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BETTER OFF DEAD

 

CHUCK WILSON STOOD close to straight. His Arcane Bolt pummeled abdomen begged him to double back over. Mind against it, his brow furrowed, and lip curled as he drew a deep breath. 

He raised his red-gloved hand in victory.

Around the dueling platform atop the Vegas Strip’s famed Paragon Casino, hundreds of golden clairvoyance sensors flashed orange to clairaudience. Cheers and jeers from remote viewing locations around the world bled through in a cacophony of delight and outrage.

Bryant’s last-ditch spell, Mummy’s Touch, left Chuck’s mouth coated with ash. Blood seeped from his right upper and lower gums where the summoned Minotaur had whacked him with a warhammer.

Sucking on the blood, Chuck swished it around; pieces of his teeth came free.

He leaned to the side and spat. 

Flecks of white dotted the soot-thickened blood blob. He knew the spell well and was not surprised the stench rolling form his mouth was like a neglected mausoleum.

A unified chant began to form from the clamor, overtaking the fading jeers. “WDF! WDF! WDF!” 

Though a rib felt cracked, he grimaced through the pain and clapped his hands over his head as he turned a slow circle to play to the World Dueling Federation fans. 

Timed to the chant, he pumped his fists back and forth. His lips parted to show his cracked smile. Chuck lived for this.

He had not realized how much he missed it until the red gloves turned to dust and his sweaty palms clasped. The red cloud formed letters over his head. His first duel since the WDF had been decommissioned a decade ago, Chuck did not have to look to see Victor form above his head. 

Chuck tried to mask his limp as he closed on his defeated opponent. “You dueled better than I thought any Leaguer could.” 

On his knees, head bowed, Bryant did not reply. When fresh, Bryant’s robes were full of his Spell Dueling Sport League sponsors. The tattered remains hung from a shoulder, and his rope belt kept the ripped fabric below his torso from falling to the ground. Only a few logos remained remotely recognizable.

Chuck grabbed the robe’s remnants. He directed the young man to stand and follow. 

At the edge of the building, the gold and orange sensors hovered around them; some close over their shoulders, others—anticipating what was going to happen—over the ledge.

As Chuck herded the Leaguer to the edge of the roof, Bryant began to mumble, “I’m sorry Mister Wilson. I didn’t--”

“Keep your dignity, Bryant.” Chuck spun him. “You challenged me.” He shook him by the shoulders. “You fought well. I have no doubt that if you were raised dueling for blood, instead of points, you would have been the victor tonight.”

Collected, Bryant’s face became a stoic mask before his eyes started to grow wet. He nodded.

Chuck looked out across the Las Vegas Strip. The view was different from ten years ago. In placed of some failed properties, new casinos had been erected. Cars streamed past the new Welcome To Las Vegas sign turn-out, and lights from the urban sprawl reached to the surrounding mountains. “Millions of mundane humans make a living in this city, Bryant.” Chuck hugged the boy he had watched grow into a man.

Bryant’s tears were nearly contagious.

Chuck shook Bryant again. “As long as you are in the city, I will watch over you.”

“But, life without magic. I don’t know--” 

Chuck whispered, “Would you rather I kill you?” 

Bryant froze.

Chuck considered his own question. He could live without anything else, but life without magic wasn’t really life. “Just nod and I’ll do it. Everyone will think I gave you mercy.” 

“You’ll watch over me?”

Chuck nodded. “On my life.”

Bryant took an audible gulp of air. “Let me fly.”

The roar from the orange orbs died as the sensors went to muted gold.

Chuck closed his eyes, stroked his salt-and-pepper muttonchops as a send off, and shoved Bryant over the ledge. 

He spun and walked back onto the field. 

Chuck knew the story all too well. The sensors would follow Bryant down the fifty-story drop. Veteran commentators would use short, faux-breathless sentences to describe the Mystique’s stripping the kid of his power. Jaded Word Dueling Federation fans would pay no mind as they collected their winnings. Chuck imagined the new generation of casters—those raised on the non-lethal rules of Spell Dueling Sport League—cringing as the only champion they knew plummeted toward earth.

As much as he hated the soft SDSL, if Chuck had to do it all over again, he would have transitioned to the wimpy league for the thrill of winning instead of retiring.

He opened his eyes. 

A lone sensor floated a foot before him. This was new. The orb allowed him to see and hear the gymnasiums picking up the feed around the world.

From within the orb, thousands of horror-etched faces stared at him. Soft sobs peppered the silence.

“This isn’t a game!” Chuck swiped his hand at the sensor, dispelling it.

