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  The Oathbreaker


  


  


	Long ago in Mortedra…

	It was the time when all seven gods were present in the holy council. “The Dragonland” Xelesmok, as if to deserve its name, hosted dragons in great numbers.

	Under King Garutaz’s rule, dragons did not migrate to places without humans or to lonely mountains for silence. Apart from being forbidden, they had no need—because no one who had not given up on life could step into Xelesmok. They called Garutaz “The Glacier,” of course only when they were sure he was not nearby. His breath was cold, perhaps he deserved the nickname. Yet he disliked it, because he knew the name was not truly about his breath. He was said to be a thousand years old. Even he did not know his real age. Because of his heavy movements, they called him Glacier. He had once challenged and defeated all leaders of dragon groups alone, back when Mortedra was under the control of the Ancients. More than a few centuries had passed since that victory. Witnesses recalled that day in terror.

	King Garutaz was as cold-blooded as his breath. He believed that living a calm life was harder than fighting, but also longer-lasting. Weak creatures might have to fight to live, to prove themselves, or to show their worth; but the strong had no such needs—especially dragons. As a curse of their long lives, they reproduced very rarely. To continue their existence, they had to stay away from war.

	Humans and other beings had been in constant struggle since existence, both among their own kind and against others. The power of a single kingdom was never enough to wage war against dragons. They were far from uniting or tolerating each other. Even if a noble was killed in the dragons’ territory, the matter ended with apologies and gifts, as if the fault lay with the victim. Garutaz insisted on maintaining this order, as did other dragons of his age. Younger dragons, however, thought differently.

	Two leading dragons of the younger generation—Gejguda and Faron—were, so to speak, Garutaz’s torment. They often crossed Xelesmok’s borders and wandered. Gejguda desired only to discover new places, nothing more. Faron, who later began to accompany him, was afflicted with a disease. A disease that could bring fatal consequences for dragons: the craving for power. It was a sickness belonging to simple creatures, in truth. He wanted gold, land, slaves, soldiers. Perhaps not common among dragons, but difficult to cure. A dragon had no need to gain power; it was already born powerful. Dragons were the strongest beings on earth. Yet Faron did not see what he had as enough. Garutaz, aware of their escapades, had spoken to them many times, warning that if he caught them in the act, they would face severe punishment.

	Both young dragons respected Garutaz greatly. Gejguda’s only concern was exploration; but Faron wanted to possess the places and things he discovered. Yes, he knew he was already strong. He could fly, breathe fire, and had massive claws and sharp teeth. But he thought having them was meaningless if he did not use them. All that equipment served no purpose other than hunting mountain goats.

	One day, Faron gathered all his courage and stood before King Garutaz. He said he wanted to be free, to fight, and to establish his own kingdom. Garutaz reacted far more harshly than expected. He chained Faron to the peak of the highest mountain in Xelesmok. His purpose was to protect him, Gejguda, and other young dragons who might imitate them. He could not allow the unity to be broken; he knew that if he permitted Faron, others would come with similar demands. He chained Faron to the highest mountain deliberately. Thus, the young dragon would see others flying outside and learn the value of what he had. But the results were not as Garutaz had hoped.

	When his punishment ended, Faron at first seemed to have learned his lesson, abandoning his childish ideas. For a while, he even rejected Gejguda’s offers to escape, spending time within Xelesmok’s borders. In appearance, he was visiting his friends one by one. In truth, he was secretly trying to learn their opinions. How could they react to a change in leadership?

	Almost all young dragons who had witnessed Faron’s punishment began to change their thoughts about King Garutaz. They found his strict rules excessive, and some were bored of a calm life. Some were curious about different lands, while others dreamed similar dreams to Faron. Yet none intended to challenge Garutaz or become the new king. Nor would they wage war against him and his followers. Dragons might fight each other occasionally, but they never engaged in collective war. And indeed, Faron himself had no such intention.

	The day Faron felt he had escaped Garutaz’s watch, he began his secret flights. This time he flew without his companion Gejguda. He did not go very far, nor did he need to, because his purpose was not to discover new lands but to make contact with the humans in the places he had already explored. It was not as easy a task as it seemed. As long as stories about dragons existed and dragons of such power lived to support those stories, it would never be easy. Returning empty-handed did not mean his explorations were useless. For example, he had learned what was happening in and around the center of Haldermorth. In this region north of Xelesmok, humans were engaged in serious conflict. On one hand they fought against other races, and on the other they clashed among themselves. Wherever there were multiple rulers, such things were normal. Each claimed to aim at uniting humanity under one roof, but of course that roof had to be their own.

	Faron had no difficulty interpreting the information he gathered. The sides, the causes, the hidden or open alliances, those close to victory, those doomed to defeat—he marked them one by one on the map in his mind. The first thing he discovered was that to achieve his goal, he had to ensure the continuity of war. He had also seen communities living quietly away from war, but they had nothing worth envying. Most fought for honor, glory, power, wealth, and similar things, but there were also those who struggled for utopian ideas such as “absolute peace.” Many shared the trait of seeking quick results. A minority made long-term plans. The Priests of the Last Point were among this minority. They were raised in temples at the peaks of the Septagram Mountains. Among humans they had a kind of untouchable status. They met with kings, gave advice, and sometimes even took part in wars. Kings who listened to the priests, whether with good or ill intent, achieved short or long-term successes.

