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​​​​​​Chapter 1: Night Time Shenanigans
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The scent was so familiar. It took me back to a time before all the pain, a simple time when life was easy. Before things spiraled out of control and I stumbled upon a dark discovery. I found myself shaken to the core, sitting in a café, the salty air filling my senses as I pondered the words in the book. The coffee burned my throat, its powerful aroma keeping me awake despite my exhaustion. I didn’t understand the words in the book. Though I spoke Spanish fluently, the implications were bizarre.    

It was a tragic tale about a man who possessed the knowledge to reverse the course of time, a man who stole something belonging to the gods. The symbols scattered across the page reminded me of my grandparents and their ancient religion.

“Oye muchacho, oye estamos cerrando,” the voice said. 

The older, weathered gentleman jolted me from my reverie. Had he not spoken, I would have sat there all night, trying to decipher the meaning of the enigmatic text. I shrugged, placed the empty coffee mug on the ornate table, smiled at the older man, and left a few dollars.

“Disculpame Pancho.”  

I rose, my body aching. The caffeine began to work its magic, coursing through my veins. I needed to uncover the truth behind the writings. As I walked home, this thought consumed me.

Night fell over the Magical City, the city of my birth. I was trapped between two worlds. In one, I was Mario Palacios, an unassuming book clerk struggling to pay for college while yearning for excitement. In the other, I was something more, something I was destined to become. 

A sound like a dozen cats clawing at a garbage can startled me. A shiver rant down my spine. My senses were heightened, amplified by the life-giving caffeine. Sleep was out of the question. My mind raced, determined to solve the puzzle before me.

I quickened my pace, my heart pounding like a runaway train. I had always believed I knew who I was. Then the book appeared, filled with sketches and arcane symbols, beckoning me to delve into secrets.

Miami, a city blessed with sunshine, delicious food, and beautiful women, concealed a darker side. Beneath its paradisiacal façade lay an ancient curse, a magic that held sway over all who lived there. A spell that bound us to the city, making escape impossible, especially for those who bore the blood of our ancestors. 

I was Mario Palacios, and the second world I inhabited was far different. It was a world of enchantment and power, a world I was destined to walk. I was a Guardian, though of what, I did not know. My grandparents, God rest their souls, had communed with the other side. I often pondered the meaning of their words, but true understanding eluded me.

“Do you know that you are in a perilous place?” 

The voice was a mere whisper, yet there was no one around. Was it my imagination? I closed my eyes and felt a presence, soft as a lover’s touch. I listened intently to the voice, so close it seemed to whisper in my ear

“You are in a dangerous place, Guardian. You should have closed the Gateway when you had the chance.”

I spun around, but darkness was all I saw. My heart pounded in my chest, threatening to burst. A wave of nausea washed over me, a side effect of the coffee I’d consumed. I scanned the area frantically, searching for the source of the whisper, but found nothing. I opened the book again, my eyes drawn to the following text:

“Cuidado porque al abrir las puertas hay consecuencias.” 

The warning was clear: be careful, for opening doors has consequences. The vague wording was maddening, designed to frustrate and drive one to madness. I already felt a bit unhinged, walking the streets at an ungodly hour, listening to whispers in the dark.

I was nearing home, pausing occasionally to scan the empty street. Was it the voice, or was it the journal driving me mad? What were my grandparents trying to tell me? How had my family become burdened with this responsibility? It must have something to do with what they brought from the Island.

Everyone knew the story of Exile, the Revolution swept an Island and stripped its people of freedom. At least, that was a superficial explanation. But few knew the true nature of the Revolution, a battle to find a key that connected the three gates. 

When my grandfather first told me the tale of three gates, I was captivated.

A carefree five-year-old, I had no idea my life was about to change forever. My grandfather, a jovial rotund man, often enjoyed a nightly cigar with spiced rum. Even at that young age, I remember the comforting scent of cigar smoke. My grandmother would scold him for smoking around me, but he would just smile sheepishly and extinguish the cigar. It was then that he told me the story of the three gates.

The Gate of Time, responsible for the forward flow of time, ensured that once we moved on, there was no turning back. The Soul Gate kept what was outside of time separate from the living world. And most dangerous of all, the Universal Gate, connected everything and anything, the consequences of its opening too terrible to contemplate.

