck.

			Ika quickly leaned all the way back so the scythe swung through the air where his head just was. He leaned so far back that his hair was nearly brushing on the stone below his feet. He dived out of the way before Kirga could bring the scythe back down on him. His heart was beating so fast it was painful. 

			“Good reflexes,” said Kirga. “I would’ve been disappointed if that took your head off already. My duel with your father lasted four hours before I finally killed him. I will never forget that fight.”

			“Shut up!”

			Ika was ready to run at Kirga once more; he was ready to throw everything he had at him until he moved the duel back in his favor. He had a fire burning in him. That was, until he looked behind him and saw the damage that one swing of the white scythe did to the landscape.

			Ika’s jaw dropped slightly and his eyes bulged as he noticed that hundreds of tall pine trees had been cut in half behind him. For about a full mile in the direction that Kirga swung his weapon, there was a clear pathway of felled trees. He didn’t even need the blade to make contact. All Kirga needed was the force of the swing alone to destroy a section of the forest. 

			“I could’ve killed you just now, as you were remarking my scythe’s power,” said Kirga. “Didn’t your uncle teach you to pay closer attention to the one you’re dueling?”

			Ika ignored that jab. He had heard it enough times from Master Cinnamon. Normally he would be disappointed in himself as well for taking his focus off of Kirga twice in a row, but the raw power he just witnessed made it impossible for him to think about anything else.

			“What . . .  what is that thing?” he asked, gesturing to the scythe.

			Kirga was under no obligation to answer; Ika knew that. And yet he did.

			“This is Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella, which is Edamirin for ‘Ecvelior the Dreadful’. It is a very old weapon that can be summoned as a Curse. I learned this Curse when I was close to your age.” Kirga held it in front of him, looking down on it with an expression of great thought. “Ecvelior . . .  is the weapon I used to kill Ikarus. I thought it fitting to summon it to contest with you here. All things happen for a reason, Ika. And life seems to go in circles.”

			That brought Ika back into focused ire. He lifted his right foot and slammed it on the stone, tears staining his face. “Delagora!”

			All at once there was a current of red lightning waving and crackling toward Kirga. It moved at incredible speed. It was too fast for Kirga to leap from its path. 

			He lifted one hand and let a burst of white Kanah fly out from his palm. The blast from this simple Transformation was enough to dispel the red lightning, overpowering Ika’s Kanah and snuffing it out.

			By the time Kirga’s bright Kanah had faded, Ika was gone yet again.

			Kirga sighed before looking up. Ika was falling down on him from above, black balls of flame alive in his hands.

			Ika yelled as he brought down both balls of fire on the top of Kirga’s head. 

			Kirga pivoted where he stood and let Ika swing wide of his head, causing the black flames to miss and burst in random directions. Kirga then grabbed Ika’s right wrist, not even bothering to use Ecvelior, and yanked it so Ika’s whole right arm was outstretched in front of him. Kirga then yanked downward while lifting his knee up to meet the arm. There was a horrendous pop as Kirga snapped the arm.

			Ika fell back onto the ground, gripping his right arm with his left and screaming in pain.

			Kirga looked down on him, leaning slightly on the tall white scythe. “I defeated the Sanfron Trio by myself, Ika. How exactly are you expecting this duel to end? Did you really come here expecting to kill me and return home to Alice as the hero who avenged little Genevieve? As I said, today is not your day. You should’ve just listened and went home. Your friend Chandi could never hope to defeat Wriliara, either. You have both wasted your time.”

			Ika felt like his arm had been lit on fire. The pain was enough to make him bite the inside of his cheek until it bled. But the physical pain was not the worst part; not by a long shot. The part that caused Ika the most agony was just how calm Kirga was when duelling him. That broke Ika in more ways than he ever thought he could be broken. 

			He suspected by this point that Kirga was stronger than him. But Ika was hoping he could at least outsmart him and lure Kirga into a moment of weakness, then land a significant blow that might turn the fight in his favour. But no matter what he did, no matter what tricks he tried, Kirga defended against them with ease. 

			Even if Kirga’s overwhelming strength was becoming more and more obvious to him, Ika knew better than to give up. He would proudly fight until his last breath. He would rather die than run away from Kirga. He wouldn’t give the man that satisfaction. 

			He got to his feet and unleashed a vast array of Transformations. Lashes of bright red were thrown off his feet, balls of concentrated black energy were expelled from his free hand, and blasts of dark purple Kanah burst free from his chest. He lit up Kirga with everything he could muster.

			All of those colours Ika released clashed with the steady, pure white of Kirga’s Kanah as he defended himself. The lightshow this battle of Transformations caused was dazzling. There was a tall column of their conjoined Kanah that rose high into the sky and lit most of the forest. Anyone within the boundary of the Fogwall would be able to see the glaring tornado of energy. A dozen nearby pine trees were even ripped from the ground and thrown deeper into the forest. The pressure of their combining energies was powerful enough to kill anyone foolish enough to walk into that pasture then.

			Ika clenched his teeth and tried to ignore the burning pain of his broken arm. I will kill you. I don’t care what I have to do. I will do it, sooner or later.

			After a very arduous two full minutes passed, Ika’s Kanah began to falter. He was being overwhelmed by the alluring white wave that was slowly washing over him. Kirga stood in the center of that wall of encroaching brightness, calm as could be. His Kanah could not be matched. 

			“If this is all you have, then this duel is over, Ika!”

			Ika could barely hear him through the rising wind. But the words were clear enough.

			He shouted back through the colourful chaos. “You’ll never win! The Genmaga prophecy means nothing! You’re a psychopath and I will kill you!”

			He could faintly see Kirga shaking his head. “You are still just a boy, Ika. You know nothing of the world! And you know nothing of me! This duel is over!”

			Kirga lifted Ecvelior the Dreadful high above his head. The scythe seemed to sing an ear-piercing sound before Kirga brought it down into the grey rock they stood upon. The giant rock exploded upon contact with the white blade, sending Ika flying into the air.

			He had stopped expelling any Kanah by this point. But it was too late to stop the harsh, swirling wind brought on by the funnel of energy erupting from the middle of the pasture. Not only was Ika’s body tossed around in the air like a ragdoll, but the White Raven’s sacred skeleton was thrown onto the top of a tree, hanging amongst the pines in the most disrespectful display imaginable for one of his stature and legacy. 

			Kirga was the only one not thrown about. He simply landed on the patch of grass beneath the place where he split the stone. Giant chunks of grey rock were sent about the area, causing more destruction.

			Ika finally landed in the field of flowers as the wind died down and their lingering Kanahs faded away. 

			He got to his feet sluggishly, his body now aching. I have to use it. I’m left with no choice. I better make this one count.

			Kirga stood among broken stones, staring over at Ika. “Your poor mother. Are you going to make me take her son from her?”

			Ika didn’t let that one get to him. He was beyond these petty attempts to make him lose focus now. He wanted desperately to know how Kirga knew about his family, but obsessing over that in the middle of their fight was foolish; so Ika pushed all of those thoughts out of his mind.

			He actually smiled at Kirga then. “I’m not done yet. If you thought I would come here to face you without something a little more interesting up my sleeve than Keser Vandezarich . . .  then you’ve underestimated how long I’ve pictured this moment in my head.”

			Kirga’s eyebrows rose. “Oh?” He straightened where he stood, the white scythe at his side. “Very well. Show me this trump card you are so confident in. I am intrigued to see the limits of what the son of Ikarus Ivory can do.”

			Luckily Ika did not require the use of his arms to bring forth this final Curse. He knew that once he used it, he would be unable to do so again for the next couple years. If he messed it up now, his chance would be gone. This was the strongest Curse Ika was capable of wielding. The first time he practiced it he nearly died. Master Cinnamon had to personally subdue the effects of the Curse to prevent Ika destroying the entire Hill of Memories, as well as several miles of plain in any direction. 

			Here goes everything.

			Ika gathered one deep breath into his lungs. With that breath still trapped in his lungs, extending his chest, he said, “Tarvenatatus,” and the world erupted in fire.

		

	
		
			Chapter 47: Tarvenatatus
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			IKA’S EYES blazed with crimson light as a gale of Kanah and bright flame erupted from around his body. He threw his head back with his arms limp by his side, looking like a thing possessed. He screamed at the top of his lungs as he brought forth the pinnacle of his own power. 

			The voice that escaped Ika’s mouth as he screamed to the empty sky was not his own. It was demented and horrifying. It was the chilling song of one whose soul exploded in flame.

			All around Ika there grew a current of red fire that licked at the sky and any trees close enough to catch fire. And they did, burning one after the other until the entire area of the forest bordering the pasture was alight. 

			Despite being unable to control his body currently, Ika could still hear what was happening around him. He heard the ravens screeching as they fled for their lives. He heard the wood cracking and popping as it burned. And, clearer than anything else, he heard Kirga calling out from outside the spinning wall of fire.

			“Finally! Now you are showing me what you’re made of, Ika! More! Let me see all you can muster!”

			Ika’s head fell back more as he screamed yet again. The hurricane of red flame rose high into the air now, well above the tallest trees. In the eye of this blazing storm there came to be a towering form; a visage of fire that loomed over Kirga. 

			There came into form a giant tiger in the sky, made from Ika’s fire. Its glorious head roared, and all the trees of Paragon in the direction of its roar shook and flew about from the force of this beast’s voice.

			This tiger was Tarvenatatus. The Curse was meant to mimic the likeness of a legendary creature from hundreds of years ago. Tarvenatatus was the personal pet of Hamawyl at one time. The two of them would ride into battle together time and time again, until Tarvenatatus eventually passed from old age. It was said that the tiger once felled an army of twelve thousand men outside of Kanakon in the year 136. The Black Raven, who created all Curses, made one for Tarvenatatus in memoriam. 

			Ika now wielded it. 

			The great head fell down upon Kirga, who stood waiting for it with no look of fear present on his face.

			The jaws clamped down on the area of grass where he stood, and an explosion of pure crimson energy and flame covered the area and rose into the sky, blotting out the light from the sun entirely. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 48: Spectator Blues
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			CHANDI RAN into the forest first once they finally made it close enough to do so. Wriliara had been firing Transformations at them, moving from hiding spot to hiding spot within the darkness of the trees. He seemed to be very good at hiding himself. 

			The shots and attacks stopped completely once Chandi stepped passed the stone archway of the main gate.

			“Where are you, coward!” she shouted to the shadows, her heart beating fast. “Come out and fight! Don’t hide and run!”

			The rest of the group caught up to her.

			“Chandi, don’t run in like that!” yelled Gira, coming to her side. “You’re supposed to have a better head on your shoulders than Ika.” He looked around at the now quiet forest. “Damn that boy for taking the eagle. His stupidity is the only limitless thing in Wenworld.”

			Cinnamon hopped to their side, followed by Prince Keji. “I second that statement. But what are we supposed to do now? Wriliara has surely bolted by now. He did his job. He held us off. We have no way of getting to Kirga at a good pace now. Only Ika can make it to him, and Wriliara most likely doesn’t see Ika as a very big threat.”

			“I just hope he’s okay,” said Keji. “I’m worried what Kirga will do when they meet. Even if he beats Ika, I . . .  I hope he spares his life.”

			“Why would he do something like that?” asked Pattamis. “Kirga has no reason to not wipe that kid off the end of his boot.”

			“Pattamis!” hissed Cinnamon. “Don’t talk like that.”

			“What?” replied the pointy blue hat. “I’m just saying what everyone is thinking. I can’t imagine things going well for our boy out there.”

			“Ika is tougher than you give him credit for,” said Cinnamon. “I trained him after all. The boy has spirit. He’ll be okay. If anything, he’s strong enough to make an escape route for himself if the duel starts to go sour. He can get out of there without taking too much damage if only he has the sense to recognize when he is outmatched.”

			“And do you believe he has that sense?” asked Pattamis.

			Cinnamon sighed and closed his eyes. “I hope to Meamara that he does. I couldn’t bear losing that little idiot now. He’s gone and made me care.”

			Keji nervously played with his fingers. “I’ve spent pretty much every day with Ika since you guys met me in the Capital. I just . . .  I don’t think he will run from anything, if I’m honest.”

			“And that scares the life outta me, kiddo,” said Cinnamon. “But right now there’s nothing we can do but try our best to run to the center of this forest. We have no other way to get to the White Raven.”

			Gira crossed his arms and shook his head. “Cinnamon, this forest is the largest in the world. You do realize, even if we ran as fast as our feet would carry us, it would still take us many days to get to the middle? Surely you already understand that, right?”

			Cinnamon rounded on Gira, thumping his foot in the long grass. “Well then you come up with a bright idea, genius! What else can we do?”

			“It would be real nice if our little stalker showed up now to help us out,” added Pattamis. He opened his fabric mouth wide and shouted into the trees. “Hey, dog man! Come on, we could really use some help right now! Be useful again . . .  pleeeeease!”

			There was no answer. The only sound was that of a deer that had been startled by all the yelling.

			“Well . . .  I’ve tried my best,” said the hat. 

			Chandi wasn’t even listening to any of them. She continued to breathe heavily, walking ahead and scanning the trees for any sign of those damned green eyes burning in the darkness. Green eyes. Green eyes. She just knew she would see them if she looked hard enough. He was there. In her bones she knew the bastard was lurking.

			Gira cautiously stepped up to her. “Chandi?” 

			She kept her fists clenched and her eyes focused on her surroundings. He wouldn’t catch her off guard, oh no. She would be ready for him.

			She felt a pair of strong hands grip her shoulders and yelled out. She spun to attack, but found only Gira’s concerned face staring into her.

			“Chandi, he’s gone! Wriliara has run off by now. He’s not here.”

			“No!” screamed Chandi, breaking free of the hold. “He’s here, and he’s not gunna get me! No he’s not! I’ll get him!”

			Gira quickly brought his hands to Chandi’s face now, forcing her to look at him. “Chandi, he is gone! I need you to calm down. Breathe with me for a second, honey.”

			She began to shake and hyperventilate, her eyes still bouncing from tree to tree.

			Cinnamon ran over to them. “She’s having a panic attack. Chandi, sit down just a moment for me, dear.”

			Chandi shook her head, her breathing getting faster.

			Gira stroked her cheek with a finger. “You’re getting very pale, honey. Just sit down for a second. Everything’s fine, just sit for a quick sec.”

			He gently guided her to the ground, where she sat in the cold grass. 

			Cinnamon came to stand in front of her face as Gira slowly let go and moved to kneel by her side. “There you go. Wriliara’s gone. Long gone. Just breathe for a minute or two, okay? We’re fine.”