	Faron tried to communicate with the priests. Since his telepathic receivers were open, he spoke with them from kilometers away and reached an agreement. He told them which of the kings they were helping were malicious and which were sincere, and quickly gained their trust. Then he said he wanted to help. With kings, the matter would take too long. If dragons intervened, everything could be resolved at once. Dragons were creatures inclined to peace. Yes, they did not forgive those who violated their borders, because they did not want war to spread into Xelesmok. Thus Faron convinced the priests. Dragons would help, but there was one obstacle: the king who forbade dragons from fighting in order to preserve their existence. In this matter, the priests had to help as well.

	One night, Faron carried the priests on his back to the snowy summit of the mountain where King Garutaz lived. There were very simple yet effective spells and mixtures, such as dragon-sleeping powder and the wall of silence. This powder worked when applied to a dragon’s nostrils, and though simple, it was difficult to use. Normally it was nearly impossible, but the day before Garutaz had returned from a routine inspection. At random intervals he would visit a border outpost or a family. Depending on the length of the journey, he would rest for up to a week. The previous day he had returned from a fifteen-day journey and would sleep without waking for at least a day. 

	After leaving the priests at Garutaz’s home, Faron brought specially made chains. Chains and stakes forged from belir metal. The priests applied dragon-sleeping powder to Garutaz’s nostrils, then prepared a wall of silence spell. The shapes surrounding the giant dragon ensured that no sound inside the magical field could escape. Stakes of belir metal, forged by dozens of blacksmiths, were driven into the ground, and Garutaz’s arms, legs, and neck were fixed to the earth with these chains and rotating spiked stakes. The rest was left to Faron. First he killed the priests, then he breathed his deadly fire upon Garutaz. Garutaz could not lift his head, his roars could not be heard. His death took several hours, leaving only bones behind. Afterwards Faron stepped outside the wall of silence and called for help. He claimed that humans had carried out an assassination and that he had punished them. Of course, apart from a few naive dragons, no one believed his story. The reason no longer mattered compared to the magnitude of the outcome.

	The next day Faron declared his kingship. No one opposed him, but Garutaz’s followers gathered and decided to migrate. Faron did not interfere, for dragons did not fight among themselves, and many of those leaving were old. Faron and his supporters took sides in the wars humans fought among themselves and against other races. Day by day they grew stronger. They did not always heed the call of gold. After all, for wars to continue, the weak also had to win and rise to power. Humans began to worship them. They were elevated to the status of gods in a short time. Instead of the gods who did nothing and idled in the divine realm, humans began to worship dragons whose miracles they witnessed.

	On the very evening King Garutaz died, Quaron brought the matter to the holy council. He had not only foreseen the course of events but had tried to explain it to his brothers, though his ideas dated back earlier. Perhaps that was why the gods did not listen to Quaron. Malzador in particular accused him of making excuses. Afterwards Quaron fell silent. His view changed after Crona’s visits, and meanwhile temples were being built in the name of dragons. Malzador claimed this was a temporary process and that sooner or later humans would find the truth. Yet Quaron descended to earth as events unfolded. 

	He went directly to dragon Faron. He descended to earth in all his splendor. He was filled with very different feelings. He sensed the intense magical energy in the environment. For a moment he felt that in the divine realm they were actually prisoners. He thought he did not need his brothers, that he could correct all wrongs on his own. Quaron did not mind being called the God of War, but to him war was a reason for more dangerous things to emerge. He told Faron to put an end to all this disgrace. He said the gods did not approve of the latest developments. Yes, he thought he could fix everything alone, but he had no intention of claiming the credit for himself. 

	Faron responded with laughter. For the being who appeared before him claiming to be a god was perhaps more splendid than a human, but compared to a dragon he was insignificant. Pride made him underestimate the power behind the god’s appearance.

	Quaron could have made his word count before Garutaz, because Garutaz had witnessed that day—the day the gods buried the Ancients in the earth. But Faron had not seen it, and thought the stories he had heard were exaggerated. Moreover, the statues adorning the peaks of the Septagram Mountains were far harsher and more colossal.

	“Are you truly a god, or merely a weak messenger?” Faron had asked.

	“Do you dare question me?” Quaron replied.

	“If you are truly a god, then the others showing off in the Septagram Mountains must be just as feeble as you. In that case we have no reason to fear you. When we are finished with the earth, perhaps we will come your side as well,” Faron said.

	Quaron had not expected such an answer. No one could belittle him or his brothers.

	Faron continued. He showed his claw and said, “I could tear you apart in a single strike, but I spare your life. Return to your playmates, little god. You had better go back before I decide to destroy your playground.”