I thought abuelo might have been drunk when he told me those tales, trying to scare the living hell out of my young, impressionable mind. But the stories had their effect. I hadn’t been able to forget them, and now I’d come to discover that the Gates had opened.

Things hadn’t been the same since last year. People had started disappearing. There were whispers of strange creatures roaming the night-creatures born of magic. Creatures like the one that had just whispered in my ear. 

Finally, I got home. Thankfully, I hadn’t encountered any such creature on the way. There was only one that haunted me, and that was my loneliness. I’d been living alone for the past year. After saving up, I bought a house near the beach. It had been a childish, romantic notion- something about the ocean brought me tranquility, helping me calm my mind even when anxiety gnawed at it like a hungry ghoul. 

I turned on the living room lights and breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing had followed me home. A strange ringing echoed in my ear, and my heart seemed to pulse wildly in my chest. I chalked it up to the mass amounts of caffeine coursing through my system. 

Strange ideas danced in his head. What if the Gates had opened? What if my grandfather had been right? What if the Keymaster had returned to seek revenge on humanity? According to abuelo, it had been years since the Keymaster’s last attempt. He always claimed the Keymaster had tried to open the Gates when the Bearded Monsters seized control of the homeland. Personally, I thought that was just his euphemism for the Castro Revolution.

Abuelo never talked about why he left the Island. He blamed the monsters-greedy, power-hungry men in control. He always attributed the chaos to the Keymaster opening the three Gates. But he could never explain who had closed them. Who was the hero that had stood up to the demons?

My mind raced as I opened the journal again, flipping through the haphazard sketches. I realized the only way to get answers was to communicate with them. But what if the ancient ones didn’t answer my call? What if everything was just a massive, elaborate lie?

I chanted the ancient words, their sing-song rhythm hauntingly melodic. They were in a language I’d never heard before. Suddenly, I heard drums-rhythmic conga drums that made me want to dance, to shake off the shackles of my flesh-based prison. That, or I had a stomach cramp.

Was there an explanation for the voice that called out to me? Or for my neighbors blasting Willy Chirino at this ungodly hour? Either way, I didn’t mind. They deserved to enjoy themselves. I was young and couldn’t sleep anyway, not with work looming in the morning.

Then came the knock at my door.

At first, it was a light rap, barely audible. But as time passed and I didn’t answer, the knocking grew more urgent. Who the hell would come looking for me at this hour? I didn’t have many friends, and any family would’ve called first. I’d warned everyone against randomly dropping by.

I figured if I ignored it, whoever it was would go away, assuming I wasn’t home. But the knocking didn’t stop. It grew louder, more insistent. 

“Open the door right now. I know you’re in there!” a voice shouted.

Of course, someone thought showing up in the middle of the night was a good idea. 

“Marco? Really bro?” 

I sighed loudly, disbelief washing over me. Marco knew I hated being disturbed. Still, I hurried to the door and opened it, greeting the smirking face of Marco Guerra, my long-time friend.

“Wow, so you are home. Shit, I’m so glad,” Marco said, pushing past me like he owned the place.

He shut the door behind him and made himself comfortable on my couch, the smirk never leaving his face.

“Oye, Mario, no sense of hospitality? No beer? Nada?”

Marco burst into laughter- a grating sound, like a cat choking on a hairball. Most people found it unbearable, but I’d known Marco my whole life and was used to it. 

“Sorry, man, all out of beer. So...what’s with the late-night intrusion? Diana toss you out again?”

Marco had been living with Diana Gonzalez, a beautiful but insufferable pain in the ass. I knew this firsthand because, before she was Marco’s girlfriend, she’d been mine

The smirk slipped from his face, replaced by an awkward, sheepish look. Every time I brought up Diana, Marco got uneasy. It probably had something to do with her tendency to compare our bedroom styles-a wicked habit of hers, considering she knew we were bet friends. Then again, Diana was a witch.

“Nah, Diana’s not the reason I’m here. It’s something else-something I think you might find interesting”

The way Marco said interesting sounded like a used car salesman gearing up for the ultimate pitch. I wasn’t surprised; this was how Marco always talked, especially since he worked at a used car dealership. Ordinarily, I would’ve kicked anyone else out for pounding on my door and crashing on my couch at this hour. But this was Marco. We’d been through too much together-shared the love and scorn of the same woman, endured life’s twists and turns side by side. 

