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	Author’s Note

	 

	“In the quiet corners of the world, I found stories waiting.

	In the silence between heartbeats, I listened, and they spoke.”

	 

	I am Rhea Alverin.

	An introvert who believes that silence holds more power than a thousand voices shouting at once.

	Through solitude, I create. Through stillness, I dream.

	Every word I write is a secret shared with you, not loudly, not boldly, but with a whisper meant only for those who choose to listen.

	 

	Thank you for walking these hidden paths with me.

	Thank you for believing in quiet magic.

	 

	,  Rhea
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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	DYLAN pulled something out of his pocket. Two spherical pieces, about the size of a 50-cent coin, with a rough texture like lizard skin, gleamed in a yellowish-white hue, resembling shells. They were said to be snake scales with mystical powers. To this day, Dylan wasn’t exactly sure what kind of powers, except for one so-called gift. 

	That gift had once been a source of pride for Dylan, but over time, it felt as if it was consuming him from the inside. He began to regret ever accepting those scales, made worse by the promise he had made to his late grandfather. 

	He looked at the river in front of him. Known locally as Bushes Holes, the water gleamed in a blue-green hue, clear and calm. Once a popular spot for visitors, it had fallen into eerie silence since being closed off years ago. Yet, the surrounding area remained well-kept and pristine, though locals rarely ventured into place anymore.

	Dylan sighed softly. Over two months had passed, and his efforts still bore no fruit. For almost a month, he’d gone back and forth to Mr. Smith’s house, but every lead hit a dead end. He still had no clue where his father had disappeared to.

	A sudden thud on his right shoulder stunned him. Dylan spun around to see three men standing uncomfortably close. One of them was holding a wooden stick. 

	Dylan rubbed his shoulder. “Hey, what’s the big idea, man? Hitting people for no reason.” 

	“You’re coming with me to the station. Now!” one of them snapped. 

	Dylan frowned. “Station? What for?” 

	“You killed that man, didn’t you? Do you even realize what bad luck you’ve brought to this village? Now, come with us and turn yourself in!” 

	The second man grabbed Dylan’s left arm firmly. Dylan glanced toward the spot where a man’s body had been found by the river a few days earlier. Yellow caution tape marked the restricted area. 

	Dylan yanked his arm back. “I didn’t kill anyone. You can’t just accuse me.” 

	“Don’t give us excuses! We know it was you. He met you, and not long after that, someone found his body here. And today, you show up to destroy evidence? That’s suspicious as hell!” 

	Dylan’s forehead creased in disbelief at the baseless accusation. Before he could say another word, he was shoved from behind, landing hard on the ground. The three men wasted no time kicking and punching him. 

	Dylan, overwhelmed and unable to fight back, curled up defensively, trying to shield himself from the blows. 

	“Hey!” 

	 

	DYLAN winced as he touched his bruised right shoulder. Who knows what would’ve happened if Mr. Smith hadn’t shown up in time. The three men who had attacked him still shot him sharp glares. Dylan rubbed the back of his neck, which was aching as well.

	“How many times do I have to tell you that this kid, isn’t guilty? You went and beat someone’s child. If he files a report, you three are the ones in trouble,” Mr. Smith scolded.

	“If he’s innocent, what was he doing there?”

	“He must’ve gone back to clean up evidence, right? Scared the police might find something he dropped?”

	“Yeah. We’ve been keeping an eye on him for a while. His behavior is suspicious. You’re trying to cover up your crime, aren’t you?”

	Mr. Smith shook his head at the three men who refused to let Dylan go. “The police already ruled it as sudden death, not murder. Calm down, will you?”

	The trio went silent, though dissatisfaction was written all over their faces.

	“Go home. Stop trying to do the police’s job. They know how to investigate if anything’s off. Just leave.”

	“He’s an outsider. Our village has its rules. If something bad happens, we all suffer. Now someone’s dead. We’re in trouble.”

	“And another thing. That guesthouse of his and his friend’s should just shut down. Ridiculous. Our village can’t handle outsiders anymore.”

	“Enough. He didn’t do anything wrong. I know this boy. Now go home and don’t go around hitting people anymore.”

	The men exchanged glances before reluctantly walking away.

	Mr. Smith turned to Dylan, shaking his head weakly.

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Smith,” Dylan muttered awkwardly.

	“What are you apologizing for? You’re the one who got beaten up.”

	Dylan lowered his head, feeling embarrassed. Mr. Smith had already helped him out of trouble several times since he first arrived at the village.

	“They roughed you up pretty bad.”

	“It’s nothing. I’ll be fine in a few days.”

	Mr. Smith sighed heavily. “Is this village really the only lead you have? Have you tried searching outside? Maybe even across the border?”

	“I’ve checked. No leads at all about my dad, unless...” Dylan’s voice trailed off as he looked down. “Unless he changed his name.”

	Mr. Smith nodded thoughtfully.

	Dylan glanced at the older man, who looked to be in his late fifties. “I heard from the villagers that this place has a ‘guardian.’ Is that true, Mr. Smith?”

	Mr. Smith laughed and shook his head. “What did you find by the river earlier?”

	Dylan simply shook his head.

	Mr. Smith paused before speaking again. “Even though the river is deep, it used to be a recreational spot for swimming. The water was clear and calm. Lots of people loved coming here. But there were many drowning cases. The last one was three years ago. After that, the place was completely shut down.”

	As usual, Mr. Smith never got tired of recounting the village and river’s history. Even though some of it seemed hard to believe, Dylan never grew bored of listening.

	“You already know the story,” Mr. Smith said.

	Dylan just nodded. It was the same tale he had heard since first arriving at the village in search of his father.

	“The government tried multiple times to develop the riverside area, but every project failed. Too many problems kept popping up. Some say it’s because of Master Headrick’s curse.”

	“A curse? I only heard about the village having a ‘guardian.’ Never heard about a curse. Mr. Smith, who is Master Headrick?”

	“I’m not sure either. It’s all hearsay. No idea if it’s true or not. That land by the river is vast. If developed, it could be worth millions.

	“Apparently, the land originally belonged to Master Headrick. But since no one knows where his heirs are, the name on the land grant belongs to someone else now.”

	Mr. Smith paused and pulled out a tobacco leaf, filling it with a twist of dried leaves before lighting it. Thin smoke curled into the air.

	“That place is always clean, even though no one dares to go there. So you get what I mean, right? Something’s ‘watching over’ it,” Mr. Smith said.

	“Master Headrick is an old story. His tale was popular around the late 1800s, so it’s probably been exaggerated over time. I’m supposedly a descendant of the original owner, but I don’t know much. My great-grandfather only told bits of the story. It was never complete,” Mr. Smith continued.