	For Quaron, this was enough. His knowledge far surpassed that of the dragon, and he could have destroyed him in an instant, but that would have been a simple punishment. This creature, who boasted of his strength and belittled him and his brothers, would be punished as he deserved. And so Quaron transformed him into one of the most delicate beings of the earth. At first he thought the spell had been cast upon himself. It was a powerful spell, directed at one of the strongest beings of the earth, and he realized that such intense magical power should not be used recklessly. A weariness he had never felt before fell upon him, and he could barely stand.

	The dragons sensed the force and the target of the spell, and they came to Faron’s lair. Quaron, barely able to reach the mountainside, leaned against it and cast a simple camouflage spell, becoming part of the mountain itself. The dragons entered the lair, but found neither Faron nor anyone else. The only thing left was Faron’s immense shadow, imprinted on the ground like a stain of ash, a memory of his body. Faron, now in his new, tiny form, flew near the place where Quaron was hiding, trying to draw attention, but his size was too small to catch the notice of a dragon.

	It was not clear who had done it, but it was believed that Faron had been cursed. He must have paid the price for his treachery against King Garutaz. Perhaps Garutaz himself had visited briefly from beyond death and cursed Faron.

	With the death of King Garutaz the dragons had already been divided, and with Faron’s disappearance they scattered in a way that could never be united again. Some went to find the old dragons who had believed in Garutaz. Others went to seek the one who had cursed Faron. Some remained loyal to the agreements made with humans, while others sought new humans and new races to ally with. A small group returned to Lucadra Island, believed to be the origin of the dragons and also the birthplace of King Garutaz.

	In a moment of anger Quaron had acted, and he realized that the intense power he had felt was not truly his own. To benefit more from such power he needed to strengthen himself. In his hiding place he entered a state of meditation that lasted for days. He abandoned the belief that he could set everything right alone and accepted that he needed his brothers.

	Despite everything, he thought he had done well by scattering the unity of the dragons, but in the days to come he would understand that this too was not true.

	⇒
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  The Reward


  


  


	He woke up joyfully. For years he had dreamed of that day, and it seemed that day had finally come. A moment earlier he had no idea what kind of day it was or how it would be, but he had certainly awakened to it. When he opened his eyes he understood that the time of reward had arrived. He did not know who had promised such a day, when it had been promised, or how the promise had been fulfilled, and moreover he did not care. He was too full of joy to care about anything.

	It was not a baseless joy. He felt he could do anything, overcome everything. Perhaps the day before he had already overcome many things, achieved what had seemed impossible. He was so inspired, so full of energy. At that moment he had no troubles, and if he had ever had them he remembered none. He did not even know if he had ever had troubles in his life. On the most beautiful evening possible, with nothing weighing on his mind, he had lain down on the softest bed possible, slept without interruption, and opened his eyes to the most beautiful day possible. He was certain he had earned the right to make such an impossible combination real.

	He looked out the window beside the bed. Green grass stretched in every direction. Even though he had not yet seen all sides, he knew it was so. Fruit-laden trees and a small stream whose murmur brought peace were added to the picture in the same instant. Whatever beauty could be seen or desired from a window was there. He did not need to ask anyone or be told; everything he saw was his, for him. He felt no need to examine the room; having a feather bed and a window opening to green was more than enough. Moreover, it was on the second floor. Just as he had always imagined, high enough to see the view in wide angle, yet low enough not to delay reaching it.

	He hurried down the stairs, the steps seeming to descend with him. He moved quickly not from a sense of being late but from the bursting energy within him. As soon as he reached the ground floor his family appeared from different doors. Just as it should be. All family members had begun the day at the same time. They went outside together. Once outside he turned back and looked at the wooden house with satisfaction. It was exactly as he had dreamed. Where he had stayed the day before, how or when this house had been built, when his family had come to settle there—none of it mattered. He knew they would live here from now on, and that was enough.

	His first astonishment came in the garden. “Grandfather!” Even with his back turned he recognized the old man. His grandfather was there, tending saplings. Not because the saplings needed such care, but because he enjoyed it, because he had always done it… just as he had in life.

	There was some distance between them. He called out in surprise, not very loudly. His grandfather had had hearing problems, once… but he heard him and came closer. His grandfather came with head held high and strong steps, as if to rebuke the title “grandfather.”

	“Grandfather… but you…”

	“Welcome, my son,” said his grandfather, opening his arms.

	Kaan looked at his hands, first his own, then those of the young elder who accepted the title of grandfather, as if they held proof of reality. How could he say “but you were dead” to someone who looked so alive. And what difference did it make. He ran the few meters and threw himself into his grandfather’s arms. Reality, dream, or vision, he embraced his grandfather tightly. It had been more than ten years since his grandfather had passed away, yet he stood firm in his arms.

	“Oh my, look who has come! Ah, my precious grandson.”

	“Grandfather?” Kaan turned his head. His other grandfather had suddenly appeared at his side. He too had been gone for a long time.