“I found it, bro. I know where it’s buried.”  

At first, his cryptic announcement gave me a headache. In my caffeine-addled state, I didn’t have the patience for Marco’s slow, theatrical way of getting to the point. But I had a soft spot for him. 

“I’m not following, buddy. You’ve gotta be more specific than that.”

My mind spun as I tried to piece it together, but nothing clicked.

“What do you mean you found it? Found What?”  

I caught the look of disappointment on Marco’s face-a look I knew well from our little league days, the one he wore every time he struck out.

“Wow... You really need me to spell it out? The thing, man! What we’ve been looking for the last fifteen years-the...”  

Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. My heart raced, and giddy excitement overtook me. It he meant what I thought he did...  

“You’re talking about the Talisman of Time? The treasure said to be buried in Miami? The object that lets the user manipulate space and time?”

I wanted to jump up and hug him but held back. A part of me feared this was just another one of Marco’s elaborate pranks. He had a long history of messing with my head, and I desperately hoped this wasn’t another game.

“Where is it? Do you have it with you? Is it here?”  

The questions tumbled out of me in a frantic rush. Marcos’s grin widened, and my heart sank. Was he messing with me again?

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. It’s been right in front of our faces the whole time,” Marco said, breaking into laughter. 

For a moment, I wanted to kick him square in the groin, but I restrained myself. Instead, I reached for the calm that people often said made me an enigma. Unlike my fiery Cuban relatives, who let their tempers boil over in torrents of curses and wild gestures, I prided myself on being measured and composed, like my father-a man whose sharp wit and icy logic could cut deeper than any outburst.

“I don’t have it with me, but I can take you to it. You won’t believe how close it is. Come on, bro!”

Without waiting for my response, Marco bolted out of the house into the humid Miami night.  

“Slow down! Where are you going? Marco!”  I shouted chasing after him.

My voice echoed into the darkness, and I hoped I wasn’t waking up the neighbors. Marco was sprinting ahead, his energy almost childlike. He rounded a corner and disappeared from sight.

“Marco? Bro? Where are you?”  

A chill ran down my spine as my heart pounded and sweat drenched my face. Just moments ago, he’d been right there, and now he was gone.

“Marco! Where are you, damn it!”. 

Laughter echoed from the darkness. It was familiar-eerily familiar. I froze, drenched in sweat, the humid night pressing down on me. The absence of an ocean breeze made the air suffocating, and I fought the urge to rip off my clothes and dive into the nearest body of water.

“Marco! I called again, my voice tinged with desperation.

The laughter returned closer this time. My chest tightened. The sound wasn’t just familiar; it was him.

“Olosi?”

My heart pounded as memories flooded back. The darkest of all entities-the one abuelo had warned me about. This being haunted my nightmares, a shadowy figure summoned only by the blackest magic.

The laughter surrounded me, and I felt the darkness closing in, thick and oppressive. The words it spoke were otherworldly, a language beyond human comprehension. But I wasn’t just anyone. I was a Guardian, like those who came before me. To me, the meaning was clear.

“Prepare to die. All of you, prepare to die,” the voice whispered.

Then, silence. It was as if the world had dissolved around me. My vision swam, and I felt like I was losing my grip on reality.

“Mario... Bro... Mario, snap out of it.” 

Marco’s voice jolted me back. He stood before me, unharmed, looking completely normal.    

“Marco? Where the hell were you? Why did you run off?”  

He raised an eyebrow, his face a mic of confusion and concern. 

“What do you mean? You’re the one who ran out, man. We were in your living room talking, and suddenly, you bolted into the darkness. I couldn’t find you.”  

The world stopped spinning. Reality seeped back in, but his words were hard to accept. Was I losing my mind? 

“Stop bullshitting me,” I said, my voice rising. “We were talking about the Talisman of Time. You said you found it and ran out. I chased you! Don’t play games with me, Marco!”

His expression softened into one of guilt, but his eyes held sincerity.

“Mario, I swear, I didn’t say anything about the Talisman of Time. We were just talking about Diana and how stubborn she can be. Then you went silent and ran out of the house.”

His words sank in, and a cold chill enveloped e. Had I imagined everything? Was I the one who’d run into the darkness?