			Chandi felt herself growing dizzy, so she shut her eyes tightly. She brought in a breath through her nose, then let it out loudly through her mouth. She repeated that for a full minute. She could hear Gira and Cinnamon talking to each other while she kept her eyes closed, though they almost sounded far away in her head. She was close to passing out.

			“She’s not ready for this!” said Gira, his concern for Chandi showing itself through his temper. He stood up and began to pace in circles.

			“She is ready!” said Cinnamon. “She just needs a moment. Who wouldn’t in her situation? Give her a second to collect herself. She’s not a girl anymore. She’s a woman now.”

			“Oh really?” said Gira, his voice raising. “Look at her, Cinnamon! She still looks like a girl to me! No, I’m not putting her through this torture anymore. It’s sick. She’s going home! I’ll kill Wriliara myself.”

			“Get over yourself!” shouted Cinnamon. “You’re not her damn father, Gira! Ajith was responsible for Chandi and even she let her go. She knows Chandi has come to the age where she has to do this. It is her choice to make, not yours!”

			Chandi opened her eyes again. “I’m okay, Gira. Thank you.”

			He knelt down to her side again. “You’re sure?”

			She got to her feet, the dizziness fading; though her head still felt light. “Yes. Ika’s out there. We have to keep moving.”

			Gira followed her up, keeping his eyes fixed on hers. He nodded. “Okay. If you’re sure . . .  we can keep moving.” 

			They walked on for another ten minutes. The anxiety over Wriliara had now left Chandi, as he had clearly departed from them in an attempt to return to his master. Now Chandi was anxious over Ika. The thought of him standing against Kirga alone kept her heartbeat from slowing down. He was everything to her. And right now she hated him for taking that eagle and leaving them behind. It was exactly the kind of idiotic thing Ika was known for doing. She was mad at herself for not predicting he might try it when things got hectic with Wriliara.

			“Uh . . .  what is that?” asked Keji, who was walking at the front of their group. He halted to point away into the distance, where flashing lights of red, purple and white lit the sky.

			Cinnamon slowed down behind the boy. “That would be Ika and Kirga.” He swallowed loudly. “They’re fighting it out right now. That’s their Kanahs clashing. My God.”

			Gira let out a shaking breath and lowered his head, whispering to himself. “Meamara, please keep the boy safe.”

			Chandi felt like she was going to cry as she stared out at the distant colours bleaching the sky. Judging by how far away they looked, it would take them easily over a day to walk there. “We . . .  w-what can we do? How . . .  what can we do, Master?”

			Cinnamon looked solemn, but thoughtful. “Sweetheart . . .  I don’t know. We can keep moving and hope for the best. That’s really all I can say.”

			“I can’t lose him,” said Chandi. Her voice had broken and tears began to fall down her face.

			Gira turned to pull her into a hug. He didn’t say any words. What words could he have said?

			They stayed like that for a few minutes before pressing on again. They didn’t walk for long, however, before they were looking upon a great tree rising into the sky, reaching higher than the clouds. From this distance it just appeared like a thin stick of black with a bulbous head of leaves. The countless branches started growing downward, creating a pattern of webs that sprawled across the sky in either direction to the tree.

			“He’s using Keser Vandezarich!” said Cinnamon. “The kid is really pulling it all out over there.”

			Chandi watched anxiously. “Not all. Not yet.” She managed to pry her eyes from the scene to look over at the rabbit. “Do you think he’ll use that Curse, Master?”

			Cinnamon glanced back at her. “Tarvenatatus? Oh, most certainly. I would be shocked if he didn’t.”

			“Tarvenatatus?” Gira said the word aloud, then hummed. “Isn’t that . . .  that was a companion of Hamawyl at one time, wasn’t it? It was a tiger.”

			“It was,” confirmed Cinnamon. “After the animal’s death, the Black Raven created a Curse in honour of it; a very powerful Curse.”

			“Can it defeat Kirga?” asked Gira.

			Cinnamon hesitated to respond that. “We clearly don’t have a full grasp on just how powerful the Hellcat is. How can I answer that?”

			Gira looked out at the great tree, then back to the rabbit. “The best comparison would be an Oracle of my level.” He glared at Cinnamon without blinking. “Do you believe that Curse could kill someone like me? Tell me truthfully.”

			Cinnamon leaned on his staff. He took a deep breath. “If you were ready for it . . .  I doubt it. But if you were caught by it without having any way to defend yourself before it struck . . .  absolutely. Tarvenatatus would kill me. It would even damage a Dalada member quite a bit if it caught em clean. It might not kill em, but it could definitely wound em.”

			“And you know this Curse as well?”

			“Of course,” said Cinnamon. “I’m the one who taught it to the kid. I taught it to Chandi too. My version is much more powerful than theirs, though. I must add that Tarvenatatus has some worrying side-effects. Do you remember how you felt after your first successful practice, Chandi? You had to lie and tell Ajith you came down with a bad flu.”

			Yes, thought Chandi. I did have to lie to her. Though, it turned out she wasn’t so easy to lie to. She knew what was happening the whole time.

			“I remember,” she said. “I never had so many fevers in my life. Those few weeks after I tested it were awful.”

			“Look!” Keji pointed to the distant battle again.

			Chandi blinked several times to make sure her eyes weren’t cheating her. “Is the tree . . .  falling? It can’t actually be falling, right?”

			The slim line of black slowly began to tip and bend in a strange way, falling out of the sky. It began to appear thicker and thicker as it descended, like it was growing closer to them.

			“It has been cut,” said Cinnamon, shock in his voice. “I don’t believe it.”

			“It looks like it might fall on us,” said Pattamis. “Uh, should we be worried?”

			“No,” said Cinnamon. “Though the shock from a tree that size hitting the ground might give us some issues, it’s way too far away to kill us. How in the name of the Lady could it have been cut?”

			“Ecvelior Ibin Lasavella,” said Gira. His voice sounded cold and distant.

			Since he did not actually know the Curse involved, the weapon did not find its way into his hands when he said the words. Nothing happened.

			“Ecvelli-what now?” said Pattamis. 

			Gira sighed sadly. “It is the weapon Kirga used to kill Ika’s father. It is a white scythe. Only that scythe could cut something that huge that easily. Ika is in deep trouble now.”

			Gira sounded like just talking about this weapon brought him unknowable pain. 

			“He killed Ika’s father with it?” asked Chandi. The image of Ikarus being slaughtered by a white scythe filled her mind. She bit her tongue and tried to think about anything else. It was a disturbing image. 

			“Yes. This wasn’t long before Ika was born. I tried to get home in time to stop Kirga before the fight began . . .  but I was too late. I think about what would’ve happened if I was there every single day of my life.”

			“But I don’t understand,” said Keji. “What did Kirga have against Ika’s dad? Why would he go to Turquoise Town just to kill him? Turquoise Town is, like, the most peaceful place ever.”

			Gira’s eyes went distant. He was lost in thought.

			“Gira?” probed Chandi. “Keji’s right. Why would he do that?”

			Gira seemed to snap himself out of his daze. “Kids . . .  I truly wish I could tell you. Part of the reason I’ve hunted Kirga for so long is because I too want the answer to that question.”

			“Hmmmm.” Pattamis narrowed his glowing white eyes. “I sense a missing piece of this story, Mr. Ivory. But far be it from me to question one such as yourself.”

			Gira frowned at the tall hat. “Come again?”

			Pattamis wobbled back and forth atop Keji’s head, pursing his fabric lips. “Oh, it’s nothing. It’s just, how did you know Kirga was heading for Turquoise Town to kill Ikarus?”

			Gira paused for a moment. “What?”

			“I said,” repeated the hat, “how did you know to return to the town to stop Kirga from killing some random guy? You said you tried to hurry to stop the fight before it happened. Just curious how the hell you could’ve known such a fight was impending. That’s some mighty fine foresight you have. Are you sure you’re not a soothsayer?”

			Veins bulged in Gira’s neck. His silver eyes were fierce. “I knew the fight was coming because Kirga was a minor criminal at that time whom I was tasked with watching. I knew he was heading toward Turquoise Town. I figured there might be trouble.”

			“But how could you have known Ikarus of all people would be the one to fight Kirga?” asked Pattamis, his tall eyes still narrow.

			“Because Ikarus was my damn brother,” hissed Gira. “I knew he would be the one foolish enough to stand up to any criminal who came to his town. That’s all. Are you, perhaps, accusing me of something, Pattamis? If so, do speak up. I’m not one for games.”

			Pattamis calmed the suspicion in his eyes. Now they simply came to a look of bored acceptance. “No need to get touchy. I’m just a very good liar, that’s all. It takes one to know one is all I’m spittin. But hey, maybe I’m just full of crap. I apologize for poking at such a sensitive subject. Very rude of me.”

			Chandi was suddenly very uncomfortable. “Can we please just move on now, guys? We don’t have time for this!”

			“Yes, lets,” snarled Gira, walking on ahead. 

			A few moments after that awkward and heated exchange had ended, a new colour took over the skyline ahead of them. Red. The rest of the world seemed to grow dark as a wall of crimson fire rose high above the forest. Even though the event was many miles from where she stood, Chandi covered her eyes from the brightness of the growing storm of fire. 

			“He did it,” said Cinnamon, his voice filled with sheer awe. “That’s Tarvenatatus.”

			“I’ve never seen anything like that!” yelled Keji. “Will those flames reach us? It looks like its going to keep growing until the whole forest is burned down!” 

			A terrifying form came to life in the far-off gale of fire. It was the gigantic head of a red tiger, looming in the darkening sky.

			“That’s incredible,” said Gira. “Well done, Ika. That’s my boy.”

			Cinnamon stamped his staff into the ground in front of him with both paws. “Let us hope he can kill Kirga with that final Curse. If not  . . .”

			Chandi’s hands were shaking at her side. 

			They all watched in awe as the great tiger roared, splitting the clouds and sending a ripple through the air that reached all the way to where they stood. They felt the ripple as a blast of wind that momentarily threw them off-balance. 

			The tiger opened its mouth and came down toward the ground, disappearing below the tops of the distant trees. Then there came an explosion that Chandi had never thought possible. From where she stood it only looked like a flash of red and white light, followed by a black mushroom cloud. 

			Ika’s Tarvenatatus was never that strong during training.

			Roughly fifteen seconds after the flash of the explosion, a shockwave sent them all crashing onto their backs. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 49: Still Falling Short
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			WHEN IKA gained control of his senses again, he was standing in the center of a see of blood red fire. From the way it looked from where he stood, all of Paragon was burning crimson. 

			That was not the case, but nearly fifteen miles in any direction there was fire consuming the trees. That fire would quickly spread until a massive portion of the great forest was alight. 

			Ika suddenly felt horrible for all the animals he knew this fire would kill.

			He realized he was lying in the grass on his stomach, so he got to his feet as fast as he could. He was still standing in the pasture where Kirga killed the White Raven. It was the only area not on fire, but the grass was now seared black and the giant grey stone that rested in the pasture was now nothing more than dust lining the circle just beyond the flames. 

			Ika took one single step then collapsed back to his knees. Every bone in his body was burning in agony. His head was spinning and his legs felt like they had lost all circulation. It felt like he suddenly had a very high fever. He was nauseous and his skin burned at the touch. 

			He looked up and used his hand to cover his eyes. He squinted as he tried to see through the billowing black smoke that surrounded the pasture. He could only faintly see a glowing white light amidst the smoke.

			After a gust of wind swept through a minute later, the smoke cleared enough for Ika to see Kirga standing tall on the other side of the circle of black grass. Above his head floated a spectral white hand, massive enough to easily shield his entire body, as well as a four-meter radius around him.

			“Consider me impressed,” called out Kirga’s low voice. “But now this fight is done.”

			Ika slammed his left fist into the ground, causing searing pain to shoot up his one free arm and into his chest. Impossible. He only looks slightly damaged. Impossible! 

			It was true, Kirga did appear to have been affected by the Curse in some way. Blood ran down his nose and there were many burn marks on his face and neck. But overall, considering the blast from Tarvenatatus, this result was heartbreaking. That ghostly hand had protected him from most of the destruction caused by the great tiger.

			The looming hand dissipated as Kirga slowly walked across the pasture to where Ika sat on his knees. He looked down on the boy when he was close enough to touch his shoulder. “You fought nobly. You should know that and find some comfort in it.”

			Ika brought in a slow breath tainted by smoke.  So this is it. I’m sorry, Chandi. I’m sorry, Mom. 

			“Get it over with, then, you bastard.”

			Kirga held up his right hand over Ika’s head. “Ermendasarus.”

			A light blue circle floated in front of Kirga’s palm. There was a strange Edamirin symbol in the center of it. Ika was expecting Kirga to bring down this Curse on his head and kill him, but instead, Kirga swung his hand around Ika’s shoulders and slammed the floating circle into his lower spine.

			Ika felt his back break. He let out a high-pitched wail that echoed in the air. He immediately fell backwards, the lower half of his body now completely numb.

			It only took a few seconds for him to realize, with utmost horror, that he had lost the use of his legs. No matter how hard he tried, he could not move a single toe. He was numb from the waist down.

			“Wh- . . .  w-what did you do to me?”

			Kirga’s facial expression did not change as he looked down at Ika’s sweating face. He blinked once, then walked past him.

			At first a few seconds of confusion took over Ika, then he used all the remaining power in his good arm to haul himself over onto his stomach. He crawled now toward Kirga, fury pulling him forward. His broken right arm trailed behind him as he pulled his left hand through clumps of charred dirt. “Get back here and finish it, you coward! Kill me! Kill me just like you did the rest of my family! DON’T YOU WALK AWAY FROM ME!”

			Kirga stopped, his back now to Ika. “You have come all this way for two reasons, I’ve gathered. The first is that you understandably want to kill me. It is the second reason, however, that interests me the most.” He turned only his head to face Ika, looking at the boy with the corner of his white eye. “You have gone through all the dangers of your travels to find out why.”

			Ika hesitated, his throat closing up and his chest feeling heavier and heavier by the second. “Y-y-yes. I . . .  need to know why.”

			Kirga said nothing for what had to be the longest five seconds of Ika’s entire life. 

			Finally, he spoke. “I do not feel compelled to answer you myself, as I do not have time to tell you that story. However, I do feel the need to tell you how you can find out the answer for yourself.”

			“W-what are you talking about?”

			“When you get home, Ika, why don’t you ask your mother to tell you the truth about Casey Kenris. Tell her to explain what really happened to him. Demand she tell you the truth about your dear Uncle Gira. And if you want the physical evidence of why I did what I did, at least when it comes to your father, I would recommend you take a look through that attic. Your answer is in there.”

			Ika felt like his heart had just stopped beating in his chest. “What?”