	Just when he thought he was at the peak of joy and happiness, more came. He embraced his other grandfather tightly. Other voices began to arrive one by one. “My nephew, my son, my brother, my buddy, my mate, my friend, my cousin…” Everyone he had loved, whether long dead or still alive as far as he remembered, had gathered around him. Where they had all come from at once did not matter. Now Kaan was certain. He did not remember how or when, but he had died, and everyone had come for him.

	As he grew accustomed to the crowd of people he tried to scan his surroundings. Meanwhile he continued with embraces and short greetings. For some reason he felt there was more and tried to see it. Minutes earlier he had seen his immediate family and thought it enough, but now, surrounded by dozens of acquaintances… why was he still searching for someone missing?

	He was in a green plain. There were sparse trees. Each branch was adorned with different fruits. None of their shadows overlapped, and he had always been uneasy in dense woods anyway. It was as if someone who knew his heart had turned his dreams into reality. “Heaven,” he murmured. Yes, he must surely be in heaven. A few familiar voices confirmed his thought with different words. They spoke without interrupting one another, without overlapping their voices. “You have finally come,” they said. “We were waiting for you,” they said. “How I missed you, the longing is over now,” they said.

	Everything came one after another, yet without mixing together, so that Kaan could find no gap. And nowhere he looked did he see a gap. He did not even know why he was searching for one. It was as if he were about to answer the question “If you were stranded on a deserted island, whom would you take with you?” but the question was never asked, and instead endless choices were constantly placed before him without waiting for an answer.

	Yes, everyone he loved and respected, everyone he enjoyed being with, talking with, sharing something with, even anyone who would have made his hundred-person deserted island list, was there. Almost all of them, but not all. In that “almost” part there were some gaps, and he could not find the chance to think about who should fill those gaps. He was constantly exposed to interactions that seemed endless. If he had one hundred invitations to a deserted island or to heaven, at least ninety of those he would have called were truly there. Yet those ninety somehow tried to make him feel that the missing ten did not matter. Kaan could not understand why they made such an effort, and a familiar voice inside whispered that he should not dwell on it—a voice he felt might abandon him halfway.

	At his father’s signal, aware of his misplaced and insufficient effort, a simple chair appeared in a shimmer of light. “Come, my son, rest a little,” said his father. Yet Kaan was more vigorous than he had ever been in his life. Did he look tired from the outside? He thought that refusing would sadden his father, and with certainty of that he sat on the simple chair his father had drawn from light. It was only a chair, but nothing in any sitting group could be so comfortable, so restful. It was as if he had sat in the middle of an ocean without getting wet or cold, or upon a heap of cotton, or on the clouds without crushing them. A small part of his mind whispered that there was no need to exaggerate, that it was only a chair. Perhaps it even screamed, but its voice came only as a whisper.

	He was about to focus on that voice when his mother said, “You must be thirsty.” In truth he was free of all earthly needs, but perhaps this was what motherhood meant. He watched in wonder as his mother drew a golden pitcher from a cluster of light and filled a shining goblet, also drawn from light. The liquid sparkled and flared as if entering strange chemical reactions, and as it moved toward the goblet its fragrance spread, intoxicating him. Without drinking he felt as if he had already drunk. Every receptor in his nose played a different tune as he took the goblet in his hand. He drank a sip of the liquid that scattered sparks like a welding torch, and nearly lost his mind. Not only had he never drunk such a thing, he had never even imagined such a flavor could exist. He took another large sip, but this time it did not taste as delightful.

	His friends lined up before him. “Come on, if you are done enjoying yourself, let’s play a little,” said Muammer, holding a ball. Beside him were Doğa, Batuhan, Alican, Doğukan, Emre, Burak, Fatih, Korhan, and several others.

	Kaan thought about how long it had been since he had played a match in a small field, but he could not remember. Yet he remembered how much he loved playing. He knew he had played at least once with each of those standing before him, but on different days, in different teams, and on different fields. “Something is missing again,” he thought. There were enough players for a match, even more than enough, yet there was still a lack, and a great one. He had to find it, try to find it, and then he found the ball in his lap.

	“Come on, are you going to sit here all day? The weather is perfect, the field is here, the ball is here, we are here,” said Doğa, trying to show that there was no need to search for what was missing, because nothing was missing.

	“You are right,” said Kaan. He had played football in the rain, in the snow, on grass fields, on dirt fields, on concrete. He had even played when there was no ball, using tin cans or plastic caps instead. For some reason he remembered many different memories from different times, one after another. The closest was from a few years ago, but he remembered it nonetheless, and suddenly he was filled with the same desire to play as in those days.

	He rose with joy. In the same instant he was dressed in the jersey of his favorite team. His friends too were dressed in the jerseys of the same team, half in home colors and half in away colors. He knew many of them supported different teams, but it did not matter. With a single kick he sent the ball high into the air. It flew far higher than he expected, then fell. Where it landed a field of light took shape. Everyone not wearing a jersey filled the stands. It was not a small field, it was a vast stadium. He took a step and found himself in the tunnel. He had always wondered about the tunnels in stadiums, and now he was in one. His friends, wearing the same jersey as him, lined up behind him. At his side was the other team. Even a referee stood between the two teams.