 

+

 

UNLIKE IN THE WDF’S  heyday, when Chuck would have to press through the din of his co-competitors, their managers, and entourages, all cheering him and patting his back, the inside the staging room was cold, quiet, and empty.

Away from the sensors, Chuck changed into his t-shirt, jeans, and cross-trainers. Faint antiseptic clouds sprayed him as he did so. He kept his mind on how much he disliked the taste and warming thrum of mandatory mint clouds instead of what he had done. While the WDF didn’t care, the Spell Dueling Sport League supplied minor healing to assure any and all surface wounds were cleaned and bound. 

Chuck did his best not to think about the fear in Bryant’s eyes. But life without magic? I don’t know--

Wincing from the pain in his left side, Chuck lifted the freezing Obdurium steel collar from the hook next to the door. More than before, he understood why the commission dug deep to get donors to pony up riches to pay the top tier of the WDF to “retire” and don the collar nullifying their offensive magic. 

Contrary to what Lars Sun-Fist, his equal from England, said, the elite of the World Dueling Federation was too powerful. 

Chuck did not want to say so on the clairaudience-covered field, but his initial reluctance to fight Bryant was what allowed the young mage to fair as well as he had.

The clasp sealed around him; a solid melt ring. A shudder ran through his body and shook his soul.

But life without magic—

Chuck shook his head against the phantom echo in his mind. He whispered to it, “Not yet.”

Someone closed on him as he opened the door. 

With a twitch of Chuck’s pinky, and a whisper, “Eldrich.” A swirling shield appeared.

“Whoa!”

Chuck cocked an eyebrow at the startled young man Bryant had taken into the opposite staging room. The blond wore loose white robes with a golden cross over the chest and across the shoulders. He was clean shaven and reeked from the Hisboian Healing Guild’s daisy oil.

The blond gnashed his teeth before pressing his lips together to fight what he had to say. “Though you banished my friend, Lightning Chuck, the duties of my rank require me to offer you healing.”

Leary of any magic being cast upon him, Chuck rolled his eyes at the bitter tone and asked, “Do you have any elixirs that mend bones?”

The healer hissed through clenched teeth, “Yes.”

Chuck dropped his shield. “Give me one.”

The blond put a hand to the cross on his chest. When he closed it, a small vile of pearl white fluid was there. He offered it to Chuck. “Anything else?”

“No.” Chuck took the vial and turned away, beating the blond to the disrespectful motion. 

Just the same, the man stomped away. 

Chuck tucked the vial into a pocket and spoke to his reflection in the elevator doors. “Not yet.” 

Unlike the rare few Chuck had exiled to life amongst the magic-less for doing likewise or worse to old friends, the brash young Bryant—his son’s best friend—would haunt his dreams. 

The fractured rib would keep him awake.

 

+

 

AS HE HAD DONE EVERY  Wednesday for the past two months, Chuck watched—at a distance—as the Hisboian blond completed a powerful healing ritual at Meadow’s Convalescence Center for the Mentally Ill. 

Their brief interaction at Paragon was the only conversation they had. The healer regularly encased himself in silence when he came here to cast. If the young man would stop being such a Prissy-Pauline, Chuck would have told him Bryant’s will needed to be engaged, not his mind.

The Mystique was strong in the recreation room. It sucked hungrily at the ritual’s pungent daisy scent and nearly neutered the blond’s potent magic. Chuck wanted to spit the flowery taste. 

Everyone’s nostrils in the rehabilitation center flared except the set the blond wanted to affect. The patients who were moved by the spell gained measurable wellness. They summoned the will to give their particular task another try and were successful.

Their nurse assistants applauded and stopped short. Realization of the uncommon simultaneous progress registered. The twenty of them looked about at each other. Searching for understanding of something beyond immediate comprehension, air rippled from each of their heads.

Chuck pressed his back to the wall. His clothes and flesh pressed into the dips in the fake wooden covering.

The Mystique threw rainbow sparkles where the ripples touched and crossed. Oblivious, patients continued at their tasks. The staff however shielded their eyes from the flashes thrown from the intersections. 

Rightfully fearful of what might happen, the blond went running from the room.

All other eyes in the room followed the rainbow streak behind the flittering white form dashing to the door. They strained to perceive what was just beyond their understanding. Their focus channeled the ripples after the healer. More twinkles of light flew as The Mystique chased the source of the potential breach.

Chuck chuckled at the frantic Hisboian fluttering white robes.

Rightly, he ran with reckless abandon. If the ripples caught up to the healer, he’d be seen by the mundanes, which would summon the Magistrates. They would work
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