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      In a tiny village, stood on stilts, on the bed of a slow-moving river, there was once a wise old man that had lived far beyond the natural will of the world. He had cheated death more times than there were fingers on his hands. The man lived alone in a small shack close to the middle of the river. He spent most of his days sitting on the edge of his veranda, swinging his feet off the sides so that they felt the cool water flow gently towards the sea. He was a warrior of sorts who had fought many battles before and lived to tell tales. He was a stern man who valued his privacy and a man of very few words, to say the least. He was tall and lean, his muscles strong and his skin the color of cooked rice, slightly brown but primarily pale. He had short gray hair that was bushy and unkempt, which matched his wild eyebrows that seemed to stick out in almost every direction. His eyes were the color of honey and, in the sunlight, looked like an amber-colored jewel that belonged on a rich woman’s finger or around her neck.

      He was not from those parts, but he had settled there after the great battle of the frozen glade, where he had seen things that he had wished he could forget. He had felt things in his soul that still made his skin crawl when he thought about it. He had never spoken of that time or that battle. And although he lived a quiet life of peace within nature, his mind was never still, and his heart was never happy.

      One morning, the wise old man sat on the edge of his veranda, dropping his legs into the water and mending a fishing net that the current had ripped apart. The current had grown more unsettled and seemed to flow faster and harder than he had ever seen before. He knew that part of the river well. In all his years, he had never seen the waters flow in such a way as if the Earth was angry and frustrated at the men who inhabited her. He focused on his net in his hands and hummed softly to himself as he worked.

      Suddenly, he heard something plop into the water from the veranda next to his. Looking up, he saw a young boy, not much older than 10, throwing pebbles into the flowing river. The boy saw the old man and smiled, his eyes lighting up as he did.

      Then the boy did the most unbelievable thing. He took a few steps backward, then ran forwards as fast as he could, leaping into the air at the edge of his own veranda and landing quite hard in the old man’s.

      Although impressed by the young boy’s bravery and strength, the old man maintained his neutral expression and demeanor, turning his attention back to mending his net.

      “You are the wise old man,” the young boy said excitedly. “I have looked for you for many days.”

      “Why is that?” asked the old man.

      “I want to know the story of the Myxan and its powers.”

      The wise old man froze as though he had felt the touch of a ghost and stopped mending his nets. A serious countenance washed over his face, and his body became stiff and strong, as if he was preparing for a battle of some sort, ready to pounce at any moment. After a long moment of silence, the young boy spoke again.

      “Please, wise old man. I just want to know if it will be able to save my mother. She is very ill,” the boy’s voice was shaky.

      “The magic of the Myxan is lost. And if it was found, I would not use it on my own mother, for its power is all corrupting,” the old man’s voice was stern and deep.

      “Please help me, wise old man.” The boy was crying now. “There’s no magic that can heal her. The healer in the village says she is going to die soon. If there’s anything that can save her, I need to find it.”

      The wise old man stood up slowly and faced the young boy, and then he held out his hands and touched the boy’s face kindly.

      “Dear child,” he said. “What do you know of the Myxan and its powers?”

      “I know that it possesses the most powerful magic in the world. Magic that can save anyone and anything.” The boy wiped his dirty face with his hands and looked up at the wise old man longingly.

      The man looked down, closed his eyes, and shook his head.

      “Come, child,” He said, ushering the boy inside his home. “Let me tell you the truth about the great Myxan,” He spoke through gritted teeth and with hate that seemed misplaced.

      The young boy followed the wise old man into his home and sat on the floor in the middle of the room. Then he gratefully accepted a bowl of hot soup and a piece of bread as the man sat in a chair close to the fire that burnt, smoking on a pipe and puffing out dark clouds into the flames of the fire.
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      “At the beginning of time, when man and beast did not yet exist, and the Earth was covered only in beautiful trees and small magical creatures, a wall was built. The magical creatures that inhabited the world spent millions of years making the wall in preparation for man’s time on Earth. The wall was not built of large, robust rocks that were sharp or uncut, but rather wonderful, glassy pebbles like those you might find lodged in the sand of a river bed. You see, the wall was built to separate the Northern and Southern lands. Although nobody quite knows who gave the instruction or why the magical folk of the time was dedicated to their cause. When the wall was completed, the good magical folk who had worked all that time tirelessly found themselves on the Southern side. Being too little to cross over the wall, they inhabited the Southern lands and lived peaceful lives since their duty was done. These magical creatures came to be known as the builders. But where there is good, there is also bad. It is the ultimate balance of the universe. You see, there cannot be light without darkness, and so darkness was allowed to grow.