			The side of Kirga’s mouth pulled upward in a smirk. “The attic. In the upstairs hallway. I’d be willing to bet that your mother gets rather defensive when you try to see what she’s hiding. I know Alice would not be able to part with all that lies inside. Open the hatch to that attic and get the answers you’ve come all this way for.”

			“How do you know about that!” shouted Ika, his voice hoarse. “Who the hell are you?”

			Kirga turned his head and walked away. He kept walking until he disappeared in the black smoke. 

			“Come back here! I DON’T UNDERSTAND! WHO ARE YOU!”

			Ika screamed out Kirga’s name with the last of his strength. He screamed until his voice was lost and his vision went white.  He eventually lost the will to hold up his head, letting his face fall into the grass.

			Time passed. Ika wasn’t sure how long. He slipped in and out of consciousness. He rolled over onto his back at one point by pushing with his good arm, though he did not recall doing it. 

			He stared up at the sky, his vison still blurry. I think I’m going to die here. But I can’t. Not yet. I have to know what he was talking about. The attic. I have to make it back home. I can’t die yet. I need to find out what my family has not been telling me. They know Kirga. Kirga has history with my family. But why would Mom never tell me any of this? What is she hiding from me? If my revenge is impossible, I can’t die without at least knowing that.

			A figure came toward Ika, walking out from the smoke that had now faded from black to grey. Through blinking and watering eyes, Ika somewhat recognized who it was that now came leisurely up to him. His vision was still too blurry to see him clearly, however. But sight was not necessary once he heard the voice.

			“Of all the familiar places.”

			Ika blinked hard several times. He faintly saw a long snout and a pair of floppy ears.

			“Sorry I was late. I followed Kirga and Wriliara all the way here. I tried to stay away from the fighting. I’m more of a spectator than a scrapper these days. But Wriliara sniffed me out after Kirga went ahead to kill the Raven. I needed to back off from the area for a bit to avoid any unwanted violence. Looks like I showed up just in time again though, eh?”

			It was Phiggy. He had come yet again to save Ika’s life. 

			Ika squinted, his head in immense pain. “What are . . .  w-w-what . . .  who?”

			“Shhhh,” said Phiggy. “Don’t try talking for now. I’ll getcha outta here to someplace less . . .  on fire. You fought bravely. Got your ass kicked; but, you know, it was the effort that mattered, I guess.”

			“My l-l-legs,” said Ika, weakly.

			“What about em?”

			“I can’t . . .  feel them.”

			Phiggy studied Ika’s body for a few moments. He eventually knelt down and poked at Ika’s legs, lifting one to inspect it closer before letting it drop limply to the grass. 

			“Oh . . .  I see. Now that is a problem.” He got up. “Come on, Ika. Let’s get you to a proper healer. I can’t lose my only horse in this race. I need you in tiptop shape.”

			Ika closed his eyes. This time he did not lose consciousness involuntary. Now, he simply slept. He could not recall ever being more tired in his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 50: Next Time Wasn’t Different
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			IKA AWOKE feeling far better than he did lying in the middle of Paragon Forest. Much of the pain had subsided by this point, save for the pain in his head. That remained; as did the high fever that kept his body burning hot. After using Tarvenatatus, that fever would be untreatable for quite some time. 

			Ika looked around to notice, just like two years prior after Florian Tower, he was lying in his own bed. He was once again back home in Turquoise Town. This was an awful feeling of déjà vu. So much training. So much planning and preparation. And yet here he was, exactly back where he started. There was some progress, yes, since he was actually able to meet Kirga in combat this time around. But his inability to kill or even seriously wound Kirga had left Ika feeling more pathetic than ever. What was the point of it all?

			Even though his defeat at the hands of Kirga deeply bothered Ika, there was something else on his mind now that took even greater priority. 

			He needed to get into that attic. He needed the truth. 

			He attempted to wiggle his toes underneath his thick white blanket. He found no success. He could still feel nothing from the waistline down. Kirga had paralyzed him with that final Curse, and Ika did not know how long it would last. He hoped to Meamara it would not be the rest of his life.

			Sunlight filtered into his room through the partially open blinds of his window. There were no birds chirping, nor was there the sound of children playing on the street. All was quiet.

			He noticed there was snow still accumulated on the outer border of the window. That meant it was still winter, so he wasn’t unconsciousness for months. After fighting Vedara, Ika was out for multiple weeks. He awoke on Halloween. He assumed his healing period did not take nearly as long this time, as his injuries were more physical than Kanah-related, like the blast he took from Vedara was. His right arm, however, was now in a hard white cast. Ika had almost forgotten that Kirga had easily broken it over his knee. And his back was undoubtedly still broken, as his legs were useless. But the sharp pain of the broken spine was now gone. Now that Ika thought about it, the pain left shortly after that blue circle was stamped onto him. The initial break caused unbelievable agony, but all that remained after the break was numbness. 

			Unable to get out of his bed, and still seething with anger, Ika yelled. “MOM!”

			It didn’t take long before he could hear footsteps thundering up the main staircase of the house. They were loud and deliberate stomps. 

			Normally Ika would be filled with fear at a sound like this. Normally his mother’s anger would have him shaking and anticipating how bad it might be. But not this time. He didn’t care how furious she was at the moment. She had questions to answer. 

			The door to his room flew open and smashed into the wall. In came Alice, her long white hair flowing around her as she slid to a stop at the foot of Ika’s bed.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, her hands shaking and her eyes wide with concern.

			Ika knew the concern for him would come first. Then the rage of leaving home yet again would come. He didn’t plan to give it a chance.

			“Mom . . .  I  . . .”

			She ran up to his side, gripping on the bedpost and wringing the wood with her hands anxiously. “How do you feel? What happened? Can you tell me what happened to your back? If I know what went down exactly I might have a better chance of healing you.”

			“Mom, stop.” 

			Suddenly it sounded like an army of horses was coming up the stairs. It was definitely the sound of multiple people running up the steps. 

			A few seconds later Uncle Gira came charging into the room, his face sweaty and red. Following behind him was Chandi, tears staining her brown face, which was unusually pale at present. Just behind her right leg was Master Cinnamon, his ears folded down against his head, his large eyes worried. Last was Prince Keji, tears brimming in his blue eyes. Even Pattamis looked forlorn sitting atop his head.

			As glad as Ika was to see they were all okay, and made it out of Paragon, his focus was not on them either right now.

			“Mom  . . .”

			“Thank God!” said Chandi, beginning to cry again. “Ika, what happened to your back? What did Kirga do to you?”

			“Chandi, just give me a sec—”

			“I told you he would be all right,” said Gira, smiling at his nephew.

			Alice finally let go of Ika’s bedpost, turning sharply toward Gira. “You shut your mouth!”

			“I really thought you were screwed, kid,” said Pattamis. “I’m glad to see I was wrong.”

			“You used Tarvenatatus,” said Cinnamon, walking up to the bed. “Did you make it count? Was Kirga wiped out by the blast?”

			“Yes!” said Gira. “I would like to know that as well.”

			Ika was getting annoyed at everybody talking at once. The ache in his head was coming back. “No . . .  I-I didn’t k-kill him. He got away. Now, Mom  . . .”

			“Damn!” said Cinnamon. 

			“I figured it would not be so easy to take him out,” said Gira. “He is too slippery and far too powerful.”

			Ika closed his eyes in frustration and held up his free hand, patting the air in an attempt to quiet everyone. 

			“Ika, if that Gast didn’t find you, you could’ve died!” yelled Alice. Now her fury was beginning to bubble up. “You left home again! When you promised me you would not. You promised me, Ika!” 

			“Where has Phiggy run off to now, anyway?” Cinnamon said, looking up to where Gira stood. “You were the last one to speak to him.”

			Gira glanced down at the rabbit. “He said he wanted to ‘check up’ on a few things, whatever that means. He said he would always be watching, though.”

			“That’s not creepy at all,” added Pattamis. 

			Ika groaned and gripped the bedsheet in anger. 

			Alice’s wrathful face returned to glaring at Ika’s uncle. “He can’t use his legs, Gira. Does that make you happy? Is this the outcome you were looking for? Kirga has devastated this family yet again! Thanks to you encouraging the boy!”

			Gira glared back at Alice, not backing down like two years ago. “Alice, enough! Ika’s becoming a man. He has every right to—”

			“TELL ME THE TRUTH ABOUT UNCLE CASEY!”

			The whole room went silent as a crypt. No one moved a muscle for a long time.

			Gira was the first one to clear his throat and speak up. “What?”

			Ika took in a breath to gather his courage for this. He was suddenly very nervous. Did he really want the answer to why Kirga has terrorized them? What if he didn’t like the truth he found?

			“I said . . .  tell me the truth about Uncle Casey.” He stuck his finger out, bringing it back and forth between Gira and his mother. “You two have been lying to me. It stops today.”

			Gira cleared his throat again, his silver eyes dilated and distant. “What did Kirga say to you?”

			Alice also looked very disturbed. “Did you two speak to each other?”

			“Of course we did,” said Ika. “I wanted answers. I needed to know why he targeted our family specifically. You knew that already. Did you think I would make it all the way to him after so many years and not demand an answer?”

			“And what did he tell you, Ika?” asked Gira, his hands visibly trembling.

			Ika leaned back against the wooden headboard. “He told me that, if I wanted to know why he killed Dad, I should ask Mom about Casey Kenris. He also said I should search the attic in the upstairs hallway. How did he know about that, Mom? And how does he know about Casey at all?”

			Alice started to sob into her hands.

			“Mom,” said Ika, now truly terrified. “What’s going on? What have you not been telling me?”

			“I hate that man so much,” said Gira, muttering to himself.

			Ika felt himself starting to tear up as well. “Someone please tell me what’s going on. What was Kirga talking about?”

			Alice straightened up after a few moments, wiping her eyes. “Okay. I always knew this day would come. But if we’re going to have this talk, then it is going to be an Ivory family talk. I need everybody else to get out. Now. Chandi, Keji, go back to Ajith’s place until tomorrow. This discussion will take all night. Cinnamon, I don’t care where you go; just make it not here.”

			Cinnamon bowed his head. “Yes, ma’am. Say no more.”

			“We’ll go too,” said Chandi. “Ika . . .  I’m glad you’re okay.”

			Even in his distress, he managed a smile for her. “I’m glad you’re okay too. You can tell me what happened later.”

			She smiled back at him before ushering Keji out of the room. Cinnamon followed her out, leaving the members of the Ivory family alone in Ika’s room. 

			Ika waited until he heard them descend the stairs and leave out the front door. “Okay . . .  somebody get talking right now.”

			Alice sighed heavily, walking over to the end of his bed and taking a seat on it. “I will tell you everything, Ika. I promise. But first . . .  I need you to explain to me exactly what happened to your back. From what I could assess while you were asleep, it is very serious. Your fever has come down, but that won’t last for long. I fear it will return tomorrow morning. But I could do literally nothing to banish that blue symbol on your spine.” She rested a hand on his foot. He didn’t feel it. “Ika . . .  your spine is broken.”

			Ika swallowed the need to push further at this moment. He could give her this at least. “Well . . .  he broke my arm first. Then I was forced to use Tarvenatatus as a last resort. That is where my fever comes from. It’ll go away on its own in a few weeks. But as for the symbol on my back  . . .” He adjusted himself slightly, wiggling his body awkwardly without the use of his legs. “I thought he was going to kill me. He could’ve, you know. He could’ve easily finished it. He didn’t. I wish I knew why.”

			“Instead of killing you,” said Gira, “he hit you with the Curse that paralyzed you?”

			“Yes,” said Ika.

			“Do you remember what it was called?”

			Ika closed his eyes and tried to recall. “I think it sounded like . . .  Ermendasarus.”

			Alice gripped her chin. “Ermendasarus.” She hummed. “Ermenda means ‘Enfeeble’ or ‘Disfigure’ in Edamirin. The Curse is clearly meant to take away the use of a body part from the victim. The question is . . .  for how long? How long does the mark stay on you before fading away? It can’t remain forever. At least I hope not.”

			Gira leaned against Ika’s dresser. “I’ve heard of a few different Curses in my time that have that kind of effect. I don’t know of any where the crippling lasts forever, but that doesn’t mean one doesn’t exist.”

			“How long was I out, by the way?” asked Ika, rubbing the back of his head. 

			Alice looked over at Gira, then back. “You were only out for six or seven hours. That creepy Gast saved you again.”

			Ika could still see the image of Phiggy standing in the smoke. “He got you guys outta there too?” he asked his uncle.

			Gira nodded. “He showed up in the forest with you on his back. He dropped us all off at your front door, then vanished. His Runes allowed him to transport us to Turquoise Town, but it seems he can go almost anywhere he wants on his own. I can’t help but be grateful to him. I can only be suspicious for so long when he keeps saving our asses. Cinnamon put me through that same process. They’ve both earned a semblance of my trust, though I definitely like the rabbit more than the dog. Never thought I’d put Cinnamon above any potential allies, but here we are.”

			“All right,” said Ika, taking a deep breath. “Let’s begin. Tell me about Uncle Casey. What’s the deal here? What am I missing?” 

			Alice fiddled with her hands, refusing to look her son in the eyes. “Your Uncle Casey was a dear friend of our family. Your Uncle Gira and I knew him since we were kids. We grew up together.”

			“I know all that. How did he die, Mom?”

			Alice sighed again, still not looking at Ika’s face. 

			Ika tried to lean forward, but could only go so far. “I want to see what’s in the attic.”

			Alice kept her eyes on her own hands. “Ika, there’s nothing—”

			“Show me what’s in the attic, Mom. No more games. I said it stops today. It stops right now.”

			She got up from the bed and looked at Gira. “Go and get it, please. I’ll take him over to the attic to see.”

			Gira held her in a long stare. “Are you sure about this, Alice? If we do this . . .  everything changes. This family will never be the same.”

			Alice nodded. “You had to know this day would come too, Gira. It’s here.”

			Gira patted her back before leaving the room. 

			“What’s he going to get?” asked Ika.

			Alice finally looked at his face. The guilt in her was very upsetting to witness. “I bought it for you a few hours after you showed up at the door; after I discovered the extent of your injuries.”

			Gira walked back into the room carrying a large grey wheelchair between his long arms. He set it down next to Ika’s bed.

			Seeing it suddenly made Ika’s condition feel real. He shuttered, looking to his mother. “It won’t last forever, right? We can find a way to heal my spine, right?”

			There was a level of pure, adolescent fear to his voice that made Alice start to cry. “I swear we will find a way. This is only temporary. I swear on my life.”

			Gira came to Ika’s side, sliding one hand under the boy’s back, and the other under his limp legs. “Are you ready?”