	Dylan nodded. “That’s a long time ago. Has no one ever sought help from a powerful shaman or handler? Or maybe a sorcerer with knowledge of the unseen? You’re just going to leave it like that?”

	“They’ve tried countless times. Nothing ever changed.”

	Dylan fell silent for a moment. “Uh... are there any houses on the other side of the river, Mr. Smith?”

	“There used to be. If I’m not mistaken, a family of foreigners lived there. But they moved out. Said they couldn’t sleep at night. Kept seeing strange figures. Well, it’s near the forest, so that’s normal. The villagers didn’t dare to go there either, but they built houses anyway.”

	Mr. Smith chuckled and shook his head. “What made you think you could find your dad here?”

	Dylan hesitated. “I heard the last place he was seen was in this village.”

	Mr. Smith fell into thought. “As far as I remember, no one here knows anyone named Adam. Did your father go by another name?”

	“I’m not sure. It’s been 15 years since he disappeared. I was just a kid then. Maybe he came here but didn’t know anyone.”

	Mr. Smith let out a small sigh. “That makes things harder. Your search has hit a dead end.”

	Dylan gave a faint smile. Sometimes he wondered if his father was truly dead.

	“Be careful if you go back to the river. Don’t end up as the second body pulled out of there.”

	Mr. Smith’s joke made Dylan uneasy. His hair stood on end as he thought about the river.

	Rothshire was a mysterious place. Many strange events had occurred there. The most well-known belief was that the village was guarded and ruled by a group of snake spirits.

	It sounded ridiculous, but that’s what people often said when Rothshire was mentioned. The village was said to have mystical stories no one could fully understand.

	Mr. Smith, born and raised in the village, knew a lot about its history. But since the stories were passed down orally, many seemed far-fetched, with likely more embellishments than truth.

	“Thank you, Mr. Smith. I understand.”

	Remembering the scale he had dropped during the attack, Dylan touched his pocket. As usual, the scale was still there, having mysteriously returned to his side once again.


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	DYLAN stepped into the living room of Wester Villa.

	The moment Kyle saw him, he frowned and scanned Dylan from head to toe. “What’s with your weird limping? Looks like you’ve got a bruise on your face.” He narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing Dylan’s face.

	“Don’t ask. I’m just lucky to be alive.” Dylan slumped onto the sofa facing Kyle.

	Kyle crossed his arms. “That’s the danger of being a rider. I told you to get a different job, but you wouldn’t listen.” He shook his head with a small grin.

	“What are you rambling about? I wasn’t in an accident. I got beaten up.”

	Kyle straightened up immediately. “Who beat you up?” His previously casual tone turned serious.

	“Some guys from the village. I went to the river earlier and ran into them. They beat me up, accusing me of killing that guy.”

	Kyle raised an eyebrow, falling silent for a moment. “But you did run into that guy, right?”

	Dylan just nodded.

	“When you met him, did you stare into his eyes? See anything?”

	“Even if I did, what could I do to change his fate? You know my so-called ‘gift’ is just a useless talent. Yeah, I stared into his eyes, and yeah, I saw what was going to happen. I knew he was going to die and where it would happen. But I had no idea why or who was with him at that time. End of story.”

	Kyle shook his head weakly. “Have you ever tried upgrading your gift? You know, so you can control it better and get more details?”

	Dylan burst out laughing, clutching his stomach despite the pain. “You think this kind of gift can be upgraded like a video game? And besides, I don’t know any shamans who can help. Also, please don’t suggest weird stuff that’s beyond my understanding, okay?” He slowly got up from the sofa. “I’m gonna use your shower before I head home.”

	“Why don’t you work here?”

	Kyle’s suggestion stopped Dylan in his tracks. He turned to look at his friend.

	Kyle nodded. “Be the manager of this place.”

	Dylan looked around the guesthouse owned by Kyle. His gaze returned to his friend. “I have no experience. You sure you want me to manage this place? Won’t you lose money?”

	Kyle stood up as well. “I won’t. I know you can handle it. I still have my gallery to manage, and I don’t have time to run both. Just be the manager, Dylan. I’m not asking you to paint landscapes or make a masterpiece like the Monalisa.”

	Dylan chuckled.

	“Wester Villa is still new. You can learn from scratch how to run this place. Managing a guesthouse isn’t hard. You don’t have to find customers; you just manage things when guests check in. That’s it.”

	Dylan stayed silent, thinking about Kyle’s suggestion. That was just how Kyle was, never stingy when it came to helping his friends. He even offered Dylan a job without hesitation. Still, Dylan felt hesitant because they were already close, like brothers. Relationships like that often led to bigger issues when it came to formal work matters.

	“I’m giving you an opportunity here. How many times have you come to Rothshire looking for your dad? It’s been two months of investigation, and you’ve found nothing except folklore about this place. Since you’re not giving up, why not stay here and dig deeper? I want to help make it easier for you.”

	“You want me to quit being a rider?” Dylan muttered.

	“Quit for now, or quit for good. While you’re looking for a job that matches your qualifications, be the manager of Wester Villa. Don’t worry about the pay. I’ll match it to your qualifications.”

	“It’s not about the pay…”

	“Stop making excuses, okay? I’m your friend. I also want to help you find your dad. I worked hard to get this land and build this place. It wasn’t easy getting the owner to agree. Now that I have this chance, let’s find your dad together. Once we’re done, you can work wherever you want.”

	Dylan nodded slightly. “Okay. I’ll go along with your plan, but let me finish up this month first. I don’t like leaving work halfway.”

	Kyle nodded and smiled in relief.

	 

	THE melody of the flute echoed again, enchanting and lulling the mind into a deep, long dream. The music was serene, its rhythm slow and captivating.

	Dylan raised his right hand, trying to touch the delicate swirling mist in front of him.

	Same place. Same situation. Same music.

	“Same dream,” he muttered to himself.

	His eyes darted around, searching for the same woman. He was certain she would appear again.

	Dylan stopped searching when he saw a white figure moving like a wave across the water’s surface. Gradually, the figure became clearer, revealing a woman standing right in front of him.

	Her face resembled a human’s, but strange patterns covered her skin, patterns reminiscent of a snake’s scales. Her wavy hair was neatly combed, adorned with what looked like gems or crystals.

	Her appearance was peculiar. She wore a complete garment that covered her entire body, with a cloak fastened at her shoulders and billowing down to the ground. In her right hand, she held a flute made of clear crystal.

	Dylan was mesmerized as the woman smiled. He wanted to speak, but the words got stuck in his throat. He could only stare as her figure vanished. Looking around, he felt lost.

	His movements froze when the flute’s melody played again. A cold gust of wind made him shut his eyes tightly. He felt someone gently holding his right hand.

	When he opened his eyes again, the scene had changed to the living room. Dylan realized he was lying on the sofa. He let out a small sigh. Yet, strangely, it felt like he was still holding someone’s hand.