	As he climbed the stairs, the packed stands sang the anthem of his favorite team. One of the dreams he had always enjoyed imagining, though it could never happen, was now coming true. For a moment the stairs narrowed, and at the last step a familiar door appeared. Perhaps it lasted less than a second, then everything returned to its former state. Before he could ask “What is happening,” he found himself at the center circle. His friends, wearing different versions of the same jersey, were lined up on both halves of the field. He made the kick-off. This would be a friendly match, he was certain, just as he had dreamed.

	He was not playing a match, he was playing back a recording of one. The only difference was that he was one of the players in the recording, and when the recording ran at normal speed he was living that moment. From time to time the fast-forward button was pressed. He did not know when the formations had changed or how the players had spread into the opponent’s half. The play button had been pressed, and now they were attacking as a team. Everyone was coming with him except the goalkeeper and a single defender fixed in place. The ball moved among familiar feet. They were passing so much it was almost excessive. At one point the ball came to him again. As he looked to pass, he thought he saw a familiar face, one that was not on the field at that moment and should not have been there. The image vanished immediately.

	He gave up on passing. One of the opposing players was coming toward him. In such moments he would usually kick the ball long. He thought of doing so again, looked ahead, and saw someone where the ball would likely fall, someone else who should not have been there. That figure too disappeared, so he gave up on kicking long. He kept running and dribbled past his opponent. He was surprised at his own control of the ball. Though he loved playing, he had never been very skilled at football. This time he chose not to question it but to enjoy the moment. He could go alone and score, he was certain he could, and he would taste that joy at least once. When his thought settled he found himself in front of the goal. The recording had fast-forwarded once more.

	And then someone pulled the main switch for no reason. At the same moment all the lights of the stadium went out. The cheers that had just shaken the earth and sky faded into nothingness as the stands fell into darkness. His friends who had filled the field were still there, but now there was no field, no stands, no grass, no goals, no ball. He looked around. It was dark, but not so dark as to prevent sight, more like twilight. He was standing on black soil, with a shapeless hill on one side as if it had fallen from the sky, and on the other side a black forest where dark trees waited. As his friends disappeared one by one, he looked back. There was a cluster of crimson light.

	No, the electricity had not gone out while he sat in a shining room. He had been dreaming of a shining room, and suddenly he had awakened into the darkness of night, from dream to reality. From abstraction to substance, from the realm of imagination to Mortedra.

	This was the place, Mortedra. Not just any point in Mortedra, but the place where the last breath of resistance had been released. Around him there was not a single corpse; there was nothing but Mortedra and that crimson light. Before he could understand what it was, the crimson light vanished or was sent away. Yes, it must have been sent. A white light tore through the darkness and descended upon him. The true light had come, driving away all false lights. It did not seem to emerge from any source; it was light itself, the very definition of “Light” given life.

	He realized that what he had seen seconds earlier had not truly existed, that they had disappeared because they had never been real. He faced the reality of nothingness. He did not face it on his own; he was confronted by the white light descending from the sky. And now he was being lifted away by that same light. Not as if torn from somewhere, but as if placed where he truly belonged…

- Quaron -


	Quaron held millions of souls. Yet there were not enough bodies to place them all. Moreover, he had learned -though somewhat late- that until the excavations were complete he should not touch some of the bodies. As he later understood, this had nothing to do with the kasterus or with the distinction of good and evil. He had witnessed many evils that had made early reservations for Krondar entering and leaving the pits. Only the minds he had touched, conditioned, or directed were forbidden from the pits. He had grasped this truth so late that despite all the power and might he possessed, his plan had nearly collapsed. He did not think he had suffered a mishap born of pride, arrogance, or carelessness, but rather one that was predictable. Even though he did not feel Its presence nearby, he was certain he was being followed by The One.

	His creator and at the same time his rival, true to Its nature, had once again prepared small, malicious surprises instead of intervening directly. It was not Its purpose to disrupt the process, to stop it, or to gain time. As Quaron grew stronger, as he developed, as he became a greater part of It, he understood. His Creator had a childish side, perhaps truly a child carrying immense power in Its hands and not knowing what to do with it.

	Quaron was the God of Change. As he grew and learned, it was natural for his ideas to change as well. Once he had thought The One had asked for his help. He had believed that It had caged him so that he could grow and learn. He wished it had been so, but as time passed he understood it was not. The One amused Itself with a peculiar humor belonging to a child aged by experience yet returned to innocence. Yes, causes, consequences, the endless war between good and evil, balance, or any other matter did not interest It. At that moment Quaron had truly become a peragn, one who had lost faith, and had openly declared war on The One. Even this did not matter to his Creator. It was not blocking him to prevent him, but to amuse Itself a little more, placing obstacles in his path.

	After taking his brothers into himself, Quaron descended to earth with all his notes and the divine tablet. He was in no hurry, nor did he intend to closely follow the excavations. He had spent enough time in the divine realm; now he wished to be on mortal realm for a while. A part of his being had gone to the place where the last resistance had taken place. His last meeting with his brothers had carried an unexpected sentimentality, and perhaps because of that he had not been able to fully focus on the struggle taking place on earth at the same time. The mage he had wanted to examine for some answers had died. Fortunately, at the last moment he had managed to save Kaan.