			Ika wrapped his left arm around his uncle’s shoulder. “Yes. I’m ready.”

			“Okay.” With a grunt, Gira lifted Ika and brought him over to the wheelchair, setting him down into the seat as slowly as possible. 

			The feeling was awful. Ika did not want to spend long in this chair, but something told him he would not be able to walk on his own for quite some time. But he chose to believe his mother. It would not be forever. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 51: The Truth Revealed

			[image: ]

			IKA WAS wheeled out into the hallway by his uncle. His mother led the way, stopping once she stood underneath the mysterious hatch.

			“There’s a key somewhere for the door, right?” asked Ika, knowing the answer already.

			Alice smirked sadly. “There is. I know how many times you’ve tried to get in there.”

			“I only noticed the keyhole this Crystmas, actually,” said Ika. “If I stayed I probably would’ve spent all my time searching for it behind your back; though something tells me I never would’ve found it.”

			“No,” said Alice, “you wouldn’t have.”

			She walked down the hall and disappeared into her room. Ika heard her rummaging around for something in the dresser by her bed before she walked back out to join them. She held something between her thin pale hands.

			“What’s that?” asked Ika.

			She held it up so he could see. It was a small rectangular case lined with pink gemstones.  

			Gira let out a shaking breath. “I can’t believe we’re actually doing this, Alice.”

			She looked up at him. They shared a quiet moment of understanding deeper than anything Ika could comprehend at this time. “He’s going to have to understand.”

			Ika was getting angry again. “Understand what? You two are beginning to scare me.”

			Alice brought her thumb into her mouth and bit down hard.

			“Mom, what are you doing?” said Ika, shocked.

			Bright blood trickled down the side of his mother’s thumb. She quickly brought the bloody finger down and placed it against a small silver seal at the front of the case. “It will only open with my blood as confirmation.”

			The case popped open. Inside, lying atop a bed of purple cloth, was a silver key.

			She was right: Ika never would’ve been able to find it under those conditions. Now that he saw just how far his mother had gone to keep the attic a secret from him, his nerves reached a breaking point. Just what could she possibly be hiding in there? Why would she go to these lengths just to keep anyone from getting up there? Ika’s hand shook atop the armrest of his chair as he thought it over. 

			Alice took the key out, resting the case on a nearby table up against the wall. She then pulled the wooden chair out from under that long table, setting it up just under the square hatch.

			She took one big step onto the chair and brought the key up to the small hole. She hesitated, her hand hovering in front of the bottom of the hatch.

			“Mom . . .  please.”

			She pushed the key in and turned it. A clicking sound could be heard, then she pulled open the hatch. It raised upwards, and Alice pulled on a wooden bar on the upper ledge that lowered a long ladder. She got off the chair and moved it out of the way so the ladder could lower fully to the ground. 

			“Up there is the answers to your questions, Ika,” she said, putting her hands on her hips and looking up into the dark hole now in the ceiling. 

			Ika swallowed nervously. “I can’t go up there myself, though. How am I supposed to climb the ladder without my legs?”

			“I will go up there and get everything,” said Gira. “I’ll bring them back down and we can all look over them together. They will provide the context for this discussion.”

			Them? 

			“Okay. Please hurry, Uncle Gira. I just want this over with.”

			“So do I, my boy,” said Gira. “So do I.”

			He climbed the ladder and vanished into the attic. Ika could hear Gira thumping around over his head. He sounded like he was moving heavy things out of his way. There were a few clangs of metal, followed by the sound of wooden sticks hitting each other. 

			It sounded now like something was being slid across the attic floor toward the entry hatch. Ika wondered just how spacious it was up there for Gira to be moving around so much. His curiosity was eating him alive. 

			Gira came down the ladder slowly and carefully. He was carrying a large brown box in his arms, leaning it up against each step of the ladder as he waddled his way down to the ground.

			Once he was fully down, he simply stared down at the box for a while, a look of fear and hesitance in his eyes. “I haven’t looked at what’s in this old box for many, many years. You have no idea how painful it is going to be to look through it again, Ika.” He looked to Alice. “You never should’ve kept them, Alice. We should’ve burned them all after Ikarus’ death.”

			“You wanted to keep them just as much as I did, Gira,” said Alice, her voice nearly empty of any emotion. She sounded almost like she was in shock. “Our lives are in that box. All of our flaws and all of our memories are in that box. For better or for worse, they should be kept.”

			“Kirga knew you would keep whatever it is,” said Ika.

			Alice and Gira seemed to snap out of a trance, looking over at Ika as if they had momentarily forgotten he was even there.

			“He told me that at Paragon Forest. He said he knew you well enough to know you wouldn’t have purged that attic. What does that mean? Open the box now and help me understand all this madness. I’m begging you at this point.”

			Alice made a step toward the stairs. “Okay. Let’s go downstairs to the living room so we can sit and talk abo—”

			“No,” said Ika. “Open the box now. Stop stalling. Show me what’s in there right here in this hall.”

			Gira put the box on the floor in front of Ika’s feet. “He’s right, Alice. Let’s get it over with.”

			Alice folded her arms, her face the picture of dread as Gira opened the cardboard flaps of the box, revealing what was inside.

			Ika leaned forward as far as he could go to peek. To his surprise, the box was full of what appeared to be old photos. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but it wasn’t that.

			“These,” said Gira, “are pictures from our childhood; your mother and I. And some from the years before your father’s death. All of our fondest memories are inside here. Today, however, they’re just our most painful.”

			“I don’t . . .  understand,” said Ika. “What does this have to do with anything?”

			Gira shut his eyes tightly, reaching into the box and pulling out one of the photos sitting atop the massive pile. When he opened his eyes again, there were tears in them. 

			He handed the photo to Ika. “Here. Take a look. It may take you some time to make sense of what you see.”

			Alice looked over Gira’s shoulder to see what the picture was of, shaking her head and biting her lip. “Gira, we should start with something a little easier to digest.”

			“I just want this over with,” said Gira. “The boy will have to make up his own mind on how to react to it.”

			Ika took the photo with his left hand, turning it toward him with a shaking hand. What he saw took him a full minute just to comprehend.

			“I don’t . . .  what  . . .”

			He studied the picture wordlessly for another minute.

			What he was looking at was a picture of his mother when she was younger. He had seen pictures of Alice from her youth before. Her cheeks were even more covered by freckles back then. Her eyes were large and hopeful, and her smile showed off a gap in her front teeth. She looked happy.

			But Alice was not alone in this picture. A young Uncle Gira was also there. He wasn’t wearing his signature white bandana at this time, as it still belonged to Ika’s father. His messy black hair was falling in front of his silver eyes as he laughed about something. 

			It was the third kid in the picture that left Ika speechless. Standing between a young Alice and a young Gira, wrapping his arms around their shoulders and pulling them together for the photo . . .  was Kirga. His half-black and half-white hair flew about as he laughed along with Gira. His pure black eyes with white irises and small black pupils were unmistakeable. They were the eyes of the Hellcat. All three of them were pressing their faces together and hugging. 

			“What am I looking at right now?” 

			Alice tried to hide her face behind her hand as she cried.

			Gira rubbed his face, pivoting from foot to foot. He could barely look at Ika. “That is exactly what it looks like. That is a very old photo of your mother, myself . . .  and Kirga.”

			“WHY!” shouted Ika, startling his mother and making her jump. “I don’t . . .  w-what . . .  EXPLAIN THIS!”

			Gira held up a hand. “Okay, I will explain. Just calm d—”

			“YOU’RE STANDING WITH KIRGA! YOU’RE LAUGHING TOGETHER! YOU COULDN’T BE MORE THAN TEN IN THIS PICTURE! HE’S BEEN IN OUR LIVES FOREVER AND YOU NEVER TOLD ME! WHY WOULD YOU KEEP THIS FROM ME FOR SO LONG! I DON’T UNDERSTAND!”

			“I’m sorry, Ika, but—”

			“WHY WOULD YOU KEEP THIS FROM ME! EVEN AFTER HE KILLED GENEVIEVE, YOU KEPT LYING TO ME!”

			He wheeled forward aggressively, so his numb feet crashed against the side of the box. He slammed his hand down into the pile, pulling out several photos at once. He looked over each one with feverish focus. 

			One of them was a picture of Gira and Kirga with red Crystmas hats on, smiling as they opened presents next to a tall green Crystmas tree. Another one depicted Kirga giving Alice a piggyback ride. Her white hair was flowing in the wind as Kirga ran through a field of tall grass. There was another just below that one which showed Kirga and Gira arm-wrestling; they looked to be no older than fourteen.

			Ika rummaged through the endless photos. He started to find ones where they were all older. Casey showed up in some of them now. There was a photo of Casey kissing Alice on the cheek. There was another with Alice putting colourful braids into Casey’s blond hair while Kirga smiled in the background. 

			Gira leaned over to reach for Ika’s hand. “Ika, please just hang on a minute.”

			Ika slapped Gira’s hands away, dropping multiple photos back into the pile in the process.

			He felt tears falling down his cheeks. “Why would you not tell me you knew Kirga this well? You know the reason he killed my father and Genevieve, don’t you? You’ve known this entire time and yet you let me agonize over that mystery. You let me nearly kill myself trying to get the answer. You always had it.”

			Gira blinked away his own tears. “Ika, I am sorry. I love you, and me and your mother have always hoped I would be the one to kill Kirga. The plan was for me to kill him before you were even old enough to seek revenge, putting yourself in danger. But I failed.” He knelt over the box, rummaging through the photos with rigid hands. “Even though we have lied to you for so long, which you have every right to be angry about, I promise you we do not know why Kirga did what he did to Genevieve. We have both been trying to make sense of that night since it happened. I don’t know what your sister had to do with any of this.”

			“But you know why he killed my father,” said Ika, realizing he left that part out.

			Gira held his eyes closed for a moment, then opened them slowly. “Yes . . .  I know why he killed Ikarus.”

			“Tell me.”

			Gira riffled through the collection of photos again until he picked up three particular ones from the stash. “Here.” He gave them to Ika.

			Ika quickly flipped them toward himself and gasped at what he saw.

			All three photos were of only Kirga and Casey. The first one was of a young Kirga kissing Casey on the cheek. The second was of the two of them holding hands and walking down the street in front of whoever took the picture. And the third, the one which shocked Ika the most, depicted what appeared to be their wedding day. They were both in black tuxedos, laughing as they cut into a very poorly made cake. 

			It took a minute for the truth to settle in. “Uncle Casey was Kirga’s husband.”

			Ika said it quietly. His voice was distant and his eyes were frozen with shock.

			“Yes,” answered Alice, “he was. They loved each other very much. They always did, since they met when Kirga was eleven and Casey was thirteen. They were inseparable for years. They were wholly dedicated to each other . . .  always.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Ika, gripping the photos so hard they began to crumple in his hand. “How did Kirga go from smiling in all these pictures . . .  to killing Dad? And then returning years later to kill Gen? How did things get so bad?”

			Neither Gira nor Alice said anything. Gira’s mouth moved a few times, as if he was struggling to find words, but nothing came out.

			Ika’s anger was rising again. “You said you have no clue why Genevieve was brought into all this, but you also said you did know why my dad was killed. Say it, Uncle Gira. Tell me what you’re still refusing to share. Why does Kirga hate our family so much?”

			Gira still said nothing. He looked more nervous than Ika had ever seen him before. His mother began to cry into her hand again, her shoulders bobbing up and down as she let loose all she had been trying to hold back.

			Ika already had a theory. Even entertaining the idea broke his heart, but he had no choice but to ask. “My father . . .  had something to do with Casey’s death, didn’t he?”

			Ika’s worst fear was all but confirmed when Gira looked downward and refused to deny it. Ika, in desperation, looked past his uncle to his mother. She too said nothing. However, she gave him enough respect to look in his eyes. What Ika saw in his mother’s face told him all he needed to know.

			“No!” He kicked the box over, spinning his chair to wheel backward away from it. “That can’t be true. Dad couldn’t have been a murderer! Not to Uncle Casey!”

			All Ika’s life he had been fondly told stories involving the young adventures of his father, Gira, and Uncle Casey. He loved to hear each and every one of them told time and time again. As a sad and traumatized boy, the tales of Ika’s father brought Ika a sense of closeness to the man he never got to meet. Hearing of happier times involving him and the fabled Uncle Casey always put a smile on his face. Even to the present day Ika would ask Gira to tell more stories involving the trio. Were these stories all lies? Ika suddenly hoped that they were, because if they were true that would mean his father killed his own best friend, and that was far worse than any other reason for Casey’s death.

			Ika would not believe it. His younger life was built on these heroic tales. His father could not be a monster like that. There was no way Ika would suffer any sympathy for somebody like Kirga, especially when he watched Kirga kill Genevieve right in front of his eyes, right before the Hellcat gave him his permanent scar down his face. 

			Ika kept wheeling backward, subconsciously trying to get as far away from this situation as possible. “No, stop lying and tell me the real truth! What actually happened to Uncle Casey? Don’t do this to me.”

			“Ika, hang on,” cautioned Gira, stepping toward his nephew.

			Ika didn’t realize he was backing his wheelchair toward the staircase.

			“Stay away from me!” he shouted, tears blurring his vision. “I don’t understand why you both would lie to me for my whole life! Were all the stories you told me about my dad made up!”

			“No!” yelled Alice through her sobs. “Every story told to you about Ikarus, Gira, and Casey were true. Your father was a good man, Ika, I swear to you. He was a good man, but not a perfect one. If you would only let us explain the whole story to you  . . .”

			“I can’t listen to anymore of this!” said Ika, still moving slowly toward the stairs.

			When he woke up after his duel with Kirga, all Ika thought about was getting the full and unfiltered story of Casey and why Kirga targeted his family specifically. And yet now that he had a taste of the darker truth, it disturbed him enough to break his need for answers. He just wanted it all to stop now. Everything he knew about his life and those he loved was being torn apart and flipped upside down. His brain could not handle the overload of information.  

			Alice jumped forward. “Ika, be careful!”

			It was too late. Ika’s chair tipped back as he wheeled over the top step of the long staircase. His heart leapt into his mouth as he instinctively reached forward to grab onto something, but his hand only clasped at empty air.

			Gira quickly threw out his hand. “Bremlora!” 

			Ika froze in midair. His chair had been stopped from falling and now was hovering above the stairs. Gira slowly levitated Ika’s wheelchair toward the floor at the bottom of the stairs, escorting him safely to even ground.

			“Gira!” said Alice. “Bring him back up here. Don’t just let him go!”

			“Give the boy some time, Alice,” said Gira. “This is a lot to digest. Allow him some space to put his thoughts together, then I will talk to him again.”