	Turning to his right, he blinked in surprise at the sight of Eric standing stiffly beside him. Dylan immediately let go of Eric’s hand. He sat up, leaning against the backrest.

	Eric chuckled and shook his head. “Who were you dating in your dream, holding hands and all?” he teased while moving to sit on the adjacent sofa.

	Dylan stretched to adjust his posture.

	Kyle appeared with two glasses of water, setting them on the small table in the center. He sat next to Eric. “That dream again?” he asked.

	Dylan simply nodded and grabbed one of the glasses. He sipped the hot black coffee, feeling his drowsiness lift.

	“What dream? The two of you living together, must be something else, sharing dreams too now?” Eric quipped with a playful scowl.

	“Even if I told you, it’s not like you could help me,” Dylan retorted.

	The second sip of Kyle’s brewed coffee revived Dylan a little. Sometimes, Kyle was just like a big brother, always looking after him attentively.

	“Why does that woman only appear in my dreams? Kyle, I think I’ve fallen for her.”

	Kyle and Eric exchanged glances upon hearing Dylan’s words.

	“Careful, Dylan. Dreams can mess with your head. Don’t lose the ability to distinguish dreams from reality,” Eric warned, picking up his cup of coffee.

	Dylan grinned sheepishly. “Maybe it’s just her face, but I bet if her skin wasn’t like that, she’d be really beautiful, right?”

	Eric placed his half-empty cup back on the table. “Dreams are just illusions. Don’t get carried away. Remember that.” He walked off to the kitchen after dropping the advice.

	Dylan looked at Kyle. Kyle just shrugged.


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	THE woman’s face lingered vividly in his mind. One thing was certain, she had been appearing in his dreams ever since he inherited the two enchanted scales from his late grandfather.

	“Magic Charms.”

	That was the only name his grandfather had ever mentioned for the scales.

	“Grandpa said these scales have an owner, and I have to find that person and return them. Could it be that woman?”

	Dylan jolted as someone patted his shoulder. Kyle was suddenly standing beside him; Dylan hadn’t noticed his silent approach. His friend always moved stealthily, appearing out of nowhere.

	Dylan walked over to the recliner on the balcony, their usual hangout spot, and sat down.

	“You were spacing out. What’s on your mind?” asked Kyle, leaning against the railings.

	“Where’s Eric?”

	“He left after picking up his stuff earlier. What’s with you? Daydreaming about that woman in your dreams again?”

	Dylan shook his head and placed the scales, known as Magic Charms, on the small table next to the recliner. “I feel like someone’s been following me these past few days. But maybe it’s just my imagination.”

	“Following you?”

	Dylan nodded.

	“Are you sure?”

	Dylan hesitated. “Not entirely sure. But for three or four days now, the same scooter has been tailing me. That can’t be a coincidence.”

	Kyle fell silent.

	“They follow me from the places where I pick up orders, all the way to customer drop-offs. I notice them appearing in crowded areas and the city center,” Dylan added.

	“Do you remember the license plate?”

	Dylan nodded.

	“Did you try stopping to ask them?”

	“I wanted to see what they’d do, but they did nothing. When I reached the junction out of the city, they turned into another lane.”

	“Maybe it’s just a coincidence. They might just be using the same route,” Kyle reasoned.

	Dylan shook his head. “My instincts are rarely wrong. But as long as they don’t do anything, I’m not too worried. What scares me is if they have other intentions. What if they want to groom me as a boy toy? That’s a nightmare! Or worse, some sex-crazed psycho… ew!”

	Kyle burst into laughter. “You don’t want to report it to the police, but you’re scared. If they kidnap you and harvest your organs, that’ll be even worse.”

	Dylan rubbed the back of his neck.

	“Was it a man or a woman?” Kyle asked.

	Dylan frowned. “Not sure. They wore a big sweater. Couldn’t see their body shape.”

	“If it’s a woman, maybe she likes you. If it’s a man… that’s dangerous, Dylan.” Kyle laughed, shaking his head.

	“What nonsense!” Dylan laughed along too.

	“I told you to work with me, but you refused. Now you’re being followed by a psycho. See, told you so.”

	“Ridiculous.”

	Kyle’s gaze shifted to the object Dylan had placed on the small table. Whenever Dylan faced any tense situation, he would examine that object, a flat, coin-like item about the size of a 50-cent coin, white with a yellowish hue and a rough, shell-like surface.

	“What? What are you staring at?” Dylan asked when he noticed Kyle’s silence.

	“I’ve wanted to ask for a long time, but it never came out. You always dodge the question.”

	“Ask what?”

	“Since I’ve known you, I’ve realized you have some psychic ability, or as you call it, a gift. But you’ve never told me where it came from.”

	Dylan frowned. “Is there really such a thing as a psychic power that can come from anywhere?”

	“Of course. Most shamans or mystics with supernatural knowledge either gain it through dreams or learn it from someone else, a guru, you could say. So where did you get yours? From the woman you keep dreaming about?” Kyle teased, chuckling.

	Dylan fell silent. “You’ve got a point. But that’s unlikely.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to explain to you. I don’t think you’d understand. I started having these visions when I was a kid, around seven or eight years old. Not from dreams or anyone teaching me.”

	Kyle squinted. “You’re sure no one taught you?”

	“As far as I remember, no.”

	Kyle just nodded. His eyes returned to the object on the small table. Whenever Dylan mentioned his father, he would gaze at that object, as if it held the key to finding his father, who had disappeared 15 years ago.

	Kyle had asked about it before, but Dylan always dodged the question. After secretly observing the object for some time, Kyle was finally certain, that was the very thing he had been searching for all along.

	 

	DYLAN turned his motorcycle into the third junction. The scooter rider was still tailing him. This time, he was certain-he was being followed. Now, he just needed to figure out the best way to trap this mysterious person.

	Noticing the road ahead, an idea popped into his head. He sped up, turning left at a junction leading toward the outskirts of the city.

	After about a kilometer, Dylan veered into a commercial area with shop lots and a mini-mart. He stopped and parked his motorcycle in front of a hardware store. He noticed the scooter had followed him into the same area. Slowly, he walked toward the mini-mart entrance.

	As soon as he reached the end of the building, Dylan turned quickly into a narrow alley between two buildings. He waited there, hoping to catch a glimpse of the mysterious person.

	Two minutes passed. Hiding behind the staircase at the back of the building, Dylan peeked toward the mini-mart sidewalk.

	Less than 30 meters away, he saw the person approaching his hiding spot. Judging by the build, it looked like a man around his age. Half of the man’s face was hidden by a cap pulled low over his head.

	Dylan took a step back, his mind racing for a plan. He took a deep breath, deciding to confront the guy head-on. 