Then I heard it again-the laughter. It was the same sinister laughter that had haunted me since childhood.

Olosi.
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​​​​​​Chapter 2: Strangers
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The next day brought a sense of relief. Being back under the brilliant Miami sun replenished my spirit, though the events of the previous night still left me shaken. Marco had left our conversation and spent the day sleeping, likely because he hadn’t received any calls. I wandered the streets aimlessly, in search of a strong cup of Cafecito and a way to forget what had happened.

Olosi. I first learned about Olosi from my grandparents. I remembered finding an old, dusty book on the top shelf of their closet. It was, of course, in Spanish, but I could understand much of it, having grown up bilingual. The book spoke of spirits and entities called Orishas, warning of a vicious being never to be summoned-an entity known as Olosi.

As a young, immature child, I’d scoffed at the idea of such an evil force. A being so powerful it sought to destroy the world and impose its twisted vision of reality seemed like nothing more than a fairytale. But now, I couldn’t help but wonder: how did Olosi connect to the three gates? And what about the Keymaster, whom I’d read about in that journal? I tried to piece together a coherent narrative, but the truth was, consistency wasn’t something my people excelled at.  

Maybe Olosi was the Keymaster. Perhaps it was the very entity my grandfather had warned me about. Or maybe the Keymaster worked for Olosi. Was that what I had unleashed?

Lost in these thoughts, I didn’t see the woman until she collided with me. She almost fell back, and anger flared in her eyes,

“Hey, dude! Watch where you’re going, okay? You nearly knocked me down!”

She glared at me with dark eyes the color of coffee beans, her frown broadcasting her displeasure. I recognized her. I’d seen her around the neighborhood many times, but this was the first time we’d crossed paths, and it couldn’t have been a less graceful introduction.

“Uh... I’m sorry, ma’am. My apologies,” I mumbled, feeling my face flush like a schoolkid cheating on an exam. Her eyes bore into mine, deep and probing. There was something about her-a look that practically screamed magic.

“Yeah, you’d better be sorry,” she snapped. “I’m late for an important meeting, and I don’t need another asshole ruining my day.”

With that, she spun around and hurried off, nearly at a run. That was what stuck with me-she was always in a rush. Every time I’d seen her, she was like the White Rabbit, perpetually late for some critical appointment. 

Before disappearing completely, she turned and called back, her tone softer now. “These are dangerous times. Watch your step more carefully.”

Her words lingered in my mind, but I didn’t understand them. I wanted to reply with something clever, but my tongue felt like lead. She was gone before I could say anything more.

“Hey, man, sorry about her attitude, bro.”

The voice startled me, and I turned to see a tall, skinny figure approaching with an easy smile. He seemed to have appeared out of nowhere; I hadn’t noticed anyone around during my exchange with the woman,

“Um, yeah... She definitely had an attitude,” I replied, still unsettled.

The stranger had a disarming presence. He looked about my age, maybe a little younger, with bronzed skin and dark hair. His eyes, however, had an eerie, glowing quality-almost magical. He wore a crisp Guayabera, an unusual choice for someone so youthful in Miami. It was the kind of shit my grandfather would wear to domino park for his partidos, much to my grandmother’s chagrin.

We broke into laughter as if we’d known each other forever

“I’m Juan,” he said. “Sorry if I seem nosy, but I think she had way too much attitude, considering you didn’t do anything to her.”

His laugh was strange yet musical, and I found myself trusting him immediately. There was something about him that made me want to believe every word he said, even though this was our first meeting. 

“Yeah, I agree,” I said trying to sound as casual possible. “I didn’t do anything to her. But then again, this is Miami. People are just... like that, you know?” 

Juan chuckled, and his relaxed demeanor put me at ease. Yet, deep down, I was still rattled-not just by the woman’s rudeness but by her unsettling words and those piercing, dark eyes that seemed to see right through me. 

“No big deal, bro,” Juan said, waving it off. “So, where are your headed? You looked like you had a lot on your mind.”

His question caught me off guard. I thought the conversation would have ended by now. In Miami, people didn’t linger unless you met one of three criteria: you were family (even distant cousins counted), you’d gone to school together, or the person talking to you was looking for love.  

“I’m sorry, you’re right. I do have a lot on my mind. My life’s been pretty weird lately, but it’s a long, twisty, boring story. It was nice meeting you.”