			Ika wheeled his chair to the front door, not stopping to thank his uncle for saving him. After grabbing a grey coat from the rack, he yanked the door open so hard the knob smashed into the wooden wall, causing a dent. He kicked open the screen door behind the main one, and wheeled out into the street.

			He just needed to get away from his uncle and his mother. He didn’t even know who they were anymore. He didn’t know what his life was anymore. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 52: The Most Important Conversation
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			IKA WASN’T even sure where it was he planned on going. He just wheeled and cried. He chose to go down as many alleyways as possible in town to avoid seeing anybody who knew him well enough to attempt conversation. In Turquoise Town that was basically everybody. He was on good terms with nearly every resident in town. If any of them spotted Ika moving about in a wheelchair, they would not hesitate to ask him if he was okay. At the moment, Ika did not want to speak to anyone; except for perhaps Chandi. If she walked around one of those alleyway corners, he would breathe a sigh of relief. There was someone he could trust. He knew that. She would never lie to him. 

			Luckily there didn’t seem to be many people around. The streets were essentially empty. The reason for this became clear to Ika as the fingers of his left hand began to grow numb.

			It was cold. Very cold. 

			It was currently snowing, but much of the sidewalks were layered with black ice. Ika had to wheel along the empty main road where horses would normally trot through on a busy day. 

			Even when the cold began to get to him, Ika didn’t once consider turning back and going home. That place simply wasn’t home to him anymore. How could it be? He grew up there. Much of his memory was dedicated to that house, and now he knows that it, and everything it stood for in his life, was built on a foundation of lies. And if his guess was correct, even murder. 

			Ika only stopped crying when he noticed he was at the giant fountain that sat in the center of town. Clear blue water still erupted upward from the tall column of opulent glass erected in the middle of the wide circle. The fountain had always been warmed by a Jinx, allowing its beauty to be enjoyed at all times of the year.

			He was all alone in the main courtyard. Not a soul passed him by as he cried into his shivering hands for several minutes. He had not wept like this in many years. He had forgotten what it felt like to weep until your chest hurt; until taking in breath between the sobs became a great difficulty. He had forgotten what it felt like to be consumed by true despair.

			He stayed there for a time, crying and shivering. He wasn’t sure how long it had been when he finally heard his uncle’s voice from behind where he sat.

			“Ika! There you are. You’re still recovering. It’s far too cold outside for this. Please come back home. You don’t have to speak to us right now, but you should at least be someplace warm.”

			Ika wiped his face and turned his chair toward Gira, who stood in the middle of the empty courtyard with transparent sorrow in his eyes. “What has this all been for, Gira? What have I been doing? What have you let me do?”

			Gira walked forward, tempting each step as if Ika would flee if he moved too fast. “You still don’t know the full story. You left before you could hear it. Your father was a great man, Ika. Kirga is still the bad guy here. He’s still the man who murdered your sister. Your goal is still justifiable.”

			“Just not as justifiable as I once thought.”

			Gira sighed. “Not exactly.”

			Ika ran his hand through his hair, trying not to get angry again. “Then tell me. Tell me everything about my father. Tell me about Casey and Kirga’s marriage. Tell me about your childhood and how things got so bad. I want to know it all. No more secrets.”

			“Ika, I will gladly do that for you. But let’s go—”

			“You can do it right here. I don’t feel like seeing my mom right now. A bit of cold won’t kill us. Now get on with it.”

			Gira walked next to his nephew and sat on the dark blue glass that acted as the rim of the fountain. 

			Two years ago Prince Keji had popped out of the water of this same fountain to surprise Ika, dressed as his own father for Halloween. Ika couldn’t help but notice the contrast of how he felt then to how he felt now. 

			Gira ran his hand through the warm water. He was transparently nervous. “I guess I’ll begin as far back as I can accurately remember.” He held Ika’s gaze for a few long seconds. “In order to begin this story, I’ll have to tell you where we grew up.”

			“Where who grew up?”

			“Me, your father . . .  and Kirga.”

			Ika’s heart started to beat faster again. “You lived in the same area as kids?”

			“No. When I say ‘grew up’ . . .  I mean in the same household. The three of us were raised together.”

			Ika was too shocked to speak.

			“And you’ve already seen the house we grew up in.”

			Ika tried to search his memory for any house his uncle could’ve once lived in. “I don’t . . .  when did I see it?”

			Gira ran his hand through the water again. “Why do you think ‘The Hill of Memories’ is my password for DragonRose Bank? Why do you think I used to take you and Chandi there so much when you were little? Why do you think that location means so much to me?”

			Ika’s eyes widened. “The old abandoned house at the bottom of the hill! That’s where you lived as a child?”

			“That’s correct. You trained with Cinnamon at the hill for two years. I know you and Chandi would’ve explored that ruined house. Tell me, did you ever see anything etched into a column of wood near the entrance?”

			Ika couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It did make sense, though, now that he recalled the letters he saw scratched into the wood. “Yes. I remember. There were lines showing separate heights. At least that’s what I assumed they were there to show.”

			“And what were the letters attached to the various lines?”

			Ika clenched his left hand into a fist. It was coming together for him. “G, I . . .  and K.”

			“Gira, Ikarus, and Kirga,” confirmed Gira. “We used to measure which one of us was growing the fastest. It was a fun game for us to carve a line into wood above our heads with a knife.”

			“But there was another name there too,” said Ika.

			“There was,” agreed Gira. “And this is the next part of the story that I can only imagine will surprise you more. Do you remember what the name was? The one attached to the tallest line that towered over ours?”

			“It was . . .  Donny. But who’s Donny?”

			“Who do you think? Who’s the first person that comes to mind?”

			Ika shook his head, taking a moment to think. It didn’t take long for that puzzle piece to fall into place. “No way.”

			“Yes way.”

			“Don-Galaga!”

			“Yes.”

			Ika slapped his hand to his head, then slowly ran it through his orange and white hair. “Oh my god. You were raised by the Don-Galaga. That explains why you’ve always been so close to the Dalada. The Dalada aren’t close with anybody!” He sat forward in his chair, his eyes widening even more. “Wait . . .  is Don-Galaga your father? Is he an Ivory!”

			Gira held up his hands. “No, no. He is not my father. Not my real father at least. It is not known what Don-Galaga’s family name is. He is far too old for that. But your father and I did consider him our only father. Our blood father didn’t care for us at all. After our mother died from a drug overdose, he just . . .  left us. He packed his bags and left us in an old worn-down house in Belningra. That is where we were found and picked up by Don-Galaga, who was there on a mission given to him by the King. Ikarus was four. I was three.”

			“But how did Kirga find his way into that picture?”

			“Well,” said Gira, “when Ikarus and I were brought to live with Don-Galaga in the secluded house at the Hill of Memories, there was already another boy waiting there to meet us. That was Kirga. He was the same age as Ikarus.”

			Ika tried to imagine a three-year-old Uncle Gira being introduced to a four-year-old Kirga. The thought disturbed him. The thought that Kirga could’ve ever been on good terms with the Ivory family was sickening. 

			“Now, hang on,” he said, frowning. “Why did Don-Galaga take in Kirga too? Did he find him somewhere as well?”

			Gira stood up now. He began to pace back and forth in front of Ika. He blew hot breath into his hands that created a small mist of white. 

			“What is it now?” asked Ika.

			“This next part is the most staggering. It is the key to everything that went wrong. You’ll have trouble believing it, but it’s the truth.”

			“Tell me.”

			Gira paced a bit more. He even shook his head and smirked, as if the lunacy of it all was somehow humorous to him.

			“Dammit, Uncle Gira, tell me!”

			He stopped pacing. “Okay.” He pulled in a long breath before steadying his face and bringing his eyes to lock on Ika’s. “Don-Galaga was not our father . . .  but he was somebody else’s.”

			Ika sat back in his chair, the answer hitting him at once. “You’re lying to me.”

			Gira shrugged. “I am not. Not this time. Don-Galaga is Kirga’s father.”

			“And who could the mother possibly be?”

			Gira’s eyes stayed fixed on Ika. “. . .  Migra Morga.”

			Ika slammed his hand down on the armrest. “Is this some sort of joke!”

			“No joke,” said Gira, crossing his arms. “Kirga is a member of the Morga family. It is the reason he can use that powerful Curse that makes people give him information. He used it on Wuta the Gatekeeper to ask him about the White Raven, remember? He also used it on Metrio Feralt to find out where Kimiala was hiding the Zyphur Spear. Do you recall the symbol that Curse marked his victims with?”

			Ika felt his headache returning. It was all coming together, but it was happening so quickly that his brain could hardly keep up. Of course. The pieces were always there; he just didn’t have the foresight to put them together. He felt like such an idiot. 

			“It was a red trident.”

			“Yes. A red trident; which just so happens to be the famous symbol of the Morga family. They are the only ones who can make use of that symbol. Migra could turn people into her thralls, and Kirga has inherited that ability from his dear old mother. His version, however, is far less potent.”

			Ika was definitely feeling the cold now. His nose had gone red and was running with clear snot. He didn’t care about that, though. He didn’t care about anything except putting this madness together.

			“How did Migra possibly . . .  you know . . .  with Don-Galaga of all people! When did this happen? Does Don-Galaga secretly have a ton of children he hasn’t told the world about?”

			Gira softly laughed. Ika could tell he was still tense about Ika’s anger, but he was testing out the softening of their conversation. Ika wasn’t having it. He was still very pissed. But he decided to let it go and let his uncle think things were calming down.

			“I know it’s very shocking. I assure you Migra and Don-Galaga did not have any conventional kind of relationship.” He rubbed his hands together again, breathing hot air into them. “When Migra was twenty-six, she became quite adept at illusion-based techniques. Based on the story Don-Galaga told me, she came to him with the body and face of another woman entirely. She was skilled enough to fool the leader of the Dalada with her ability, which is obviously one impressive feat. She managed to get Don-Galaga to fall for this façade of a woman. The rest is history. She wanted a powerful Morga baby. Who better to get the stock from than the strongest Oracle in Wenworld?” 

			Gira came back over to the fountain and sat down again. He had relaxed enough to do so by this point. “Migra was obsessed with Belfaris, and believed she was destined to birth another warrior who would change the world. And no, to answer your other question, Don-Galaga has only ever had two sons . . .  as far as he has told me, anyway.”

			“Who’s the other son?”

			Gira looked sad. “Belfaris Morga.”

			“For Meamara’s sake!” said Ika. “Can you give me a second to process the last secret before hitting me with the next!” He slammed his free hand on his numb knees. “Another Morga boy. There’s a clear pattern here. This changes everything. Don-Galaga had to fight his own son to the death? How come the world doesn’t know about this? And how did she get him to fall for her?”

			“Basically, Migra created an image for herself that looked remarkably similar to Belfaris’ mother, the only woman before Migra who Don-Galaga ever felt something for. Her name was Veronica Morga. Meeting another woman who even remotely reminded Don-Galaga of Veronica had a high chance of turning into something romantic.

			“Veronica was a scholar who wanted to work in the Capital City to collect historical records and attempt to put together a theory about why Meamara created the Crystal and what it was she was saving us from. Don-Galaga became fond of her when watching over her studies in the city. They spoke often between his missions, and they got along really well. Don-Galaga used to tell us stories about Veronica all the time. The woman has been dead for generations, but the sparkle is still in the man’s eye to this day when he talks about her. She was his weakness, and Migra exploited it by bringing him a woman who reminded him of his love.”

			Gira shivered from the cold. He was enduring this to appease Ika, and Ika appreciated that. He just didn’t want to see his mother right now. At least until he had a clearer picture of everything.

			Gira blew hot breath into his hands once more. “Veronica gave birth to Belfaris in Porshalla. She did her best to raise him out of the public eye. She loved Don-Galaga and did not want to see him punished by the monarchy for having a child with a member of the Morga family, which was controversial even before Belfaris’ time. Don-Galaga visited the flying city secretly many times to see his love and his young son. Based on the stories he’s told me over the years . . .  he really loved Veronica and Belfaris. He loved them just as much as the Dalada.”

			Ika thought suddenly about how it might feel to live for hundreds of years after your loved ones already passed. He didn’t envy having to live like Don-Galaga. “I can’t imagine what it would feel like to kill your own son. But how did Veronica die?”

			“Veronica did not have the glorious or memorable death that a figure of her importance normally would in history. It was a rather ordinary and mundane death. An allergic reaction killed her a few days after Belfaris’ fifteenth birthday.”

			Ika’s eyebrow rose. “An allergic reaction? Are you serious?”

			Gira nodded. “Yep. She never knew she was dangerously allergic to Terta Fish. That’s it. Terta Fish were a popular delicacy in Porshalla at the time. Veronica had never tried it before, and decided to give it a shot one night while Belfaris was asleep. Nothing deeper than that. Don-Galaga was heartbroken when he paid his next visit and found out that a young Belfaris had to bury his mother in the forest outside the city. He had found her dead in her sleep, and needed the cause of death confirmed during an autopsy. Don-Galaga was crushed. Must’ve felt like a miracle when Migra came to him so much later as the spitting image of her.”

			“How did Migra know what Veronica looked like? How could she build an accurate illusion based on her?”

			“Don-Galaga owns many paintings of Veronica. They are kept in various locations in Kanakon. Migra did her research into the mother of Belfaris. Trust me, she couldn’t have been more pleased when she found out the leader of the King’s squad was the real father of Belfaris. That knowledge would turn the whole world upside down. The politics were not in favour of the Morga family after the chaos Belfaris brought.” He stretched out his legs and crossed them. “The only problem is Migra had no evidence to show the world who Belfaris’ father was. At one time the Morga family had a massive embassy that held the leaders of the family and all of their family records and political documents. That embassy was burned down by a mob after Belfaris’ death. 

			“The only reason Migra found out the truth literally hundreds of years later was because the documents recording Belfaris’ birth in the Capital were preserved in Cebrumbala Tower. He was the prodigal son of the most powerful man, so the monarchy at the time could not be rid of that information. They kept it secret from the world because they knew the pandemonium the knowledge would bring. 

			“Migra always suspected that Kanakon would still have records involving her family. She actually made her trip to the city to learn more about her ancestors. She wasn’t there because she suspected Belfaris to be related to the Dalada in any way. It was only a coincidence that she made one of the royal scholars into her thrall and found more than she went in for.”

			As angry as Ika still was with Gira, he couldn’t help but be captivated by this story. “Who was the poor bastard she enthralled?”

			“His name was Marcus Ronilene,” said Gira. “Marcus gave Migra access to all she needed to know.”

			“Then how did she lose the documents? She had all the evidence right there to support her family. What did she do with it?”