	As soon as Dylan stepped out, the man froze in shock before immediately turning to leave. Without hesitation, Dylan dashed after him. Even though he almost got hit by passing vehicles, he didn’t let the guy out of his sight.

	Reaching a busier road, Dylan had to stop. He watched as the guy skillfully weaved through fast-moving traffic. 

	A sudden blaring honk jolted Dylan. He glanced to his right, but before he could fully register what was happening, a force from the front shoved him backward.

	He lost control of his body and landed hard on the roadside. The blaring honks continued, followed by the screeching of tires dangerously close to his ears.

	Dylan quickly turned to his left, eyes wide in shock. He saw the man collapse onto the road after being hit by a truck, which dragged him about 15 meters toward a nearby traffic light.

	Dylan’s breath caught in his throat as he watched the man’s body get completely crushed beneath the truck. Not even a shred of flesh remained, only thick, dark blood smeared across the road. The truck came to a halt in the right lane.

	Dylan’s brows furrowed when he noticed a reticulated python slithering rapidly out from under the truck, disappearing in the blink of an eye. He stood frozen, hands trembling uncontrollably.


Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	DYLAN clenched his cold, trembling hands. After being questioned by a few police officers, he rested for a while in the waiting area.

	He stood up, unable to calm himself as the chaotic scene replayed vividly in his mind. Everything had happened so fast. In just the blink of an eye, a man’s body seemed to vanish completely. 

	Dylan pressed a hand against his chest, which felt tight. He tried to breathe slowly and leaned against the wall. Numbness crept into his hands and legs. He grabbed onto a wall handle for support.

	“That accident was gruesome. I can’t even imagine something like that.”

	The conversation between a few hospital staff near the counter caught Dylan’s attention.

	“The victim’s body was completely mangled. Even the police don’t know how to handle a body in that condition.”

	“Like a chicken being spun in a blender. Imagine that.”

	“Ugh! Don’t make me imagine it. I won’t be able to sleep tonight.”

	“Poor family. How are they even going to handle the burial?”

	They all shook their heads in sympathy.

	Dylan stared toward the inquiry counter. His ears began to ring, and all sounds became distant and muffled. He decided to walk away from the area.

	Suddenly, his steps wobbled. He barely managed to grab onto the counter for balance as dizziness washed over him. The world around him started to spin. Dylan shut his eyes tightly.

	“Sir, are you okay?” a man’s voice echoed faintly.

	Dylan forced his eyes open to see who was speaking. His strained breathing turned into gasps, making him cough in search of air. His heart raced wildly, and it felt like the blood drained from his entire body.

	“Sir...”

	That was the last thing he heard before collapsing as darkness engulfed his vision.

	Silence.

	 

	DYLAN opened his eyes, feeling the seat beneath him rocking slightly. A cool breeze hit his face, jolting him fully awake.

	He glanced to his right. A young boy was fast asleep beside him. Realizing he was in the back seat of a car, Dylan straightened up and looked out the window on his left. His brows furrowed as confusion clouded his mind.

	Slowly, fragments of memory resurfaced, making everything clearer. A shiver ran through his body as his gaze landed on the driver. Dylan clenched his fists, trying to steady his trembling hands.

	O God, not this dream again...

	Restlessness gnawed at him. Dylan squeezed his eyes shut, hoping he could escape from the scene. But it was futile. He had to face the nightmare once more.

	He bit his lip hard, pressing his hands against his head and gripping his hair tightly.

	O God, please get me out of this dream.

	He kept praying over and over.

	A loud crash echoed, making Dylan grip his hair even tighter. The car spun several times before jolting violently to a stop after colliding with something. His father’s voice, shouting moments earlier, had gone completely silent.

	Dylan didn’t dare open his eyes. The sharp scent of fuel filled the air, eerily similar to that fateful accident years ago. Keeping his head down, he forced his eyes open just a sliver. The scene hadn’t changed. He was still inside the car.

	Slowly, he lifted his head. The nightmare replayed the tragedy from 20 years ago.

	Dylan sat frozen, just like he had during the accident. His eyes locked onto his sister’s lifeless body slumped over the dashboard, her face smeared with blood, a sight he’d witnessed countless times in this recurring nightmare.

	He turned to his right and saw himself as a six-year-old boy, sitting motionless in the car seat, staring blankly at his sister’s body pressed against the shattered windshield. Blood trickled endlessly from her head, which had struck the glass hard. His father was slumped over the steering wheel, unconscious, with a minor cut on his left temple.

	Tears streamed down Dylan’s face as sobs wracked his body. He shook his head, unable to bear the scene any longer. His breathing grew erratic, shallow and uneven.

	“Arkh...”

	Dylan clutched his chest.

	“Arkh!”

	His pupils rolled upward as both hands gripped his throat.

	“Argh...”

	It felt as if something was strangling him, cutting off his air supply.

	“Arkh... Donna!”

	Dylan’s eyes flew open, and he bolted upright. He gasped for breath, his chest rising and falling rapidly, eyes wide and unblinking. Realizing it was just a dream, his breathing gradually slowed.

	Dylan glanced around. The patient in the bed to his left was staring at him strangely, while the one on his right remained fast asleep. He wiped the cold sweat from his face. Leaning back against the headboard, he sat there quietly, reflecting on the vivid dream that felt far too real.

	More than 15 years had passed. Yet the nightmare had returned to haunt his sleep. He’d seen countless doctors, religious healers, and traditional shamans back then. Although the dreams had become less frequent, they never completely went away.

	“Mr. Walker, are you okay?” a female nurse asked, possibly having heard his earlier screams.

	Dylan simply shook his head.

	“The doctor said you’re fine. If everything’s good, you can be discharged this evening.”

	“Thanks.” He forced a small smile.

	Dylan wiped his weary face. The scenes from that accident lingered in his mind, now mixed with the fresh memory of the recent tragedy involving the mysterious man. The sight of blood splattering under the wheels of the heavy vehicle reignited the trauma he had tried so hard to forget.

	He examined his trembling hands and leaned back, eyes tightly shut. It was certain. Tonight’s sleep would be far from peaceful.

	 

	DYLAN sat on the sofa in Wester Studio’s gallery, his right hand resting over his left chest. Ever since he returned from the hospital, his heart hadn’t stopped racing. He tried steadying his breath but couldn’t get his heartbeat under control.

	A slight frown formed on his forehead as he thought about the accident victim. Even the police couldn’t confirm the man’s identity.

	“Completely pulverized? Not a single piece left?” Kyle asked, clearly shocked by the incident.

	“There was something. His blood, stuck in the tire treads.” Just talking about it made Dylan uneasy. He had spent years trying to rid himself of that trauma, but today it crept back into his mind.