I noticed that Juan’s gaze never wavered as I spoke. His smile stayed firmly in place, his expression full understanding.

“That’s cool, bro. It was a pleasure meeting you. I’ve got some pressing matters to take care of. Take care-we’ll see each other around.”

He walked away whistling a tune I didn’t recognize, and as he moved down the road, it almost seemed like he faded into the distance. I stood there, wondering what that encounter had been about. We’ll see each other around. Was that just a casual farewell, or had there been more to his words?

Then my thoughts snapped back to what had preoccupied me before I ran into the woman-and then Juan. I’d been thinking about Olosi. Was his evil already loose and spreading?

“Mario... You need to watch yourself. The girl is right...”

The whisper made my skin crawl. I froze, my heart racing, but there was no one around. The sun bore down fiercely, and I realized I need to get a grip. A break was long overdue.  

I hurried along the cracked sidewalks, careful to avoid the potholes that dotted the area. These were infamous hazards, responsible for countless slips, falls, and the occasional lawsuit or quiet settlement. Slowing my pace, I focused on navigating the uneven concrete. The last thing I needed was to injure myself and end up hobbling around on crutches while trying to unravel the mysteries piling up around me.

The sun blazed hotter by the second, its intensity almost sentient. The humidity was thick enough to choke, but my mind remained fixed on the two strangers I’d just met and the strange events of the night before. As much as I wanted answers, none seemed forthcoming.  

Eventually, I ducked into a small cafeteria to escape the heat. Inside, the older man behind the counter was sweating heavily, his irritation plain on his face as he spotted me. Domingo. He’d never liked me, not even when I was a kid with wide-eyed dreams. Maybe it was because he didn’t care for my family. Maybe it was because of that infamous argument he’d had with my grandfather over a domino partido. Whatever the reason, it didn’t matter when hunger called. Domingo’s disdain was bearable for reward of the finest Cuban frita in town.

“Hola, Domingo. Como estas?” 

I kept my tone bright, trying to kill him with kindness as always.  

“Hola Mario. The usual?” 

His reply was a grunt, as curt as ever. This had been our routine for years: me attempting politeness, him brushing it off. In the end, business was what mattered. As long as I kept ordering, Domingo would tolerate my presence. 

“You know it, Domingo.”  

He didn’t respond, instead disappearing into the kitchen to work his magic. Despite his bitterness, the man was a master of his craft. His shop was a neighborhood institution, surviving even as sleek new Michelin-starred spots popped up around it. The place had history, having originally belonged to his father, Domingo Senior. Unlike his son, Domingo Senior had been a charming man, a friend to my grandfather. I’d always suspected there was more to the bad blood between their families than just dominoes.

“Here you go. Enjoy.” 

Domingo returned with a plate holding the sizzling masterpiece of pork goodness. I took a bite, and for brief moment, all my worries disappeared into the bliss of culinary nirvana. If paradise existed, it was embodied in that sandwich.

Then she walked in, and my problems rushed back.  

“Hola, Domingo, how are you today?” 

The voice was familiar, almost unnervingly sweet, as if it could induce a sugar coma in an instant. 

“Ah, bella, estoy bien. Thanks for asking.” 

Domingo’s response shocked me. He called her beautiful, and even smiled-a sight I had never witnessed in my life. Intrigued, I turned to see who had evoked such a transformation. My stomach dropped. It was her. The woman from earlier, her dark eyes locking onto mine with a faint souring of her otherwise poised expression.

I quickly turned away, lowering my head to focus on the sandwich before me. The once-heavenly taste now felt bland and unappetizing. Still, I forced another bite, hoping she wouldn’t approach.

But I felt her presence before I saw her. She walked closer, her steps deliberate, until she stood beside me at the counter. The air grew heavy as she spoke to Domingo, her voice calm, controlled. I kept my eyes glued to my plate, praying she’d ignore me.

“I don’t bite, you know,” she said.

Her words pierced the air, clearly directed at me.

“Huh? Excuse me?” 

I tried to respond casually, but my voice faltered. Domingo, who rarely showed emotion, smirked as he placed a plate in front of her. To my horror, she chose the seat right next to mine.

I was tense. Her proximity overwhelmed me, her presence commanding attention. She radiated a power I couldn’t define-a force unlike anything I’d ever encountered.