			The courtyard was still empty. The cold wind that blew through the center of town caused a high whistling sound. 

			Gira crossed his arms and brought his legs in closer to him. “Thing is, Marcus was discovered as an unwilling mole by Belasefka. He spent enough time with Marcus to notice something about his behaviour was off. He informed Don-Galaga and they inspected him together. They found out he was, in fact, under a complex Curse that let another control his actions. They then traced back his recent activities to discover documents involving the Morga family were periodically disappearing from the archives, only to return days later. It was clear Migra was studying what she could, but returning the findings before what she was doing could be found out. She managed to see the paintings of Veronica as well during her research. She wanted to keep digging for more, but she didn’t count on Belasefka having a close companionship with Marcus.

			“Once Don-Galaga found this out, he burned all documents involving Belfaris Morga. He got in quite a bit of trouble for doing that by the current king, as the destruction of historical records was prohibited. Don-Galaga openly acted without the orders of the King. This was one of the only times that had ever happened.”

			Ika still couldn’t believe he had to kill his own son. And now his second son had taken a similarly troubled path. The Morga bloodline was truly disturbed. “So Don-Galaga fell for Migra in Veronica’s form? How did he fall for something like that? Is he an idiot?”

			“Migra did not look exactly like Veronica,” said Gira. “That would’ve been far too obvious that something nefarious was going on. But she did make sure to become similar enough to seduce Don-Galaga. She went by the name of Juliana Pendisade. Her acting, as I’ve said before, was superb. Don-Galaga never suspected she was anything but a simple scholar; something he regrets to this day. He couldn’t help but fall into the nostalgia of his lost love. He felt something similar to how he did the first time. After generations of grief, any semblance of nostalgia was powerful enough to beguile him.”

			Ika paused to watch somebody walk down the street in the distance. It was an old Pommer Cat bundled up in a long red coat. They disappeared around the corner without spotting them. Ika was glad for that. He did not want to be interrupted right now.

			“So how does Kirga’s story start in all this? Why would Migra go to that trouble to have him? And . . .  most importantly . . .  when does Uncle Casey find his way into this tale? I want to hear about your childhood with Kirga at the Hill of Memories.”

			Gira shivered. “I would be glad to tell you the rest in a warm blanket.”

			“You can tell me now.”

			The look on Gira’s face was dissatisfied. “All right. Fine.” He rubbed his hands together again. “Migra was a strong believer in Belfaris’ original philosophy. The one about the Crystal being a prison that keeps us all from true happiness and eternal life beyond its walls. It was said we could reunite with our loved one’s souls if the Crystal was destroyed. It was said that the Crystal prevented all souls from finding each other. I’m not sure how Belfaris came to that conclusion, but it was the agenda he pushed to garner support from people around Wenworld. 

			“Since Belfaris was the one who came the closest to actually destroying the Crystal, and he was born from Don-Galaga’s seed, Migra felt Kirga would be the second coming of the legendary Oracle. Though, this time, Migra wanted to raise Kirga to make sure he did not fail.”

			“So how did Don-Galaga get Kirga back? How did he end up raising him alongside you and Dad?”

			Gira seemed pained by the telling of this story. This was a part of him that had not seen light in many years. “It didn’t take long after the revelation with Marcus for Don-Galaga and Belasefka to put together that Juliana Pendisade was not who she claimed to be. Don-Galaga was heartbroken, but could not help but face the truth when Migra fled the Capital as fast as she could. She was in close contact with Marcus and the Curse had been placed on him around the same time she showed up. The jig was up. 

			“Anyways, to make a long story short, Migra was pregnant by the time she fled. She managed to stay hidden until the nine months passed. She gave birth to Kirga in a place known as ‘Silvermoon Tower’. It’s an old building in the far east that used to act as the headquarters for the eastern branch of the Morga family. By the time Migra fled there it was run down and abandoned. She raised Kirga for the first four years of his life in that tower. She was finally discovered by Belasefka, who was searching that realm for signs of an entirely different criminal he was tasked by the King to kill. The Dalada were not aware of Silvermoon Tower’s existence, as the Morga family had many secret meeting locations across the world that the monarchy didn’t know of.”

			Ika felt a snowflake fall onto his nose. He looked up to see it had begun to snow in Turquoise Town. As lovely as the snow looked falling down upon the sparkling turquoise rooftops, Ika didn’t feel that magical feeling he usually did when experiencing the first blanket of snow before a heavy fall. Not today. 

			Gira looked up briefly as well, smiling faintly before continuing. “Belasefka sensed a powerful enough Kanah to draw him to the tower to investigate. He thought it was the criminal he was hunting.”

			“He sensed Migra,” said Ika.

			“Actually,” said Gira, “no. The noteworthy Kanah that Belasefka sensed was Kirga’s; not his mother’s.”

			Ika tilted his head at that. “Kirga’s? At four years old?”

			“That’s right,” said Gira. “His Kanah, as this generation’s Genmaga, was powerful enough to frighten most people. It didn’t frighten Migra, though. She was elated to discover her only son was a Hellcat and the son of prophecy. She always knew her offspring would be, anyway. This only confirmed her belief of Morga family supremacy.” He shook his head. “Anyways, Belasefka fought briefly with Migra when he found her with this mysterious boy with half black and half white hair, with black eyes surrounding white irises. Migra was strong, but not enough to fight an Oracle like Belasefka. Not on her best day. She was defeated, but managed to escape with her life. But not, however, with her son. Kirga was taken by Belasefka and brought, in secret, to Don-Galaga. And you already know how your father and I came into Don-Galaga’s hands, so that covers the groundwork of our story.”

			Ika, in spite of his still burning anger, appreciated Gira telling him everything. He appreciated the detail his uncle was going into. The time for secrets was over. Everything had to be aired out now for Ika to truly understand why his life had been defined by Kirga. 

			Gira crossed one leg over the other. His look of sadness had faded now. He still seemed uncomfortable having to recount all this. But now he was at least engaged in doing it right. “Now, where do I continue?”

			“Well,” started Ika, “I now know how you, Kirga, and my dad ended up being raised by Don-Galaga. But I’m still not really sure why.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I just don’t know why the leader of the Dalada would take on you and Dad instead of giving you away to some orphanage. Kirga makes sense to me. But I can’t understand why he chose to secretly raise you two. No offence.”

			Gira smiled, nodding to himself. “None taken. It’s a good question. The answer is something that bugged me a lot when I was a kid. The thing is, both Kirga and Ikarus were special enough to take the interest of Don-Galaga. I was only added to the household as a package deal. I was the loser; always in their shadow.”

			Ika found it hard to believe his uncle was ever anything close to a loser. “What was special about my father?”

			“Ikarus, similarly to Kirga, had stupidly strong Kanah for his age. It was ridiculous. If you doubled my Kanah at the time, it wouldn’t equal half of either Kirga or Ikarus’. I hated myself for that comparison. But I never hated either of them. I loved them both with all my heart; even Kirga. I despise the man now, but at one time I looked up to him. At one time I would’ve done anything for him.” The look of sadness slowly returned. “Basically, Don-Galaga was so fascinated by Ikarus’ Kanah that he felt he needed to look into it. He needed to trace where this rare power came from. He eventually tied Ikarus’ power to our family.”

			“Our family?”

			“The Ivorys, yes. Our bloodline is anything but ordinary. We were never as public and influential as the Morgas, but our natural strength is cut from the same cloth. We used to work underground for the monarchy hundreds of years ago. Don-Galaga knew our family well, but he didn’t know your father and I were of the bloodline until he dug more into our past. He had to scour Belningra in order to find birth records and distant relatives.

			“It was discovered that certain members of our family can be born with a natural prowess as an Oracle that would place them among the best in the world. Some Ivorys are born skilled. Others are born perfect. Your father was of the latter, and Don-Galaga wanted to mold him into something useful for the world. He started training us almost immediately after he took us in. He made sure we would all be Isani Oracles that took the path of Curses rather than Jinxes. He wanted to make us into warriors. He succeeded, though he may regret the choice now.”

			It made so much sense now why Gira seemed to have such a personal relationship with Don-Galaga. It made sense why he seemed to be on friendly terms with every member of the Dalada.

			Ika recalled Metrio Feralt once insulting Gira in Sheltrona, saying that he was only powerful because he was lucky enough to have the connections he did. As much as Ika hated to admit it, the insult had some truth to it. Would Gira have grown up to be as powerful as he turned out to be without the luck of being taken in by the strongest Oracle ever? And because of the merit of his brother only. 

			“The training went extremely well for Kirga and your father,” continued Gira. “I, on the other hand, fell behind. They were better than me in every possible way. Their Kanahs were more superior, their physical strength greater, and even their intelligence higher. Everyday I tried desperately to get Don-Galaga, who I looked at like my only father, to glance in my direction or pay me any praise whatsoever. Most of the time . . .  he didn’t. He was too focused on Kirga and Ikarus to even check up on how I was doing. By seven years old both Kirga and Ikarus could do eight hundred push-ups without stopping. I could do forty.”

			Eight hundred? Ika was currently seventeen years old and the most he could do without stopping was three hundred. This made him feel quite immaculate compared to his father. 

			“So when did Casey enter the picture? You still aren’t answering that part?”

			“I’ll get there, I’ll get there,” said Gira, sharply. “This story has to be told properly, and in detail. That’s what you asked for, isn’t it?”

			“It is.”

			“Okay. Then sit there in the freezing damn cold and hear me out.” He uncrossed his legs, glancing around the courtyard to make sure no one was around. “Where was I? Ah yes, the training. To summarize: I sucked, and they were cool. To escape from the burden of watching my brothers be so much better than me, I frequently snuck out of the house at night to visit Turquoise Town. I originally walked there just because I thought the town on top of the hill looked so cool from far away. I know what you’re thinking: Turquoise Town is a day’s walk from the Hill of Memories. Yeah, well, nobody seemed to miss me while I was gone all that time, so I made it a regular visit.” He smirked now, shifting in place. “I happened to meet a cute little girl with a face full of freckles and bright white hair during one of my escapes.”

			Ika gasped. “Mom?”

			Gira nodded, his smirk growing to a genuine smile. “I met your mother on the outskirts of town, picking flowers in the springtime.” A deep sense of longing could be heard in his voice; a longing for the past, when things were simpler. “I knew then that I had to figure who that girl was. I went up to Alice and started telling jokes. Luckily, they made her laugh hard enough that she became curious who I was and where I lived in town. I told her I was from outside of town, but I would be wiling to come back again just to see her. She rather liked that idea, and so we had our secret meetings in the forest every Saturday. That was the day we agreed upon. As I wasn’t nearly as important as Kirga or Ikarus, Don-Galaga didn’t worry much about my safety.”

			“He didn’t strike me as such a bad person when we met him in Porshalla,” said Ika.

			Gira shrugged his shoulders. “I wouldn’t say he was a bad person.” He sighed. “I don’t know. He fed me, raised me, and taught me many things about the world. He did care; just . . .  maybe not as much as I wanted him to. He’s a good man. He’s done a lot for Wenworld. But he left something to be desired as a father. Many can say the latter, but not many can say the former. He’s not perfect.”

			Ika’s opinion of Don-Galaga before this story was equal to that of a king. Actually, after seeing firsthand what Stultis was like, the way he saw Don-Galaga was even greater than a king. The man had a certain aura about him that demanded respect. It was hard to even look at him for too long. It made Ika feel unworthy just sitting at the same table as him. The fact that Gira was raised and trained by Don-Galaga explained so much.

			“So that friendship with Alice grew and grew over the next four or five months,” said Gira. “It eventually came to the point where she learned where I was really from. When Alice found out how far I was walking to meet her, she was having none of it. She felt awful about making me travel that far just to hang out with her. She demanded we both put in the work to meet somewhere in the middle between the Hill of Memoires and Turquoise Town. We ended up deciding on a place called Crimson Town. It’s a small settlement with even less people than here. I still had to travel the farther distance, but it at least made Alice feel less guilty.”

			“Uncle Gira, I’m gunna need you to get to the part we’re here for. Kirga told me to ask about Casey Kenris. I’m starting to wonder if you’re stalling, or just avoiding the big secret entirely.”

			Gira exhaled heavily through his nose, putting forth a small cloud of white in the cold air. “Don’t worry, I’m about there now. Unfortunately.” He stretched his legs and ran a hand through his black hair above the white bandana. “I . . .  uh  . . .”

			Ika felt the nervousness creep back into him. He was finally coming to it. Ika had been begging for it. And now he could feel it coming. He knew he needed to hear it, but he wasn’t sure he truly wanted to. The final part of this retelling had the potential to change Ika’s life forever. He may never look at his uncle or his mother the same way again. A piece of their family could very likely be broken forever if Gira said what Ika was expecting.  

			“Ika!”

			Ika turned in his chair to see a woman walking toward them, her face covered by a red scarf. 

			It was his mother. She was wearing a long beige coat and shielded her face from the cool wind with a hand deep in a warm red glove. 

			“What are you doing out here?” asked Ika. 

			Alice’s white hair flew about behind her. “Me? It’s been an hour since you left. You’re going to freeze to death out here. I understand your anger, but please come back inside.”

			“I will. As soon as one of you explains what went down with Casey and Kirga. You’ve chosen a good time to come out, because Uncle Gira was just about to get to it.”

			Alice looked past her son, over to where Gira rested along the rim of the fountain. “Is that true? Have you told him . . .  everything else?”

			“I have,” answered Gira. “I’ve shortened things as best I could. As you’re well aware . . .  it’s a long story. There’s a lot to cover.”

			Alice hummed behind her thick scarf. “Oh, I’m well aware.”

			Ika looked back and forth between them. He decided to save his shouting for whatever was coming. He had shown them enough anger to get his point across. “I know pretty much everything up to you and Uncle Gira meeting at Crimson Town. He’s about to get to where Casey enters the story.”

			Alice was visibly trembling, and Ika had a feeling it wasn’t from the cold. “Okay. I’m glad I’m here for it.”

			“So am I,” said Gira. “Trust me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 53: The Most Important Conversation II
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			“ALL RIGHT,” said Gira, who was now sitting next to Alice on the edge of the wide glass fountain in the middle of Turquoise Town. “This next part will explain everything. Everything that happens from this point forward will tie together everything we’re still dealing with to this day. It will paint at least most of the picture. However, you may not think fondly of your mother or me when I paint it for you.”

			Ika swallowed. “I still have to know. You owe me that.”

			“We do,” said Alice. “Go on, Gira.” She placed a gloved hand on his thigh. 

			Ika was still processing all he had heard to this point. The early life of Kirga and his mother baffled him. He supposed it made sense that someone like Kirga could only be brought into the world by a monster like Migra Morga. He supposed that Kirga being a Morga himself was not all that shocking, especially when he did make clear use of the Morga family insignia: the red trident. 