	“Okay, forget it. The more you think about it, the clearer the image becomes,” Kyle advised, well aware of his friend’s dark memories. “I’m thinking of displaying this painting at the exhibition. What do you think?” he asked, changing the subject.

	Dylan ran his fingers through his hair and face, glancing at the paintings with a vacant stare. He never really understood the soul of an artist. To him, a painting, whether of a cat or a mountain landscape, was just something drawn, colored, and hung as decoration. Nothing more.

	He examined the six-foot-square painting Kyle had pointed out. It depicted figures gathered around a campfire, surrounded by trees in a dark forest. The campfire’s light was dim, and the sky was painted in a muted shade of purple.

	Dylan squinted, scrutinizing the details. Among the tree trunks, he spotted shapes that resembled snake heads. Not just one, but two heads attached to a single body.

	Snakes again?

	“Whose work is this?” Dylan asked.

	“Eric. His imagination’s a bit... different, huh?”

	Dylan stared at the painting, trying to decipher its hidden meaning. But nothing came to mind. “Hmm. Speaking of Eric... I’ve known him for ages. He never took anything seriously. Didn’t think he had such an artistic soul,” Dylan remarked.

	Kyle paused before smiling at Dylan’s comment.

	“Since when did you know he could paint? I’ve been friends with him for so long, and I had no idea,” Dylan added.

	Kyle sat down next to him. “After graduation, he was unemployed for a while. One day, he came over to my place. We talked about art and soul. He said if art has no soul, it’s meaningless. Same goes for a soul without art, it can’t appreciate life. I asked him if he even knew anything about painting. He drew something on my iPad and showed me a digital piece. That’s when I realized he had talent.”

	Dylan raised an eyebrow. “Art needs soul, and soul needs art.” He nodded slowly. “Classic Eric. That’s so him with his life philosophies.”

	“But Eric’s not into digital art. He prefers buying brushes, paint sets, and drawing paper, then locking himself in a room filled with paint splatters and messy sheets. That’s Eric for you,” Kyle explained.

	Dylan smiled, glancing at Kyle. “What about you? Did you formally study art or something? I’ve never actually seen you paint.”

	“If everyone became painters, who would appreciate the paintings?” Kyle quipped with a grin.

	Dylan raised an eyebrow and nodded in understanding.

	The ringing of Dylan’s phone interrupted their conversation. Seeing the caller ID, Dylan scratched his head awkwardly.


Chapter 5

	 

	 

	 

	“FINALLY, I’ve found a place I really like and feel comfortable in.”

	Dylan scoffed at Jasmine’s words. She leaned back on the sofa and sprawled out lazily.

	“Hey... show some manners. You’re not the only tenant here.”

	Jasmine rolled her eyes dramatically.

	“How did you even find me here?” Dylan asked, settling into the sofa across from her.

	“Who said I was looking for you? I came here to get some inspiration for writing.”

	Dylan scoffed again. If Eric had his life philosophies, Jasmine was all about chasing writing inspiration. For some reason, this friend of his barely seemed to have any female friends.

	“But why is this place so empty? Don’t people know about this guesthouse?” Jasmine asked, looking around.

	“How did you even know about it?”

	“My cousin. He said this place has a lot of mysterious stories. So, he suggested I stay here, clear my mind and gather some ideas.”

	Dylan shook his head. Jasmine was willing to spend money just to rent a room and finish her work. “Didn’t you just release a book recently?”

	“That was two months ago. Now I’m working on a draft for the next one. I can’t just sit around waiting, right? Gotta get it done early so I won’t be rushing if my publisher asks for it. Makes sense, doesn’t it?”

	“Yeah, your work, your problem.”

	Wester Villa was peaceful and quiet. Since the guesthouse opened, Jasmine was only the second tenant after a woman who checked in two days ago.

	“Dylan, you work as a rider, right? You meet all kinds of people, deal with different types of customers. You could totally write too. Plenty of ideas to tap into.”

	Dylan burst out laughing. “Me? Writing a book, publishing a novel?” He laughed harder and shook his head. “I couldn’t even finish a seven-page summary my supervisor asked for without falling asleep multiple times. And you want me to write tens, hundreds of thousands of words? Staring at a computer screen for hours?”

	“You never know if you don’t try. You might end up with a career like mine.”

	Dylan shook his head firmly. “Typing’s not my thing, Jas. That’s not me.”

	“It’s tough at first, but eventually...”

	Dylan quickly raised both hands. “Nope.”

	Jasmine pouted and nodded, understanding Dylan’s aversion to desk work or anything that required sitting in front of a screen for hours.

	“How long are you staying here?” Dylan asked.

	Jasmine paused. “Not sure yet. If there’s a discount, maybe longer,” she grinned cheekily.

	“Ah, you! Can’t even support your friend’s business without asking for a discount. What a useless friend.”

	“I gotta earn money too, you know. It doesn’t just fall from the sky.”

	“And yet you’re asking for a discount?”

	“Dylan, Kyle’s loaded. He probably doesn’t even care about a hundred or two discount. This guesthouse isn’t his only business.”

	Dylan shook his head and stood up. “I’m heading out. Your room number’s on the card. But sorry, there aren’t many places to eat around here. The only option is the village eatery. If you’re too lazy to go out, cook for yourself. If it tastes bad, that’s on you. Bye.”

	Before Jasmine could respond, Dylan was already out the door.

	 

	JASMINE gazed toward the forest across the river. She had heard countless stories about Bushes Holes, a place rich with its own myths. From tales of man-eating snakes to wronged shamans, Rothshire promised legends beyond imagination.

	The villagers’ belief that the place was governed by supernatural beings made it even more intriguing. So, when Jasmine found out about a newly opened guesthouse there, she immediately booked a room, never expecting that her friend was the owner.

	But that wasn’t the only reason Jasmine came to Rothshire. There was something she needed to handle and resolve. If not, more deaths or other disasters might plague her family.

	A quick glance to her right caught Jasmine’s attention. A woman was standing about a meter from the riverbank, right near the spot where a man’s body had been found before. The woman stood in silence, lost in thought.

	“Miss?” Jasmine greeted, causing the woman to flinch slightly.

	“Are you a cop?”

	The question made Jasmine blink in surprise. The woman, who appeared to be in her early 30s, seemed confused before offering a polite smile.

	“No, I’m not a cop. My name’s Lucy. I’m renting a room at Wester Villa.”

	“So you’re the first guest there? I’m Jasmine. I’m staying there too. The owner’s actually a friend of mine. Total coincidence, though. I had no idea he opened the place.”

	Jasmine introduced herself warmly. Lucy shook her hand with a smile that never faded.

	“I thought you were a cop, maybe looking for new evidence or something.”

	Lucy glanced at the marked spots on the ground where the body had been discovered. “They’ve stopped investigating. Called it a sudden death case.” She looked back at Jasmine. “What brings you here?”