“You’re excused,” she said, her tone light, though her dark eyes gleamed with something sharper. “I’m sorry I was such a bitch earlier. My name is Claudia.”

Her words were unexpected. An apology-and a name. Claudia. The mystery woman finally had a name.

“Um, thanks. I didn’t think you were a...”

I hesitated, the forbidden word hovering on my tongue. My grandmother’s voice echoed in my mind, warning of dire consequences should such words ever leave my lips.  

“You didn’t think I was a bitch?  She said, a sly smile creeping across her face. Her predatory tone sent a chill down my spine. 

“No, no, that’s not what I- I mean, I don’t like to use that word.” 

She chuckled, enjoying my discomfort. 

“It’s fine. We’ve started fresh. Now we can move on to more important matters.”

Her sudden shift in tone threw me off balance. More important matters? What was she talking about? 

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said her voice softening. “If I needed to talk to you, why did I blow you off earlier? The truth is, Mario, you were being followed. The timing wasn’t right. I couldn’t risk giving you away.”

Her words hit like a thunderclap. She knew my name, though I hadn’t introduced myself. Panic gripped me, and I tried to move-tried to flee-but my body refused to obey. I was frozen, trapped in her presence.  

When I finally looked around, the shop was empty. Domingo, the customers-everyone was gone. Only Claudia remained, calmly eating her sandwich, savoring each bite as if nothing were amiss.

“This sandwich is so good,” she said, her eyes closed in bliss. “Come on, finish yours. We’re just two people enjoying a meal.”

Her words carried an undertone I couldn’t place-malice? Sarcasm? Either way, dread coiled in my stomach. 

“Oh, it’s just us,” she continued, her voice cool. “This way, we can talk about reality without prying eyes or ears. You’re already in enough danger as it is.”  

My hand shook as I picked up the sandwich, unable to do anything but listen. 

“I know you’re wondering if I’m going to kill you,” Claudia said, her gaze steady. “That was my original task. Because of who you are-and the threat you pose to all of us. But I’m not going to kill you, Mario. I believe you can be redeemed.”

Her words were surreal. My mind scrambled for answers, but nothing made sense. How did she know me? What threat? And why did I feel as if I’d known her all my life?

A sudden chill swept through the room. Claudia’s eyes narrowed.      

“He’s here,” she whispered, standing abruptly. A brilliant yellow light materialized in her hand, forming a glowing sword.

“Whatever happens, Mario, you have to survive,” she said. 

The door burst open. A massive shadow filled the frame, its eyes glowing ruby red. 

“Finally, I find you,” the shadow boomed. Its voice was a raspy whisper, yet it carried an unearthly weight. “You should have closed the gateway, Guardian. Now I am here for you.”

I tried to move, but my legs felt like lead, my body sinking into the floor as if trapped in quicksand. 

“Run! Claudia shouted. “Get to the gateway-now!”

The air around her erupted into a dazzling array of colors- nine distinct hues swirling in a violent storm. Her true form emerged, powerful and otherworldly, triggering something deep within me. Memories? No, not memories, but recognition.

“You can’t run forever, Guardian,” the shadow called as I bolted toward the glowing portal ahead. “Show me your worth! You opened the door-you should’ve left it shut!”  

The sound of battle raged behind me-steel clashing, Claudia’s shouts turning to screams. My heart pounded as I neared the gateway, her voice cutting through the chaos.

“Go, Mario! I can’t hold him much longer!”

Her scream pierced my soul. She was in pain. She couldn’t die- she couldn’t! But I had no time to question why I believed that. 

With one final burst of strength, I dove through the gateway, leaving the chaos-and Claudia-behind.
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​​​​​​Chapter 3: Still Alive
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I awoke screaming in horror, only to find myself in unfamiliar surroundings. The pain in my left arm was excruciating, and I was lying on an uncomfortable bed. The room was freezing, illuminated by a harsh, sterile fluorescent light shining down on me. An IV was connected to my hand. I was in a hospital, but I couldn’t remember how I got there. What happened to Claudia? Did she survive?

The last thing I recalled was jumping through a shimmering gateway and fading into a brilliant white light. Then, I woke up here just moments ago. The door opened, and a figure in a white coat walked in, holding a clipboard.