      “Over the wall, in the Northern lands, were creatures and majestic beasts surfaced. The lands were barren and scarce, and creatures fought to survive. Fathers ate their young, and mothers ate their mates, and that is how they lived for a long time. Surviving. Then men arrived in the Northern lands. They seemed to appear from thin air but inhabited the land as though it had belonged to them as a birthright of sorts. These men and women possessed no magical skill or talents, and they hunted the beasts and were-creatures, causing them to flee into the mountains and live in the shadows. There they faced starvation and great unhappiness.

      “One day, a great leopard as large as a house, with eyes as red as blood and teeth as sharp as knives, came across the great wall of pebbles as he roamed about. He leaped gracefully over the wall and visited the Southern lands. The air seemed cleaner and fresher. The water was tastier and more refreshing. The grass was greener and lusher. But he knew nothing of those who lived there or their history, for he was new to this world, and his heart was still untainted. He was a great shape-shifter, and at will, he could transform into a human, with dark brown hair and eyes to match, a handsome face, and a solid and large body. And so, to enjoy the Southern lands, he shifted to his human form. He felt the grass beneath his toes and breathed deeply in the cool air. He ran his fingers along the soft petals of the flowers and smiled at the tiny creatures he came across. He felt happy and at peace for the first time in his life, and so he fell asleep, dreaming sweet dreams, underneath a large tree on the river’s edge.

      “When the shape-shifter woke, little creatures, all of which looked at him curiously, surrounded him. They had never seen a man sleeping naked under a tree, for the men and women in the Southern lands were always clothed. Around the same time that men appeared out of thin air in the Northern lands, so did they in the Southern, but these men were different. They possessed magical powers and skills. Kind and benevolent creatures took him to their homes, clothed him, and fed him well. Then they told him stories of the glorious pebble wall they had built for man’s coming. The shape-shifter told the builders stories of his own home and the famine and unhappiness that seemed everlasting. When the sun began to set, the builders ushered the stranger back towards the wall and wished him well.

      “In the Northern lands, the shape-shifter went back to his cave and told his family of the wonders across the wall. He told them of all the food and water he had found and the kind people who told him the story of how the wall came into existence. He told them of the humans with magical powers and how they lived in harmony with the little creatures. He was sure, he said, that the little creatures would show his own family the same kindness, and so he urged them to follow him over the wall the next day. But when the time came to cross over the wall, the shape-shifter and his family could not. For the wall had grown twice its height overnight, and although large and strong, the family of leopards could not scale it.

      “this angered The shape-shifter, for he was confident that the little creatures had done this to prevent him from coming back. He thought them selfish and cruel, and so, for the first time, he felt hate. The hate grew in his heart, and a darkness grew in his soul, and so the magic that he possessed grew darker as well. That morning, he retreated to his cave in the mountain, and he began plotting his revenge on those who called themselves the builders. They had abandoned him and his people.

      “In the years that followed, the great leopard shape-shifter recruited all the magical creatures in the Northern lands. Together, they plotted against the Southerners, believing that they were the rightful rulers of the world and that their powers, if put together, were undefeatable. They trained for battle and practiced their magic. However, still, the shape-shifter felt as though they were too weak, the hate and darkness within him growing stronger every day until it consumed completely him. He did not believe that they were strong enough to take on the Southerners, especially their magical skills and powers. But the shape-shifter was intelligent and cunning and he would not accept defeat.

      “He had watched the Southerners use their magical powers to heal, and so one night, he approached a village of man in the Northern lands, as a man. He walked through the village, breathing in the air deeply and seeking the scent of illness until he came upon a house where the candles still burnt in the middle of the night. He knocked on the door, and a young man answered. The young man explained that his wife was ill and the healer in the village had told the family that she would die very soon. With that, the shape-shifter entered the house. He used a blade to slit the woman’s wrist and drank her blood, claiming her soul as his own, and after that, he used his magic powers to cure her of her illness. With two souls in his body, his power doubled, and he felt unstoppable. And now that the woman’s soul belonged to him, she could harness his powers through her own body as well. So, she accepted him as her leader and followed him. The woman’s husband, feeling empty without his beloved, offered his soul to the shape-shifter as well. And so, the leopard-man possessed now three souls, and two mere humans could harness his dark powers through their bodies. They followed him with loyalty and were ever willing to do his work.