	“I’m a writer, just here to look for inspiration.”

	Lucy nodded with a gentle smile. “I heard this village has a lot of mystical stories. Its history goes way back, even before 1900s. Must be interesting to dig into.”

	“Are you a writer too?”

	“I write articles. They’ll be up on some websites later.”

	As they chatted, Jasmine noticed something odd about Lucy. The woman kept glancing toward the thick forest across the river, as if she saw something but chose not to mention it.

	“I should head back now. Take care, okay? The river’s deep.”

	Jasmine nodded, watching Lucy walk away with a head full of questions.

	 

	KYLE placed the watering can down after tending to the flowers. Noticing someone at the entrance, he turned around and froze at the sight of a man standing there. The man smiled and walked in.

	“How are you... Kyle?”

	Kyle’s eyes swept over the man from head to toe. He stayed silent, seemingly unable to respond to the greeting.

	The man glanced around the courtyard of Wester Villa. “It’s been almost five years. The last time you came back... two years ago. You’ve pretty much cut ties with us.” His gaze locked on Kyle. “You look pale. Your condition seems to be getting worse.”

	Kyle averted his eyes. “I’m fine...”

	“You can lie to others, but not to me.”

	Kyle remained quiet. There was no point arguing with this man.

	“I’m not the same person you used to know. My name is Mr. Walter now.”

	Kyle looked at him again. “Mr. Walter?”

	“And you... still want me to call you Kyle, right?”

	Kyle lowered his head. “Have a seat, Uncle.”

	Mr. Walter followed him to the stone table and chairs. “You seem to be doing well here.”

	“More or less.”

	Mr. Walter’s intense gaze made Kyle avoid eye contact. “I’ll try to come back soon. Don’t worry about me.”

	Mr. Walter sighed heavily. “How can I not worry? Just come home for a while. Take care of your health first. You can always come back here afterward.”

	“I think I’ve found it. I just need to be sure.”

	Mr. Walter nodded. “I don’t think the scales matter anymore. Maybe you should just come home.”

	Kyle shook his head. “I’m certain I’ve found it, Uncle.”

	“Be careful. I don’t want what happened to your father to happen to you. Crystal Valley can’t afford to lose you.”

	“I promise I’ll take care of myself. Please look after my father and sister.”

	Mr. Walter placed a hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “It’s my duty to look after your family. Don’t forget, your place isn’t here.”

	Kyle nodded. “I know. Uncle, if I don’t succeed, can you bring it back for me?”

	“What do you mean? You’re not coming back? Planning to stay here for good?”

	“If I can’t manage...”

	“Listen, Kyle. Not just anyone can handle that thing. Especially after it’s been here for so long.” Mr. Walter handed him a thumb-sized bottle. “Drink this. It’ll help restore your body temporarily. But after a month, you have to return. Forget about the scales for now. Think about your own well-being first.”

	Kyle stared at the bottle filled with red liquid in his hand and nodded again.

	From behind a nearby wall, Jasmine quietly moved away. Eavesdropping on Kyle’s conversation with the man only made her more curious.

	Who exactly was Mr. Walter?


Chapter 6

	 

	 

	 

	RUBY stretched, adjusting her posture. Every part of her body ached. Taking on a human form was truly exhausting.

	From afar, she spotted the man who had been her companion in the human world. For years, she had helped the man search for the Magic Charms. Yet Percy remained indifferent towards her.

	“You look happy,” Ruby remarked.

	Percy responded with a crooked smile before shifting from his human form back into a snake. A sense of relief washed over him as he returned to his true form.

	“Where have you been?” Percy asked.

	“You’ve been mingling with humans for so long, I thought you’d forgotten the way back.” Ruby exhaled sharply. “The human world weakens me. How much longer are we going to keep searching like this? I’ve had enough, Percy.”

	Percy remained silent, his head swaying left and right as his body slithered slowly across the ground. He paced around the area.

	“We haven’t met Master in a while. I just hope she’s still willing to tolerate us. Otherwise, we might get banished from Astrick,” Ruby added.

	Percy stayed quiet. His thoughts were hard to read; he was a being of action rather than words. Sometimes, Ruby wondered if her presence was even necessary to help Percy.

	“Dylan really does have the scale.”

	Ruby turned sharply toward Percy. “Are you sure?”

	“It’s incredibly powerful. The magic of Magic Charms is stronger than ever,” Percy confirmed.

	“You’ve seen it? How far can that scale help us reclaim our entire tribe?”

	“How far?” Percy let out a cynical laugh. “You wouldn’t even dare touch it if you knew how powerful it is.”

	Ruby fell silent for a moment, then nodded slowly. “If we get the scale first, Master will be pleased. But what about Philips? He’s after the scale too.”

	“Philips’s never done anything. I don’t know why he’s just letting Dylan hold onto it. They’re full of tricks. We can’t let this drag on. The longer we wait, the more chances Philips has to get it first.”

	“We’re sure Dylan has the scale. But how do we get it? With the magic we have, there’s no way we can even get near to the Magic Charms, let alone touch it.”

	Percy shifted back into his human form, stretching his arms wide. He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out something.

	Ruby also transformed into a human woman. Her eyes widened at the object in Percy’s palm. “The Thousand Dews Flower?”

	She quickly grabbed the crystal box, her eyes gleaming as she stared at the mystical flower long thought extinct in their world. “The one and only flower that can restore anything that’s been broken, whether living or dead.”

	Percy nodded in agreement.

	“This was the flower that helped Master gain her freedom. Where did you get it?” Ruby asked.

	Percy smiled meaningfully.

	“Now that we have this flower... Percy, what if we take the scale ourselves... without involving Master?” Ruby suggested eagerly.

	The sooner the Magic Charms fell into their hands, the sooner they could leave the human world.

	Percy stared at Ruby. “No need to rush. I know exactly what to do.” He smiled knowingly.

	 

	DYLAN frowned as he watched Jasmine’s behavior, which hadn’t changed one bit over the years. Jasmine was carefree, always socializing without boundaries. Whether it was with guys or girls, being alone in a room was no big deal to her. Growing up on her own had made her someone who didn’t recognize limits.

	“You’re my friend, sure. But sorry, no discounts. Business is business.”

	Jasmine shot Dylan a sharp look. “I’m not the type who takes advantage. You’ve known me long enough, don’t you get me by now?”

	“Well, you’re a woman. Women’s emotions are unpredictable. Today you like blue, tomorrow it’s suddenly pink.”

	Jasmine laughed. “Ah, still stuck on gender stereotypes, huh? Just like how not all guys are players, not all women are gold diggers.”

	She ran her hand over the car’s dashboard. Kyle’s luxury vehicle was decked out with all the bells and whistles, and Kyle had no problem lending it to Dylan. That showed just how much trust he had in him.