	Though most of his attention was given to the divine tablet, this did not mean he could not concern himself with anything else. He was curious about the secret behind humanlings, who outwardly resembled the humans of Mortedra, even seemed more helpless than them. Where had they come from, for what purpose, how had they arrived or been brought—he wondered.

	Though he could influence their emotions, thoughts, and even goals to a certain extent, he had never been able to fully control their minds. Perhaps not their bodies, but their minds must have been under the protection of The One. He had to solve this mystery. Despite a largely successful process of extermination, a few humanlings had survived. Some had fallen into the pits, three awaited death in different caves, and two -Kaan and Milla- had begun a resistance. After his reckoning with his brothers, Quaron had managed to save some of them. His purpose was to conduct some examination, but their minds were locked, and he could not enter even as a visitor. It was another surprise of The One! 

	Later he understood that he had failed because their consciousness was awake, and so he had put them into a trance resembling sleep. To keep them from waking, he had fulfilled most of their dreams in virtual realms.

	The physical features of humanlings were no different from scaled versions of the humans of Mortedra, but their mental architecture was entirely different, as if coded in another language. Even when he had finished deciphering the divine tablet, Quaron had not been able to decode these codes. Yet he understood that he did not need to learn a new language, because the coding language was the same, only encrypted. A large part of the key to the solution was already in his hands: the tablet. All he needed was to find a few missing pieces. But the missing pieces were not in Mortedra; they must have been in the place humanlings had come from, in another dimension they called “Earth.”

	Through his examinations of the few humanlings minds he had obtained much data about Earth. At that moment The One intervened once more, pulling the subjects out of different dream realms and most likely sending them back to where they belonged, that is, to Earth. Quaron was neither surprised nor angered. He had grown accustomed to The One’s malicious surprises. Moreover, while examining the mind of Kaan -whom he thought different, though in truth not so different from other humanlings- he had obtained data beyond his expectations. He already knew the next destination. Thanks to Kaan and the mage he regretted not being able to include in his examination, he had solved how to reach that destination…

	⇒
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  The Mage


  


  
	A few years ago…

	She had returned from her family’s third hearing. She no longer cared about the outcome of the case; it was enough that it would be concluded. Only a few days remained until she came of age, and in any case she would set out to live independently, away from her family’s home.

*

	Her father’s flirtations never ceased, nor did her mother’s mercy that bordered on foolishness. For as long as she could remember they had quarreled and reconciled in turns. She was weary of her father’s ever-resonant deep voice and her mother’s dramatic sobs. Her father had never struck her or her mother, but he was a man addicted to arguments. Whether he was right or wrong did not matter. He loved to shout his opinions, and if necessary, to insult. He claimed this was related to his profession, but it was not true, nor should it have been, for Milla had never seen a lawyer shouting at the top of his lungs in a courtroom.

	Her mother, who had graduated from the same school as her father, was perhaps the most delicate person in the world. Upon graduation she abandoned the profession of law. She had studied in that department only to fulfill a condition in her authoritarian father’s will. Afterwards she turned to writing. She wrote romance novels—long, impossible love stories that made her readers cry their hearts out. The curious thing was that she herself cried while writing, becoming even more emotional.

	Milla was tired of it all. Once again, because of another clause in her grandfather’s will, she had grown weary of the parents brought together and compelled to have a child by that very clause, of the private tutors who constantly claimed she could do better, of her expensive school, of her snobbish classmates, and of the psychologist who saw her as just another spoiled rich kid. She had begun to hate everyone and everything. She was aware of the opportunities she had, and also aware that millions of people desired such opportunities. Yet if they could not be used in the way she wanted, being privileged meant nothing.

	When asked about her future profession as a child, she would say she wanted to be an astronaut. The cartoons she watched and the comic books she read had made her think space was full of adventures, fun games, and strange friends. As she grew older, as she began to distinguish dream from reality, the dream of going to space turned into a desire. Space travel was the most magnificent option for experiencing true solitude. Whether possible or not, her family had canceled this option from the start.

	After a period of quarrels and estrangement, she accepted that her passion for space would remain limited to films and books. This time she said she wanted to be a veterinarian. She loved animals, of course, but the main reason for her choice was the thought of staying away from people. Her family opposed this choice as well. Later, with the contribution of her private guidance counselor, they prepared a school preference list for Milla. She chose the lowest-ranked school on the list and enrolled in fine arts.

	*

	It was the day she returned from her family’s third hearing. She went to school reluctantly. For the first time she responded to a small prank with violence. Her family did not care whether her reaction was justified, but the intensity of it unsettled many. At that time her father, who was living in a separate house, devoted an entire weekend to scolding Milla. Amid all the flood of words, one sentence stuck with her. “Perhaps you should have gone to martial arts instead of fine arts,” her father said mockingly. Without delay Milla enrolled in a course.