      “As time went on, the shape-shifter recruited thousands of non-magical humans. He took their souls as his own, and they were able to harness a small amount of his power through their bodies. And with his army of beasts and newly magical humans, he tried his very best to break down the wall. Eventually, he and his followers succeeded. They stormed the Southern lands, causing havoc and chaos, and killed many innocents, claiming their souls as his own and growing more powerful than ever before.

      “When that war was almost won, and the great dark shape-shifter had practically conquered the world, a group of witches and warlocks from the Southern lands created a spell to rid the world of his darkness. In the middle of the ultimate battle at the great pebble wall, a spell was cast to destroy the great shape-shifter. But, alas, his power was too great. He possessed too many souls to destroy all at once, so instead, his spirit was trapped in a box covered in sacred jewels and gems that were thought to have been touched by the Gods themselves. And his spirit lived in the box, causing all those he had touched to perish and his followers to crumble into ash. From that day, for thousands of years, the world was at peace once again. Although the great pebble wall was broken, the two worlds tried their hardest to coexist. However, it did not come easily or naturally.

      “But somehow, the spirit of the dark shape-shifter was so strong that he became the box itself. Calling out to the weak and offering them magical solutions to their problems, if only they would allow a drop of their blood to fall into the box. A drop of blood which he used to possess their souls. And in return, they could harness his magical powers through their bodies. And so, the box disappeared from the world for a long time, spending time in the shadows with its carriers and protectors, all of whom had sold their souls to the shape-shifter. Legend has it that the exact pattern of spots on the back of the leopard’s neck had magically appeared on the box’s lid. It looked like five circles: One in the center and then four around it, each touching the middle circle once, like the four edges of a square.”
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      For a long while, the wise old man sat quietly, deep in thought, until the silence in the room was broken by the young boy’s voice.

      “How do you know all of this?” he asked.

      “I was one of the warlocks that trapped the spirit of the dark shape-shifter in the box that is now known as the Myxan.” Then the old man’s voice went low, and he whispered, “It must be destroyed before the prophecy can come true.”

      “If you’re a warlock, can you save my mother?” The boy’s voice was shaky again as if he was about to cry.

      The wise old man closed his eyes and dropped his head down. “What is your name, child?”

      “Zak.”

      “Death is a part of life. It is the will of the universe. To go against the will of the universe is to go against your own heart and soul. For the universe is within all of us. The souls of those who go against the universe grow dark and unforgiving. Do you want to grow dark and unforgiving?” The wise old man turned the boy and looked deep into his eyes that were filled with tears.

      The boy shook his head slowly and swallowed hard.

      “I—” he began. “Can you teach me?”

      “Teach you?”

      “Teach me how to be like you.”

      “Some of us are born with magic in our blood. Others find magic. Some in their homes with their families. Some in their work. Some in the joy they find in swimming. You do not have magic in your blood, Zak, but you can find magic in your life. You just need to look hard enough. I’m afraid I have little to teach you.”

      “Please. I have nowhere else to go.” Zak sniffled and wiped his face with his hands again.

      The wise old man studied the young boy for a long time, looking deep into his eyes as though trying to find his soul. The boy was sad and alone, and he had little in this world.

      “First, I will teach you how to fight.”
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      The night was dark and icy cold, like the sudden touch of death. Overpowering and numbing. In the absolute center of the forest, surrounded by thickets of tall green trees and full green bushes, there was a clearing of sorts. The ground in the clearing was flat and white; the last drops of dew frozen to the soil, creating a marble appearance. It also covered the trees surrounding the glade in snow, the leaves at the highest most points holding thick layers of white slush. At the same time, those towards the ground looked like glass sculptures in a glorious palace. There were hushed words exchanged in the glade that sometimes suddenly piqued in volume. It caused a leaf or two to drop to the ground, shattering and releasing an echo that seemed to last for minutes.

      “It was the goat herder,” a woman’s voice said many in the group who nodded slowly, anger in their eyes shared the disgust in her words.