	Best friends and all that.

	Today, that friendship was the reason Jasmine had called Dylan to pick her up at Wester Villa.

	“Actually, I called your ‘taxi’ service for a reason. Got something I need to ask you. Might as well hit two birds with one stone.”

	Dylan raised an eyebrow as he drove the Volvo out of Rothshire.

	“How did you meet Kyle? I mean, has he always been that quiet?”

	“Why are you asking this?”

	“I met all three of you at the same time, remember? Because I did my internship with Kyle. What’s weird is, why do I feel closer to you than him? It’s like he’s hiding a lot of things.”

	Dylan was silent for a moment. He didn’t know much about Kyle’s background himself. All he knew was that Kyle never had financial problems.

	“Back at university, he didn’t have many friends. The ones he had were just casual buddies. None of us knew much about his family. He rarely went out to hang. I figured, maybe he just had his own life.

	“After we graduated, I was unemployed for a while. When I moved here to stay at my late grandpa’s house, I ran into him again while making a delivery to his gallery. That’s when he invited me to stay at his place.”

	Jasmine nodded. That was only part of the story. It didn’t answer her real question.

	“I heard his house is pretty big.”

	Dylan nodded. “A three-story bungalow.”

	“But he lives alone,” Jasmine pointed out.

	“Yep.”

	“So then, you moved in with just him?”

	“I’m not sure who he lived with before. When I moved in, there was no one else. Big house, lots of expensive furniture, but empty.” Dylan raised an eyebrow. “Thinking of moving in with us?”

	“Crossed my mind.”

	Dylan nodded thoughtfully. “Not a bad idea. Big houses are usually haunted. Your idea might multiply.”

	“Is it really haunted?”

	“Totally! It’s a paradise for paranormal enthusiasts.” Dylan grinned mischievously. Jasmine was oddly curious about Kyle.

	“Too bad I’m a woman. Otherwise, I’d totally crash at your place.”

	Dylan laughed. “Isn’t Wester Villa haunted enough for you?”

	“The chills there are just so-so. Not thrilling enough.”

	Dylan shook his head, glancing at Jasmine. “Why the sudden interest in Kyle? What’s up?”

	Jasmine looked at Dylan beside her. The car turned into a street leading to a busy shopping district.

	“In all the time you’ve known Kyle, has any family member ever visited him? Like an uncle or something?”

	“An uncle? Nope.” Dylan parked the car in one of the slots and pulled the handbrake.

	“So you don’t know any of his family members?” Jasmine pressed.

	Dylan shook his head.

	Jasmine frowned, recalling what that man, Mr. Walter, had said to Kyle two days ago.

	“Don’t forget, your place isn’t here.”

	Her frown deepened.

	She snapped out of her thoughts when Dylan snapped his fingers in front of her face.

	“What story are you cooking up this time, digging into Kyle’s background? Don’t tell me you think he’s Dracula?”

	“Ugh, no. I’d never write stories about my friends. I’m just curious.”

	Dylan smirked. “Who’s picking you up?”

	“My cousin. He’ll be here soon. Thanks, Dylan.”

	Jasmine opened the car door and stepped out, letting out a big sigh. There were still too many unanswered questions.

	Who was Mr. Walter?

	She had to dig into that man’s background.

	Most importantly, who was Kyle, really?


Chapter 7

	 

	 

	 

	DYLAN squinted slightly, shielding his eyes from the blazing sunset. It had poured heavily in the morning, but now the sun was merciless. The weather had been unpredictable lately.

	A quick glance at the rearview mirror caught his attention, a black, metallic luxury SUV moving slowly in the left lane. It looked like it had been tailing him. Since entering the city, the vehicle hadn’t strayed more than 100 meters behind him.

	“Who’s following me this time? After that accident...”

	Dylan checked the rearview mirror again, a crooked smile forming on his lips.

	“Let’s see how far you wanna play this game. I’ll catch you just like I caught that guy the other day.”

	He slowed down, curious to see if the car would do the same or overtake him. Just as he expected, it stayed right behind him.

	The slower he drove Kyle’s Volvo, the slower the SUV followed.

	“Alright. Let’s take a little joyride.”

	Driving through the residential area, Dylan maintained a speed of 40 kilometers per hour. Other cars honked as they overtook him, but he couldn’t care less. His hunch was right. Now he just had to figure out how to trap this person.

	After circling around for nearly ten minutes, Dylan pulled over by the roadside. The SUV stopped a short distance behind him.

	He waited for a moment inside the car before opening the door and stepping out. His strides were firm and fast as he headed toward the SUV, his right fist clenched tightly. If it came down to a fight, he was ready, even if he had to improvise some self-defense moves he’d never actually learned.

	Stopping by the driver’s side, Dylan knocked on the window. No response.

	He squinted, trying to see through the dark-tinted glass.

	Knocking again, he spoke louder. “Come on, get out. I need to ask you something.”

	Silence.

	Dylan glanced around, making sure there were no other vehicles nearby. He knocked harder.

	“Get out, you coward! Who are you, and what do you want from me?”

	His patience was running thin as the driver still showed no reaction. Dylan pounded on the door and tried the handle, but it was locked.

	“If you’re a real man, face me! Come on, you...”

	Before he could finish, the SUV suddenly revved up and sped off.

	Dylan punched his palm in frustration.

	“Shit!”

	 

	DYLAN sank into the sofa opposite Kyle, unease gnawing at his chest as he thought about the mysterious figure tailing him earlier. For some reason, his gut told him this time felt more dangerous than the last.

	Kyle, who had been focused on his laptop screen, lifted his gaze to Dylan, noticing his unusual silence.

	Dylan flinched when a crumpled ball of paper hit his face.

	Kyle raised an eyebrow, silently asking, ‘What’s up?’

	“Someone was following me again.”

	Kyle’s attention shifted fully from his work. “Who this time?”

	“I’m not sure.”

	“When?”

	“On my way back just now. Black car, looked expensive.”

	“Did you catch the license plate?”

	“Even if I did, what’s the point? Report it to the police? What can they do?”

	“Good point...”

	“What if the same accident happens again? What do they want from me?” Dylan touched the pocket of his T-shirt, a frown creasing his forehead. “Maybe it has something to do with my dad. Or... maybe it’s about this scale?”

	His frown deepened as that thought took hold.

	“Scale?” Kyle asked.

	Dylan looked at him, tempted to spill the truth about the scale known as the Magic Charms. “I just... thought about my dad, that’s all.”

	“Leave it. Walk away. Don’t ever touch that thing.” Kyle repeated the last message Dylan’s father had left, the one he’d read too. “You still haven’t told me what your dad was talking about. How am I supposed to help you if I don’t know what it is?”