“You’re awake. Good. I’m sure your parents are going to be ecstatic; everyone’s been so worried about you,” the figure said. 

I had a thousand questions, but before I could ask, the overworked emergency room doctor quickly checked the IV bag and dashed out of the room as abruptly as he had entered, leaving me in a web of confusion. Moments later, a familiar figure walked in, smiling. After our last encounter, I couldn’t have been happier to see him again,

“Hey, man. I can’t believe you’re okay; you had us all worried sick, bro.”

Marco’s usual upbeat demeanor was gone. He looked like a haggard mess-pale, with deep bags under his red-rimmed eyes, as though he hadn’t slept in days.

“Marco. Hey... you look like shit, man,” I said.

Marco burst out laughing, though his red-rimmed eyes betrayed exhaustion. His laughter continued for a moment before he suddenly leaned over the bed and pulled me into a crushing bear hug, sobbing.

“You’re such an asshole, man. Only you would wake up from a seven-day coma and tell me I look like shit.”   

The words hit me like a brick. I froze in absolute horror. As Marco backed away, I searched his face for the usual jokester grin, the one that often followed his paquetones. There was none.

“What did you just say?” 

I tried to keep my voice steady, but the shock in his words was overwhelming. Marco stared at me, wide-eyed and silent, like an owl sizing up its prey. His expression was unsettling. Why wasn’t he breaking into laughter or admitting to some elaborate joke? There wasn’t even a hint of a smirk, not the faintest curve of his lips to suggest he was teasing.

“Bro, you’re scaring me. What did you say? What do you mean by a seven-day coma? Why am I even here? I don’t remember being here. I was at the café, having my usual lunch, and then... I met her. Where is she? Where’s Claudia? She was with me. I don’t remember what happened. She was there!”

My heart raced like a speedboat fleeing the Coast Guard. Something was off- terribly off- and I was terrified. Marco was not a good enough actor to maintain a prank like this. He lacked the commitment, and usually, he’d crack within minutes. Yet here he was, stone-faced, his eyes glistening as if he’d been genuinely crying.

“You don’t remember anything, do you bro?” 

My hands trembled uncontrollably. My heart pounded so fast, it felt like it might leap out of my chest and take a walk down the hospital corridor.

“Dude, you need to stop. You’re freaking me out. Tell me this is a joke. How did I get here? Did I pass out? Were we lifting too much at the gym? Did I get drunk? Damn, man.”

But Marco didn’t laugh. His red-rimmed eyes stared right into mine, filled with disbelief. It was a look I knew too well-one he wore when he had no response that could possibly make me happy.

“You really don’t remember anything, do you, bro?” 

The suspense was unbearable. My heart felt like it might stop mid-beat, and if Marco didn’t get to the point soon, it might just end our friendship.  

“Alright, bro. Yu passed out at lunch at the café. They had to call an ambulance. They thought you had a heart attack or something. And then... you wouldn’t wake up. You’ve been in a coma for a week.” 

I noticed he was holding back tears, but they started to fall anyway. Marco was not the type to cry in front of people. He’d been raised with that toxic machismo nonsense that taught him men weren’t supposed to cry. Seeing him like this was jarring.  

“A coma? For a week? What? That doesn’t make sense. I’m fine! I can jump out of this bed right now and dance! I’m fine!”  

Anger surged within me, irrational and wild. There was no way I’d been in a coma. I remembered the day clearly. I remembered meeting Claudia. Then there was the fight- with Olosi? Claudia, who had been nasty to me at first, had protected me with her powers. I remembered her shielding me from... something. A battle between  a sorceress and a devil? It all sounded ridiculous, like a fever dream. And yet... I was a Guardian. I’d always known things that most people couldn’t even imagine. Could it have been real?

It felt like my grasp on reality was slipping. Madness was clawing at the edges of my mind. Then again, my entire life had been surrounded by madness. 

“I was in a coma, wasn’t I, Marco?” 

I saw the sadness in Marco’s eyes when I said the word coma. It was a trigger for him, and it sent a chill down my spine. Could Olosi have returned for vengeance? That shouldn’t have been possible-my family had banished him long ago. But then again, Olosi was one of the most powerful beings in the universe, perhaps the most powerful. And Claudia...that meant she didn’t survive. That meant she
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