      In that glade, the meeting of the Redgarde cult had been going on for just short of an hour. Still, their conversation went back and forth from the goat herder to their current predicament. There were dozens of people all dressed in long black coats with hoods that covered their heads and thick brown gloves that looked to be made of some sort of animal skin. They all wore black or brown boots and the clothes under their long robes were not visible. The Redgarde stood in a large circle surrounding a pedestal that sat at the core, about hip height and made of charcoal-colored stone. There was a mercury box on the pedestal, about the size of a loaf of bread, bejeweled with precious gems and stones and appearing to glow in contrast to the surrounding darkness and pedestal alike. On the lid of the box, there were no jewels or precious gems. Instead, the precious metal cover was engraved with an insignia of a circle placed dead center and four circles around it. Each touching the main circle only once, the place at which the circles met forming the corners of a square.

      “There is nothing we can do about it now,” an elderly man spoke next, stepping forward as he did and looking around at the members of the cult. “We were too eager to sacrifice our chosen ones and were careless in our security. These are lessons we must learn if we are to allow our beliefs to live on,” he paused, and the entire crowd waited patiently for him to resume his speech. “Yes, the goat herder witnessed the blood sacrifice. We should have killed him immediately.” The crowd buzzed in agreement. “Once again, we see that mercy does us no good. Now, our enemies are gathering their troops to cut us down. But let me remind you, brothers and sisters, our blood rituals have never failed us before.” The crowd suddenly roared in agreement, excitement filling the air. “And they will not fail us now!”

      The crowd cheered louder, and the old man triumphantly bowed, the mercury box glowing brighter as the voices of the cult echoed through the trees. Then their cheers died down as another man took center stage.

      “Brothers and sisters,” he began. “Even our youngest members have now mastered the dark magic within them.” He nodded at two young men and a young lady who stood nearby. “They have conjured beasts and plagues, as well as paid tribute to the dark lords of magic by each sacrificing a virgin and bathing in their blood.” The youngsters gleamed with pride as they listened to their praises being sung. “Now, it is time to welcome them into the lives of Redgarde. They must each let a drop of their own blood fall into the sacred Myxan, allowing their blood to bond with the dark magic it possesses.”

      The man stepped towards the youngsters with his arms held open. But before he could reach them, screams erupted from the forest around, and arrows of fire flew. Some members of the Redgarde cult screamed in agony as the flames ignited their bodies and sizzled their skin. Others ran in any direction they could manage while men with pitchforks and rusty swords charged at them, appearing from behind the trees.

      “Freedom Fighters!” One of the cult members screamed and then slowly squatted down, placing both hands on the ground and bowing his head. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, whispering words in some foreign tongue.

      Just then, the ground shook underneath their feet. The roots of the trees broke through the frozen floor of the glade, piercing the hearts of the Freedom Fighters and lifting their lifeless bodies into the air. The snow on the tops of the trees melted to water and fell on the fires that burnt the bodies of the Redgarde, who had been hit with the flaming arrows. They recovered their strength and broke the thin shafts of arrows that stuck out of their bodies. Then, with little care for the arrowheads that were lodged in their flesh, they pounced into battle. The trees seemed to fight on the side of the Redgarde, their leaves swaying angrily and their trunks bending forcefully, hitting Freedom Fighters down to the ground.

      The three young Redgarde, who had yet to take their vows and fully accept the dark magic of the Myxan, retreated into the forest, where they ran as fast as they could away from the glade and the battle. When they had run far enough away that the screams of the action could no longer be heard, they fell to the floor in exhaustion, breathing hard and fast.

      “We have to go back,” the young girl said. “They need our help.”

      “Are you insane?” asked the young boy with bright orange hair. “We’re powerless. We haven’t taken our vows yet. We’ll be killed.”

      Just then, in quick succession, two arrows cut through the trees and landed in the chests of two of the young recruits. They died almost instantly, their bodies catching alight. The second young boy, who had yet to speak and the arrows missed altogether, gasped for air in shock as he watched his friends’ lifeless bodies fall to the ground. Suddenly, a man stepped out from behind the bark of a large tree and looked down at the young boy. He wore brown trousers, a light-colored long-sleeve blouse underneath a thick black coat of animal hide, and dark brown boots. Although his face was kind and benevolent, there was a fire in his eyes that burnt almost as bright as the flames in which the Redgarde were burning.

      “Get up,” the man said. He held a drawn bow, ready to release another arrow, which was pointed at the young man’s heart. “Tell
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