	“Err... I’m not sure either. That’s why I need to find him, so he can explain.” Dylan forced a weak smile before heading toward his bedroom.

	His mind was still preoccupied with the black car. 

	“If it’s the scale they want, why not just say so? If they want it, they can just take it. I don’t even know where to find its rightful owner. Maybe they know better.”

	He pulled the Magic Charms from his pocket and placed it on the bed. Then, without another word, he headed to the bathroom to clean up.


Chapter 8

	 

	 

	 

	Year 2005

	ADAM tried to move his left leg but felt nothing. He touched and pushed his knee, hoping to shift it.

	“Don’t move. You’re badly injured.”

	A man’s voice sounded close to his ear. Adam opened his eyes slightly, catching sight of the figure doing something nearby.

	He tried to sit up, only to feel the man supporting his right arm. “Who are you? What happened?”

	“You were in an accident. I pulled you out of the car.”

	Adam frowned. Accident? “My kids!” He struggled, frantically looking for his two children who had been with him in the car. His eyes flew wide, scanning the area.

	“I already got them out,” the man said, stopping Adam from standing. “They’re here.”

	Adam immediately turned to his right. The sight of his son and daughter lying unconscious hit him hard. He dragged his body toward them. “Dylan... Donna...”

	The man placed a hand on Adam’s shoulder. “Your son is safe. But I’m sorry... I couldn’t save your daughter.”

	Adam stared at the man, taking in his odd appearance from head to toe. But his focus snapped back to his daughter, the one who hadn’t been saved. “Donna...”

	“Be strong. Life and death are in God’s hands.”

	Adam could only cry, his voice lost to grief. His body felt weak, incapable of moving his legs, let alone holding and embracing the child he loved.

	The car suddenly exploded behind him, but he paid it no mind. All he wanted was to hold and kiss his daughter, who was now lifeless.

	 

	ADAM sat in silence, his face somber. From his wheelchair, all he could do was watch as his daughter’s body was laid to rest.

	“Honey, let’s go.”

	Adam stopped Zehra from pushing his wheelchair away from the burial site.

	Zehra paused, then gently placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll wait for you by the car.” Understanding her husband’s feelings, she excused herself, giving his shoulder a soft pat before walking off.

	Adam’s focus returned to the grave. Regret lingered in his chest, unspoken. He could only sit there in silence.

	“Who are you, and why are you following me?” Adam asked suddenly, realizing he was no longer alone.

	The same man who had saved him during the accident stood tall not far from him.

	“I’m Philips Knight, and I have something important to discuss with you.”

	“I thought we were done when you saved me and my kids. I already thanked you at the hospital.”

	“I’m not here for your gratitude. I need your help.”

	Adam frowned. “Look at me now. What help could I possibly give you?”

	Philips went quiet, observing Adam’s family from a distance. After leaving Crystal Valley, he had wandered the human world for years in search of the Magic Charms. Eventually, he traced it to Adam’s family.

	Until now, he had only watched from afar. But with death now in the picture, he had to act before more misfortune struck the family.

	“Your father kept something that belongs to me. I need it back.”

	Adam’s brow furrowed. “My father?”

	“You might find this hard to believe, but as long as that thing stays with your family, more accidents might happen.”

	Adam fell silent before unexpectedly laughing. “You want money? Because you saved us? How much?”

	Philips shook his head. “It’s not money that I want.”

	Adam shot him another look.

	“It’s a talisman.”

	Adam’s frown deepened at the mention of that word.

	 

	Year 2025

	THE place resembled a ghost town. The houses looked abandoned, weathered, and eerie. The atmosphere was confusing, many things that seemed real were actually illusions, while what appeared to be fantasy turned out to be real. Like a dream with no end.

	More than 15 years had passed. Maybe even longer. Adam wasn’t sure how long he had been trapped there. One thing was certain, he had grown used to life in this strange place. Strangely enough, they hadn’t killed him. Why? He had no idea.

	But Adam never forgot his wife and son. Zehra and Dylan remained the most important people in his life.

	“If anything happens to me, I want you to take Dylan far away from here, far from this village.”

	He recalled his last conversation with his wife.

	“Why? What are you running from? Is someone trying to kill you?” Zehra had searched his face. “Or are you... lying to me?”

	Adam shook his head. “Trust me. I love you and Dylan more than my own life. Everything I’m doing is to protect our family.”

	“Then why can’t I know what’s going on? Who’s that man always meeting with you? Are you doing something illegal?”

	Adam had clasped both her hands tightly. “Listen to me. If my father tries to give you anything, don’t take it. Promise me. Take care of Dylan. If I don’t make it back...” He pulled Zehra into his embrace. “You must continue living well.” He patted her back gently and stroked her hair.

	Adam shut his eyes tightly, overcome with longing. Memories from over a decade ago were all he had to survive.

	A firefly flew near Adam. Another one landed on the back of his left hand. Soon, hundreds of them appeared, lighting up the eerie surroundings, the only living creatures in that strange world. They seemed to understand Adam’s unspoken thoughts.

	A cynical smile crept across his face. “The only thing keeping me going is my wife and son. That’s the only reason I’m still here.”

	Adam sighed heavily, remembering his last conversation with Philips.

	“Philips...”

	“I’m sorry, Adam. The more disasters and misfortunes befall humanity, the harder it becomes for us to retrieve the scale. Especially since it’s been with humans for so long.”

	“You mean the worse our lives get, the stronger the scale becomes?” Adam had asked.

	Philips had nodded solemnly. “You must return the Magic Charms to Crystal Valley. You must return it to its rightful place.”

	“How do I get there?”

	Philips didn’t immediately answer. He moved closer to the bed where Dylan was lying.

	“What are you doing?” Adam asked, seeing Philips place his palm on Dylan’s chest.

	“Your son needs protection. My powers can shield him. As long as this protection stays with him, no creature can harm him, except death already decreed by God.”

	Adam remained silent, allowing Philips to proceed. Philips muttered something under his breath, his eyes shut tightly before reopening them. He took a deep breath. “Follow me to Crystal Valley...” Those were Philips’s final words before his body suddenly vanished.

	Adam blinked, confused. “Philips?” He looked around the room, searching for any trace of the creature, but Philips was gone.

	Adam looked at the Magic Charms in his hand and then at Dylan, peacefully asleep. He gently stroked his son’s head.

	A hissing sound broke the silence. Adam shut his eyes tightly before turning toward the window. A snake coiled there, its mouth wide open, revealing rows of sharp teeth and a gaping throat.

	Adam clenched his jaw. His left hand, gripping the Magic Charms, moved discreetly. He transferred the scale into Dylan’s grasp. He was ready, resigned, even, if the snake intended to kill him.

	“You’re still stubborn.”

	The voice cut through Adam’s thoughts.

	“Do you want your family
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