			The truth of Kirga’s father, however, shook him to the core. The whole story of how that played out was amazing to hear. Don-Galaga was the father of both Belfaris Morga and Kirga Morga. Ika wondered if Stultis knew about Kirga being the leader of the Dalada’s son. He expected not; otherwise he would take the Hellcat far more seriously. It was interesting to know, then, that neither Don-Galaga, nor any of the other members of the squad who knew, saw fit to tell the King.

			“I left off at Crimson Town,” started Gira, craning his neck and grumbling under his breath. “Well, after meeting with Alice for so long, old Donny started to get a little curious as to where the runt of the litter was running off to. One Saturday, he ordered Ikarus and Kirga to tail me and find out where I was going. He considered it part of their training to follow me without being noticed. They weren’t. I had no clue I was being followed. Basically, they surprised Alice and I and demanded to know who she was and what I was doing with her.”

			“Kirga was a lot nicer about it than Ikarus was,” intercepted Alice. “Believe it or not.”

			“I don’t,” said Ika, his tone sharp.

			“He’s a monster now,” said Gira, “but those days Kirga was mostly kind. If anything, I actually get my sillier side from him. He was always making us laugh in those days. He had a real sense of humour.” His eyes went distant for a moment. “So, after only talking together for a few hours, Ikarus and Kirga learned to like Alice just as much as I did. All it took was a day for the four of us to become the best of friends. Next thing you know we all were coming to meet Alice on Saturdays.”

			Ika pushed down the urge to argue about how favourable a light Gira was putting Kirga under in this story. He refused to acknowledge that Kirga was ever a good person. “And Don-Galaga just let you guys meet?”

			“Actually,” said Gira, “yeah. Don-Galaga saw how happy that one trip made Ikarus and Kirga; specifically Kirga, his true son by blood. He couldn’t possibly deny the harmless indulgence of childhood friendship. He would willingly let us meet and hang out with Alice.”

			“However,” said Alice, taking over, “Don-Galaga was still fearful of Migra at that time. He suspected, for good reason, that the crazed woman was out there in the wilds, scouring Wenworld in search of her beloved son. He would not let Kirga travel alone all the way to Crimson Town. And so, instead, Don-Galaga made the next trip with the boys, shocking the wits out of everybody in town, who knew who he was as soon as they saw him. Don-Galaga went there personally to speak with my parents. He wanted to ask their permission that he come by on Saturdays to pick me up and bring me to his home so I can play with his boys. He explained to my parents how I had become good friends with Gira and Ikarus. He didn’t mention Kirga, for obvious reasons. Not only would it have been unwise with Migra searching high and low, but Kirga’s unique eyes gave him away as the fabled Genmaga of our generation. My parents would’ve never approved of me going anywhere with Kirga.”

			I wish they did keep you back, thought Ika. 

			“It was during that final visit  . . .” said Gira. “. . .  that we also met Casey Kenris. Or more importantly, Kirga met Casey Kenris.”

			Ika took a deep breath. He wasn’t going to interrupt during this. He wanted it all without pause. This was the part he was waiting for.

			Gira looked at Alice before carrying on. She kept her hand on his leg. “Since Kirga’s eyes would’ve put the townspeople off, he wore a hooded cloak and stayed behind while Don-Galaga spoke with Alice’s parents. He was told to wait by the Crimson Town gate. But, Kirga being Kirga, he didn’t listen. He decided he was going to sneak around town to see what it was like while he waited. 

			“It didn’t take long before he spotted a skinny boy with blond hair, green eyes, and a face full of freckles throwing a ball up against a brick wall all by himself. This was the first time he saw Casey. For whatever reason, he ignored the order he was given by his father to stay hidden and went up to chat with this boy. Kirga ended up retelling the story to Ikarus and I later, going on and on and on about how cool this kid was. When things were settled with Alice’s parents and she was allowed to come back to the Hill of Memories, Kirga spent the whole time gushing about Casey. He demanded that we make a similar exception for Casey as we just had for Alice. He begged Don-Galaga every single day to allow them to have another friend from town. 

			“Perhaps there was something in Kirga’s desperation that weakened Don-Galaga, because he actually agreed. But only under the condition that this would be the last of the secret friendships. They couldn’t afford to start taking in gangs of kids from Crimson Town when Migra was potentially kicking over every stone for signs of her son.”

			“So, the following weekend,” said Alice, “they didn’t just come to pick me up; they came to get this boy Kirga wouldn’t shut up about as well. Casey’s parents were . . .  let’s just say not the most thoughtful of guardians. They didn’t object once when the Don-Galaga put forward the offer to watch over their son every now and then to entertain his own boys. You see, it was well known at the time that Don-Galaga was raising two orphan boys from Belningra. It was the names that were never publicized; otherwise Gira would be even more famous than he already is.”

			“Anyway,” said Gira, “Saturdays became the best day of the week. We spent the rest of them training, but that was the day we got to actually act like kids. We got to have fun. And Kirga turned out to be right. Casey was really cool, and he got along great with us.”

			“It was very obvious to everyone early on that Kirga had developed a kind of crush on Casey, though,” said Alice.

			Gira hummed. “Yeah. Kirga could talk to Alice just fine, but he seemed to stumble his way through talking to Casey. His face would get all red and he would just stare at him all the time like an idiot.”

			Alice took her hand off of Gira’s lap, moving to place it in her own. “The five us remained friends for many years.”

			“And went on more adventures together than I can even remember,” said Gira.

			Ika wasn’t surprised to hear that part. Gira had only been telling Ika stories about Ikarus and Casey for his whole life, and he still hadn’t run out of new ones. Add the stories that involved Kirga into that mix and the list grows even more. 

			Alice fidgeted in place. She started to smile, then thought better of it and kept her face passive. “It was like we lived a hundred lifetimes together. Those were some of the best days of my life. We grew up, seeing the world and following Don-Galaga on his own adventures. We became a big family that couldn’t be separated by anything. We were happy.”

			Gira also looked like he didn’t know what to do with his face. He knew smiling would be a bad idea. Ika did not want to see any smiles when talking about Kirga the Hellcat. He wanted them both to hate him with all their hearts. As much as Gira said he did, Ika didn’t get the impression the hatred was entirely genuine. It was certainly real, as Kirga killed Gira’s brother and niece. But Ika could sense that, perhaps very deep down, Gira was more sad than he was full of hate. Alice somehow looked similar, even though she held her own dead daughter in her hands. Mostly hatred . . .  but also just sadness. 

			When neither of them said anything for a time, Ika had no choice but to speak up. “So what happened?”

			They snapped out of it. 

			Gira looked over at Alice once before bringing his eyes to Ika. “Well, it became clear after only a few adventures that Casey also had a thing for Kirga. I suspect he also had it from the very beginning; he was just better at hiding it than Kirga was. Long story short, they finally started dating officially when Kirga was fourteen, and were married when he was twenty-three. Kirga proposed to Casey on the Hill of Memories. We held a small wedding for them at the house, as we didn’t have many friends outside of our own group. Don-Galaga was there, as were Belasefka and Pulkra. The rest of the Dalada didn’t care to make an appearance. 

			“It was mostly a beautiful day. One of the happiest I can remember. We were all proud of both Kirga and Casey. We knew they would be together forever. We knew they would be good to each other. I’d like to say the wedding was entirely perfect, but unfortunately, that would be a lie.” 

			A heaviness came upon Gira. There was a strain to his voice now that had not been there thus far throughout the long story. “The wedding happened to be the day that Migra finally found out where Kirga was being hid. It was the day she discovered he was living at the Hill of Memories. The beginning of the end started right there.”

			“But how?” asked Ika. “How did she find out?”

			Gira leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He breathed out white smoke. “It was because of Pulkra. He wasn’t aware, of course, but he recently completed a mission in Belningra at the time, where Migra happened to be searching for any sign of where Don-Galaga might’ve been keeping his son. She came up with a plan on how to stalk the Dalada’s movements without being discovered. Basically, she learned a few new Curses in the time she spent agonizing over Kirga. While Kirga was growing up with us, she was training and researching. She found a man by the name of Bezakin Wulf in Belningra, who she coerced into teaching her a very unique Curse. 

			“It was called Teperal Vensata, and it allowed the caster to put forth a sliver of their own Kanah and mold it with another’s. It allowed them to trace that person and know of their whereabouts anywhere in Wenworld. It could only be used on one person at a time, and it was completely undetectable. Pulkra had no idea Migra had attached her Kanah to him while walking through a crowded market in the city. He was swarmed by adoring fans and was none the wiser. Teperal Vensata let Migra keep track of Pulkra’s movements, which also let her know vaguely of Don-Galaga’s, as the two obviously spent much time together.”

			He leaned back again, the strain in his voice easing slightly. “She tailed Pulkra for a few months after using her new Curse on him. She noticed that both Don-Galaga and Belasefka were meeting Pulkra at the same location. This got her attention. It is rare for so many members of the Death Squad to meet together anywhere outside of the Capital City. Wherever they were going, they had to be doing something very important. She shadowed them; but she stayed far enough behind to make sure her Kanah couldn’t be sensed. She didn’t need to see them. She just needed to mark their final joining place on a map and return at a later time to see what attracted them. That was how she came upon the house . . .  and upon Kirga.”

			Alice took in a breath slowly through her nose, holding it for a long second before letting it out. “This is where things get . . .  dark.”

			The look in Ika’s eyes told his uncle to carry on.

			“The next day after Migra found the house, there was a confrontation.” Gira’s voice had taken on the strain again. “Casey officially moved into the house a week before the wedding. Alice still lived with her parents in Crimson Town, but was old enough to make the journey to see us without a guide. On the day of the confrontation, only Kirga, Casey, Ikarus, and I were in the house. Migra simply walked up and knocked on the front door.”

			“Where was Don-Galaga?” asked Ika.

			“He was away on a mission for Kanakon. He would not return for another month. Migra had us all to herself.”

			“I wish I was there that day,” said Alice. “Maybe I could’ve helped somehow.”

			Gira shook his head. “There isn’t anything you could’ve done. None of us could stop her.”

			Ika clenched his kneecap with his free hand. “What did she do?”

			“She demanded that Kirga leave the house and return to her,” answered Gira. “She said that if Kirga wouldn’t comply and come away with her . . .  then she would kill Casey. Migra had put together that her son had just married this young man, and she hated Casey because of it. Love was a distraction. Kirga was the Genmaga. He didn’t have the time to fall in love.” He crossed his arms. His nose and ears had gone red from the cold. “Kirga complied right away, which made Casey furious. He wanted to fight; as did Ikarus and I. But Kirga knew his mother well enough to realize she wasn’t bluffing. He also knew her well enough to accept that she was powerful enough to kill us all easily, even with our training. We were still young. We were good. She was better.

			“So Ikarus and I had to literally hold Casey back while his husband walked away with his lunatic mother. We just stood and watched. There wasn’t a single damn thing any of us could do in that moment. Even if we all attacked her at once—and Casey was a quality Oracle himself— Migra would’ve eaten us alive. The only option was to let Kirga go. It broke out hearts.”

			Anger rose in Ika again. Hearing that anything bad happening to Kirga had ever caused his uncle any grief was still a tough thing for him to come to terms with. So much of this tale thus far had freaked Ika out. It was too bizarre to hear about Kirga being a certified member of the family; to hear about how he was loved by the people he betrayed. But Ika still needed to know how he betrayed them

			“Go on.”

			“We didn’t see or hear from Kirga for the next three months,” continued Gira. “Casey spent most of that time either breaking things or crying. Hell, we all kinda did that for a while. And our stresses only tripled when we found out your mother was pregnant with Genevieve shortly after Kirga departed. It should’ve been a joyous announcement. At the time, it wasn’t.”

			He looked over at Alice mournfully, then began to wring his hands together. “Don-Galaga came back to us once his mission was complete. We told him what happened with Kirga. He took the information with far more composure than the rest of us. He almost seemed like he suspected the day would come. We wouldn’t learn until much later how Migra managed to find us, but in the moment it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was finding where she had gone with Kirga. And also, what it was she planned to do with him.”

			Ika found himself feeling bad for Casey. Certainly not for Kirga, but Casey’s sorrow must’ve been unbearable. Just after their wedding, too. “Did Don-Galaga search for her?”

			“When he had the time to, yes,” said Gira. “But he could not find her. He checked Silvermoon Tower first, but Migra wasn’t dumb enough to go back there. I’ll go ahead and skip detailing the period of time where we just worried and travelled the world looking for Kirga. The next time we met Migra, which was many months later, was when things turned tragic.”

			Ika didn’t even blink.

			Gira bit his lip and rubbed his forehead. “Migra, of course, was the one to find us. She came right back to the Hill of Memories. And she was alone. She came with yet another demand of us.”

			“Which was?”

			“This time she wanted Casey. She said she needed, in her words, a ‘sacrifice’. To this day I do not know why. All I know is she was fixed on killing Casey. She said it was the next step in developing her boy into the man he needed to be. She made it clear to us that, in order for Kirga to be the true Genmaga . . .  Casey had to die.”

			Ika’s heart slowed down. He was barely breathing. “And . . .  what did you do when she said that?”

			“We fought tooth and nail to save Casey, of course,” answered Gira.

			Ika breathed out a heavy sigh of relief. For a second he was worried that his uncle had just given up his childhood friend for dead. 

			As relieved as Ika was, though, there was something in Gira’s demeanour that kept Ika feeling nervous. “Continue. How did you fight? I thought you said she was too strong.”

			“She was,” said Gira, his voice cracking on the final word. 

			He began to tear up, which frightened Ika the most. The tears ran down his red cheeks.

			Alice wouldn’t even look at Ika. She just kept her gaze to her feet. 

			Gira took a few steadying breaths, wiping his face with his arm. “Your father and I managed to fight her well enough to run away. The fight lasted hours, and she was clearly beating us back. But we were tricky enough to fool her and get away. We ran and ran and ran. We kept running even after we were sure she couldn’t still be following.”

			Alice was crying too now. Her tears did not come silently. They came with soft sobs let out into the crook of her arm.

			Ika had not seen her cry so many times in one day in years.

			When she finally composed herself, she spoke. “It was all my fault.”

			“Stop it,” said Gira, turning to her.

			“What was your fault, Mom?”

			“But it was, Gira,” said Alice, still fighting back sobs.

			“No,” said Gira. “It was Migra’s fault. Pretty much everything is that psycho’s fault. There was nothing you could’ve done.”

			Ika gripped the armrest and clenched his jaw. “Someone please tell me.”