	She began attending a small gym tucked away in a side street called Gray Kung Fu. Though she had started as a reaction to her father, she gradually embraced it. Contrary to her expectations, she received no objection from her family. They told her she could do whatever she wanted as long as she did not neglect school. The psychologists they had spent a fortune on had been useless; perhaps the solution was simple. If she had a tendency toward violence, it was more sensible to show it in a kung fu gym than at school. At first Milla could not believe what she heard. For a moment she considered quitting the course, then thought her family was using reverse psychology and gave up on quitting. The result was beyond expectation for both sides.

	The owner and also the teacher of the gym was an unusual man named Gary, who looked middle-aged but was in his sixties. Milla had never had the chance to meet another martial arts instructor, but she believed Gary was the most interesting. He was a very cheerful teacher. He claimed he had wanted to open a gym under his own name, but the sign had been misspelled. Until the age of forty he had worked in the stock market. He had been quite successful, earning large sums. At the peak of his career he suddenly quit. He had fallen into a void. He sailed the open seas and traveled the world, but did not find what he sought. Afterwards he went to a Buddhist temple. He lived with monks for about ten years, a short (!) time. He claimed he left because his jokes were not understood, but until he left he had learned a deadly strike for every joke that was understood. If there was another reason, no one knew. In the end, after ten years he returned to the country and opened a kung fu gym.

	She had not yet completed her first week at the course when she received an offer from her teacher. Master Gary asked if she wanted to join the special team. At first Milla thought it was another of her teacher’s jokes, but when she accepted the offer she realized it was real. This special team of five, including Milla, gathered at the gym in the evenings and practiced meditation.

	She had found the peace she was searching for here. No one spoke except Master Gary, and he spoke only for the first few minutes to help them focus; no one moved, no one even seemed to breathe. Of course, everyone was free to sit as they wished, even to lie down. They embarked on a spiritual journey lasting up to three hours. Master Gary had said that more than three hours could be dangerous. On the other hand, there was no lower limit. Whether ten minutes or an hour, anyone could return to reality whenever they wished and leave the gym without disturbing the others.

* * *

	Five years had passed. After finishing school, Milla, just like her mother, had taken a job unrelated to her profession. Her family, absorbed in their own troubles, had not complained about this. As she had planned, Milla had moved out of her family’s home. Her neighborhood had changed, her friends had changed, and the only thing that remained from her past was meditation. She had left the kung fu course behind without learning a single move. She had even left the special team, because Master Gary had told her she no longer needed a team or a teacher.

	And one day Milla awoke in Mortedra. “Finally,” she said the moment she opened her eyes, for she thought she had crossed the “limit” Master Gary had spoken of.

	In the second week of joining the special team, Milla had a short conversation with her teacher. Gary had asked where she saw herself during meditation. “In space,” Milla had said without hesitation. “Sometimes on the Moon, sometimes in a spacecraft, behind the glass panel,” she had added. Gary had asked why. “I like being alone,” Milla had replied. That answer had not satisfied even herself. “Maybe I prefer the solitude I do not know to the crowd I do know, I am not really sure,” she had tried to explain. In response, Master Gary had told her that meditation should not be used as an escape, but that when used for healing and renewal it served its true purpose. One of the most important things in life was for a person to find themselves, and for that, acceptance was needed rather than escape. Of course, there was no such thing as “accepting everything”; sometimes escape was necessary, because life was not only black and white, there were gray parts too. Solitude was a state whose value should be known, and its physical or mental demand could be understood, but imagining physical solitude at a time when one was already mentally alone produced problems rather than solutions.

	“During the day I already deal with people enough, do I also have to spend my private time thinking about them?” Milla had complained. Then Master Gary had finally come to the point. By imagining herself in space she was not only distancing herself from people, but also from animals and plants that could exist without humans, and from works of art that reminded humans of their humanity and broadened their horizons. To desire solitude and to long for nothingness were different things. The longing for nothingness was a feeling that could drive a person to suicide.

	Milla had hesitated to admit it, but there had been times when, unable to find an alternative in life, she had thought of life’s alternative. “So, what should I do?” she had asked. Master Gary had told her to allow life into her solitude, even little by little. After all, one could be alone in a mountain cabin or a hut in the forest. A small, friendly (!) spider weaving a web in the corner of the room or colorful birds chirping at the window would not break that solitude. Who knew, in time she might go outside, face other living beings, even include people who minded their own business without disturbing her into her solitude.

	This time Milla had asked about the “three-hour” limit. She wondered if it was related to the longing for nothingness. In truth, she wanted to know if there was another factor that could lead to suicide. At first Master Gary had smiled and said it was a lie he had made up to get rid of the special team quickly. When Milla pressed him, he had been forced to explain. Three hours was the lower limit, varying from person to person. It was the boundary that made it possible -at maximum capacity- to distinguish reality from dream, the concrete from the abstract. Crossing the limit opened the door to “seeking refuge in abstract beauties rather than enduring concrete difficulties.” The dangerous process began with the door being opened, reached its peak when the door was flung wide, and then a second danger appeared. The door separating the abstract and the concrete could suddenly close, imprisoning the person on one side. Both possibilities led to harmful results. A person left in the concrete realm might suddenly abandon the use of a medicine that had been helping their illness; a person left in the abstract realm might enter a kind of vegetative state. Of course, none of these were things with sharply defined boundaries, nor had experiments been conducted on hundreds or thousands of people. But just as one did not need experiments to know from which floor a jump to the concrete ground would cause death, so too this limit was understood.