			Gira looked back to Ika. “Migra knew the only way to get us to come back to her . . .  was to capture the last member of our group.”

			Ika’s mouth fell open. “Migra Morga captured you, Mom?”

			Alice nodded. “Yes. She knew how close I was with the others from the time she was spying on us. She came to Crimson Town and took me from my home at night. But . . .  not before killing my father, your grandfather, who tried his best to stop her. Bless him.”

			Gira rubbed Alice’s back with an outstretched hand. “Migra knew we would eventually circle back to check on Alice. Days after our fight with Migra, we snuck into Crimson Town one night to find Alice’s mother beside herself with grief. She explained the situation to us, and did her best to deliver a personal message.” He shook his head. “We were to meet Migra back at the house by the Hill of Memories. She had told Alice’s mother we had a week to do so. By the time we reached her we only had four days.”

			“You should’ve just ran and left me,” said Alice, who was now hunched over in her misery.

			Gira glared at her. “Shut up, Alice. That’s a ridiculous thing to say.”

			Ika couldn’t bear to see them like this. “So you went back?”

			Gira’s eyes were still stained with tears. “We did. We met her on the day she specified. It was June eleventh. Don-Galaga was not expected to stop by the place again until mid-July. We were alone.”	

			“Did you fight her again? Is that how Casey died?”

			Ika’s hand shook. Please tell me that’s how he died.

			“No,” said Gira. “We did not go to fight her; though Casey . . .  thought we were.”

			Ika froze. Not even one muscle in his face moved. “What do you mean?”

			Gira leaned forward to put his weight on the top of his knees. “We . . .  uh  . . .”

			“You what?”

			Alice wept into her arm again.

			Gira refused to look Ika in the eye. “Casey came up with a big plan to outsmart Migra and steal back Alice. Your father and I . . .  played along. But when the time came . . .  we . . .  ” he sat back up and sighed. Ika could see his jaw bulging as he tried to hold back more tears.

			Ika slammed his hand on the armrest of his wheelchair so hard he thought for a moment that he had broken it. “Dammit, Uncle Gira, you WHAT?”

			“We gave Casey to her.”

			No one said anything for nearly a full minute.

			Gira softly continued while Ika was utterly frozen “Ikarus hit Casey hard in the back of the head when Casey thought the plan was beginning. All it took was one good elbow . . .  and he was out. Ikarus then picked up his body and gave it to Migra. We . . .  exchanged him for your mother.” A final tear fell down the left side of his face. “A day later Casey was dead. And a day after that Kirga found out . . .  then tore Migra to shreds in Hellcat form. That was how the life of Migra Morga came to an end.”

			He wouldn’t look Ika in the face. “And, for whatever reason, it took Kirga another year before he confronted your father and killed him for giving away Casey. There are many blank spaces in that final act that I have been trying to fill since the day we gave him away. I still don’t know why Migra needed to kill him, and I still don’t know the details of Kirga’s prophecy, or what it is Migra was so sure he would grow to do. Nor do I know what Genevieve had to do with any of this.” He sat up straight and raised his head. “Now you know all I know, Ika. Now you know the truth.”

			Ika’s whole body trembled. It couldn’t be true. “No. You can’t be telling me the truth.”

			Gira’s eyes were still wet with his guilt. “I’m afraid I am. I’m sorry.”

			“My father never would’ve sold out his best friend. I don’t believe you would ever do something like that either, Uncle Gira. No. You’re lying. I thought I told you no more lies!”

			“He’s not lying, Ika,” said Alice through her tears. “He didn’t want to! Of course he would never want to just give away Casey. But he felt it was the only option!”

			“That doesn’t matter!” shouted Ika, his voice breaking in anger. “You find another way! You don’t just—no.” He felt warm tears spilling down his cheeks. He turned his chair around and wheeled away from them as fast as he could.

			Gira shot up. “Ika, come back!”

			“Stay away from me!” Ika yelled back as he pushed on the large wheel to his left side. 

			Gira’s fuming voice echoed in the empty courtyard. “Would you have preferred we just let your mother die! She wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for what we did! And she was pregnant with your sister, Ika. WE HAD NO CHOICE!”

			That last wail was full of nothing but pure pain. It sounded more like he was trying to convince himself than Ika. 

			Ika ignored him and kept pushing himself down the street. He was headed toward Chandi’s house. He didn’t know why, but he just had to see her. She would make the world make sense again. 

			The tears didn’t stop until he reached her house.

		

	
		
			Chapter 54: A Family of Lies

			[image: ]

			IKA KNOCKED on Chandi’s front door with reckless aggression until she finally opened up and let him inside. It was late afternoon, and apparently everyone else in the house was out. Keji and Pattamis were with Ajith picking up any extra medical supplies that Alice might need while seeing over Ika’s upcoming recovery. And Chandi told Ika that Master Cinnamon took his Gritka deep into the forest outside of town to hide until things calmed down. 

			They were alone. It was the perfect time to explain everything; and so Ika did. He sat Chandi down in her living room and told every single thing that Gira and Alice had told him. He did so mostly through his tears. He stopped several times, unable to keep control of his emotions. Chandi hugged him in those moments. If it was anyone else, he would’ve pushed them away. 

			Finally, after nearly an hour of discussion, Ika had caught Chandi fully up to speed. Alice stopped by only once, knowing full well where Ika would go in a time like this. She did not demand that Ika come home, nor even come out to talk. She made it clear that Ika could take all the time he needed to come to terms with everything, but he would eventually need to see her again so she could commence his recovery. Only she was a skilled enough healer to give him a chance of using his legs again. 

			After Alice left, Ika and Chandi sat in front of the main window in her living room; Chandi in a red leather armchair, and Ika in his wheelchair. They spent a few minutes just looking out at the snow that had begun to fall in Turquoise Town. Ika found little beauty in the sight.

			“I just  . . .” Chandi began, clenching the ends of the armrests, the leather squeaking under the strength of her grip. “. . .  I just don’t understand.”

			Ika could relate with that statement completely. He didn’t blame her for needing time. He just unleashed so many secrets that literally changed the way one looked at the world, from the true parentage of Kirga all the way to the betrayal of Ikarus and Gira. The saga Ika just laid out for her could warrant weeks of detailed discussion, coming at the various facts from different points of view. There was no shortage of things to talk about.

			“Which part do you not understand?” he asked, still looking out into the street.

			“The final part of the story had a few large holes.”

			Ika smirked in spite of his mood. “I thought the same exact thing.”

			Chandi readjusted in her seat, frowning deeply. “Why did Migra think killing Casey would help her son? And what were she and Kirga doing during the three months she took him away? Where did they go if not back to Silvermoon Tower? And shouldn’t Migra have guessed that Kirga would kill her if she killed his husband? Did she want Kirga to kill her? She caused so much pain and suffering in her life. What did she think she was achieving? She must’ve done all that for something! What did she know about the Genmaga prophecy that the rest of us don’t?” 

			Chandi’s endless list of daunting questions mirrored how Ika felt inside perfectly. He knew getting to chat with her, even for an evening, would make him feel better. He had no desire to be anywhere near his family at the moment. As far as he had just been informed, his was a family of lies. How could he ever trust them again? Especially his uncle. Not only did Gira support lying to Ika for his entire life, but he also did his part to kill poor Casey. 

			They just gave him up. 

			If Keji, for example, was in a perilous position, Ika would never sacrifice Chandi to see Keji set free. He had grown to love Keji like a little brother, but he would find another way to save him. He wouldn’t just hit Chandi in the back of the head and send her on over to the enemy. And this was no ‘easier said than done’ moment, either. Ika would never be that person, even if his Affinity tried to push him in that direction. 

			“The main thing I don’t understand,” he said, looking over at Chandi now, “is why it took Kirga so long to get his revenge. Ikarus knocked out Casey and gave him to Migra . . .  but . . .  my mom still had enough time to deliver Genevieve, then become pregnant with me before Kirga killed my dad. And he dueled with my dad shortly before I was born, which means most of the pregnancy was spent in peace. Why did Kirga wait so long before going after my family? What was he doing for all that time?” 

			He shook his head and avoided Chandi’s sympathetic look. “And beyond that, why in Meamara’s name would he come back to Turquoise Town seven years later just to kill my older sister and leave me alive? What did my sister have to do with any of this? How did she fit into the equation? He couldn’t have done it to finish his quest for revenge; otherwise, he would’ve easily killed me and then my mother to get back at Gira. Why kill Genevieve, then spare the rest of us? There are pieces of the puzzle missing here.”

			“Then let’s find out what those pieces are.”

			Ika looked up to see Chandi’s look of compassion had suddenly changed to determination.

			“Huh?”

			Chandi crossed her arms and sat up straighter. “You heard me. We’re far from done, Ika. You’ve still got questions. So do I. You don’t plan to just sit here on your ass while Kirga runs amok, do you?”

			Ika raised an eyebrow at her. “Chandi, you may have missed the fact that I cannot use my legs. Call me a pessimist, but I’d say that officially puts me outta the game.”

			“Nonsense,” she said sharply. “Whatever Kirga did to you can’t last forever. Alice will find a way around it. You’re going to focus on recovering, then we’re getting right back to training. And after that, we’re getting our butts back in gear and continuing the hunt.”

			When he didn’t respond, she leaned forward in her leather chair, moving her face closer to his. “Am I right?”

			Ika sighed. He wasn’t sure how motivated he felt to carry on with their journey. He didn’t know what he believed anymore. He didn’t know where to focus his rage. The path forward was so foggy now. 

			“Am I riiiiiiiiiiiiiiigghhht?”

			He couldn’t resist giggling. “Okay, okay. I’ll focus on recovering, then we get back to work. I’ll say that now if it’ll shut you up.”

			Chandi sat back in the chair, smiling proudly. “That’s my boy. We’re just getting started.”

			Without thinking much about what he was doing, Ika reached out to grab Chandi’s hand, linking his fingers between hers. He looked out at the falling snow again.

			“Yeah. We’ll find a way to keep going on. My family may not be what I’ve always thought it was . . .  but I still have you. I’ll make it work.”

			He only glanced away from the window briefly to see that Chandi was tearing up. A smile was on her face then that he had never seen before. 

		

	
		
			Epilogue: The New Kid on the Block

			[image: ]

			IN THE capital city of Kanakon, within the central tower of Cebrumbala, sat King Stultis Aberdam. Behind his great throne was a multi-coloured beam of steady energy that spiraled upward to the very top of the tower. That beam was what held the Crystal together. Were that beam to be dispersed, Wenworld would fall. It was only one of the many duties of Stultis to make sure that did not come to pass.

			His shaggy faded blond hair hung down to rest on his bony shoulders. His dull orange eyes glared out apathetically to the five men standing at the foot of his tall throne. They were the King’s hand. They were the Dalada. And they were all gathered to Cebrumbala Tower for a very important declaration: Pulkra, Hamawyl, Belasefka, Elra, and Don-Galaga.

			Stultis adjusted the ancient crown upon his head. “The Genmaga of this generation has made an impression on me.”

			Don-Galaga, the leader of the legendary squad, stepped forward, his sapphire cloak swaying behind him as he moved with matchless elegance. “Your Grace . . .  he has become a problem too great to overlook.”

			Stultis nodded. “Indeed. He has successfully infiltrated Eskarahm Four and made away with the Zyphur Spear. And not only that, I had a squad of officers sent to Paragon Forest.”

			A silence held.

			Don-Galaga was the only one brave enough to break it. “Yes, Your Grace?”

			Stultis cleared his throat. “It would seem Kirga has killed the Gatekeeper of the forest. And, most distressingly, he has killed the White Raven.”

			Every member of the squad gasped in shock, save for Don-Galaga. He stood quietly, his facial expression unchanging.

			“It appears I have, in fact, underestimated this man,” said the King, his flaming eyes still slothful with malaise. “Very well. If he wishes to be on my list . . .  then he shall be on my list.” He slowly looked over to the man missing the lower half of his face. “Belasefka.”

			Belasefka stepped forward. “Yes, Your Grace?”

			“I am officially appointing this task to you. This Genmaga is no joking matter anymore. He is a threat to be disposed of. You are to hunt him down and kill him. Are my orders clear?”

			Belasefka’s blazing blue eyes dilated in focus. His Aura at that moment would’ve paralyzed a Yeryaila, were one unlucky enough to be standing in that main hall. “It will be done.”

			Don-Galaga’s head fell forward, his eyes sombrely closed.

			That caused Stultis to raise an eyebrow. “Is something wrong, Don-Galaga?”

			The ancient man leaned upon his white staff, refusing to look his king in the eye. There was a great weariness upon him. But there was also a resounding sense of duty.  “No, Your Grace. Nothing at all.”

			And now you have heard the second act of this tale. This is an acceptable enough place to stop. 

			I tried to warn you that bonds would be strained and families would be ruined in this act, did I not? The Ivory family will never fully recover from the truth that was revealed to young Ika. There is a level of trust there that can never return. It is lost forever. The view Ika Ivory had of his family has been burned away. All that remains is the desire to contextualize the truth. His journey shall continue. 

			As for Chandi, well, her truth is still slithering under the surface, yet to be revealed. But I assure you it shall. Ika already knows of it; though he refuses to share it with his best friend. He tells himself it is because the knowledge Wriliara imparted to him simply couldn’t be true. He chose not to believe it, and so he saw no use in telling Chandi something so absurd. But that is not the real reason he didn’t tell her what the Apostle said. Surely you and I are smart enough to know that, yes? Good. For a moment there I thought I was wasting all this time telling this story to an idiot. 

			It is a painful thing to realize there is no compassionate God watching over you, nor is there any form of afterlife. It is a traumatising thing to come to terms with. I still remember the first time that truth was shared with me. It changed my life. I can’t help but feel empathy for poor young Kirga as he wrestles with what Corvus told him. His entire purpose in life is dedicated to the idea that his lover waits for him in some fashion. It is what he has been fighting for, and will continue to fight for. He will stubbornly refuse to acknowledge that Casey Kenris is gone forever, his soul rejoining the universe beyond, existing only to be consumed by the endless, uncaring cosmos when his last day came. The same fate that awaits us all; even those trapped within the Crystal.

			I tried to warn you when we began that this isn’t a happy story. Never say I didn’t.

			I shall continue to serve as your storyteller as we move into the third act. I can’t say I am yet comfortable enough to share my name with you. For now it remains unimportant. 

			I must warn you to brace yourself, as the next act is where things fall to a very sad place. If you wish to continue, I will gladly recount the next part for you. However, if you wish to leave now, with the image of Ika and Chandi’s happiness still alive in your memory, then I will not blame you. Nothing awaits them but pain. Let it be known you were warned. 

			End of Book Two
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