	After that day’s conversation Milla had changed the content of her meditation, gradually including whatever belonged to life into her solitude.

	At the moment she awoke in Mortedra, Milla thought that the door had finally closed and that she had remained on the abstract side. Everything was so in harmony with her dreams and so real! She had awakened in a wooden house to the sound of birdsong. She had embraced the sunbeams streaming down to her bed through the white clouds. She would rise not when the alarm rang but when she felt like it, and go outside. First she would greet the big tortoise basking at the door. Then she would cheerfully warn the siblings Lily and Liam, who were running in the garden, to be careful. From afar she would hear Uncle Jack chopping wood. As she passed she would wave to the old woodcutter, and Uncle Jack would respond with a nod and a smile. When she reached the grove of short trees she would meet the idle squirrel brothers. She would race them to the crystal-clear little lake. She would breathe in the scent of the many colorful flowers surrounding the lake as she bathed, and on her way home by a different path she would greet a few more neighbors. Then…

	While lying down and thinking about her daily routine, trying to decide whether she was ready to add something new, the birdsong suddenly ceased and was replaced by other sounds. She leapt from the bed in panic. Looking carefully around the room, she realized she was in a place different from the usual. She rushed outside. There was no tortoise waiting to be greeted at the door, and though there was a garden-like space nearby, there were no children running. There were screams, there were cries, there were dozens of strangers…

	From one frame of the scene she was trying to adapt to, someone called out to her. As if she had entered another’s dream though forbidden, she hesitantly went to the person who had spoken. A piece of cloth was thrust into her hand, and she was asked to press it against the wound of a groaning man beside her. All around were men piled on makeshift tables, covered in blood. She was in a village square. From every direction more wounded were arriving or being carried in. It was as if she had fallen into a medieval tale.

	As she continued pressing the wound, she closed her eyes and tried to focus again. She wanted to escape this place whose origin she did not know. The screams she heard, the smell of blood and sweat in her nose, the disturbing heat of the red liquid spreading across her hand—everything prevented her from concentrating.

	“You forgot this in the room,” said a little girl who came to her side. She placed a ring in Milla’s hand and walked away. Milla looked at the child and then at the ring. “He is dead,” said the man who had given her the cloth earlier. “Help the others, humanling, play with your ring later!” Milla looked toward the voice and then turned her gaze to the soldier lying on the table before her. Though his blood continued to flow, he had stopped struggling.

	Milla screamed and began to run. What she had witnessed was unbearable, and she had never been able to endure even films with similar scenes. As if she could leave everything behind, she ran for nearly an hour. After passing more than a hundred people who looked at her with puzzled eyes and stepped aside as if she carried a contagious disease, she finally crossed the village boundary and plunged into the trees. She could not find the grove of short trees she had imagined, nor were the idle squirrels who loved to race anywhere to be seen. All her senses were caught in the grip of reality.

	She came upon a cave and entered without hesitation. She thought that in this place isolated from light and sound she could focus more easily and escape this meaningless dream, but no matter how much she tried she could not succeed. It was as if she had been trapped in a third realm, outside both the concrete and the abstract. She could return neither to the reality she knew nor to her own imagined world. The more she tried to move away, the more she returned to the cave, to herself. Starting from where she sat, she scanned the ground, reached the walls, gradually illuminating the cave. She discovered details impossible to see with open eyes. The adjoining rooms, the stalactites and stalagmites, the sleeping bats, the small insects scurrying about, the unpleasant spiders—she drew them all one by one from the darkness.

	She heard the sound of wings beating. The sound echoed not in her ears but in her mind. She thought it belonged to an eagle, but when she searched she found it was a butterfly.

	Milla sensed something different about the butterfly. She had once heard that butterflies lived only a single day. Later she learned that was not true, that some species lived for several months. Yet the butterfly that entered her mental vision seemed to have lived beyond all records, as if it had seen and experienced too much. It must have been the realistic solution set to the imaginary equation she had fallen into, for it belonged neither to the reality she had come from nor to this dream realm. She thought that if she caught the butterfly she would unlock the gate and return to where she belonged. But when she opened her eyes everything was plunged into darkness. The cave was dark.

	Milla closed her eyes once more. She had to illuminate everything again, piece by piece. She found the butterfly; it was struggling, and the more it struggled the deeper it sank into the layers of spider webs. It was so beautiful… Even the large spiders approaching from several sides took hesitant steps. It was as if obeying nature’s command had never been so difficult.

	Milla wanted to save the butterfly, but she could not figure out how. The ring came to mind—the ring said to be hers though it was not, the ring she now held tightly in

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



