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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
   A s she travelled through the jungle, the woman tightly hugged the wooden box that weighed down on her and seemed to get heavier with every step she took. She had spent the previous two days carrying it close to her chest. Droplets of sweat ran down the side of her forehead and down along her cheeks before hitting the ground like drops of rain. The slightly built lady made her way through the trees and underbrush and could hear the flapping of bird’s wings, the whooping of monkeys and the sound of insects thrumming and chirping around her. While she walked, the noise of her boots snapping twigs and crunching dead leaves joined the cacophony of sounds. 
 
    The aroma of vegetation and rotten moss combined with fresh grass permeated the air. Vomit was ready to explode from her throat at the stench which emanated from her clothes, but she couldn’t cover her nose. None of that mattered right now; all she wanted was to reach her destination safe and sound. 
 
    The lukewarm water and mouldy bread in her travel sack would have to wait, even though her throat was parched and her lips were dry. It wasn't safe enough to stop for a drink or to eat just yet as unknown dangers still posed a threat, including wild animals, thieves and of course...the Brotherhood who had hunted her for weeks now. 
 
    She licked her lips and breathed heavily and could feel damp patches under her armpits and at the back of her long, hooded grey robe. The traveller was petite and her features were sharp and noble. Though she was exhausted, she strode confidently with a straight back and head held high. Her eyes were a striking, steely emerald green with the beginning of circles around them, and her nose was aquiline. With her long luscious black hair and silky skin, she looked no older than twenty years. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard a dull sound in the distance, like a lion’s roar. After focusing, she realised it was the sound of many people shouting and talking: the sound of the bazaar. Men and women were loudly bartering and selling their wares. When she drew closer out of the greenery, she sighed loudly. Fresh food and drink at last and a chance to rest. 
 
    Coming out of the jungle, she withdrew a small bag from her sack that contained coins within it that jangled before withdrawing some pieces of silver. The bazaar was huge, with makeshift stalls spaced out over a large area. Stalls comprised of tables and carriages with wares on display. She looked around and noticed a stall selling fresh food and drinks, so she immediately increased her pace and headed in that direction.   
 
    The vendor was a young man who pranced around like a pony as a large mob had assembled at his stall, barking orders loudly. The stall-holder had a thin, well maintained moustache and he had thick black oiled hair. He had an overflowing container of money on the serving table from visitors who were eagerly buying cold drinks and food. As she watched, he wiped his forehead with a piece of cloth while quickly preparing orders. 
 
    After waiting for five minutes, she was served. Her stomach made a strange growling noise at being so close to fresh food and drink. She tapped her foot as she waited.  
 
    “What would you like, madam?”  
 
    “Can I have a few slices of carrot cake, some cheese and bread and two containers of water please? Lovely day, is it not?” she replied.  
 
    “It is very hot. What is in your box?” the vendor asked abruptly. 
 
    “Never mind,” she said.  
 
    “What brings you to our bazaar?” the young man asked, placing her food and drink on the table. 
 
    “Just passing through on private business,” she replied. 
 
    “Hurry up, we haven’t got all day,” an irate customer shouted. 
 
    “Be patient. I’m not going anywhere,” the young man shouted back and turned towards her again. “Where are you headed?”  
 
    “I’m not too far from my destination. I hope to reach it within a day or two at the most,” she said coyly. 
 
    “Right,” he said, realising he wouldn’t get more information out of her. “I had better start serving the other customers before they move to another stall. Thank you and have a safe journey.” 
 
    “Thank you very much,” she said quietly.  
 
    The young man smiled at her and handed her the food and containers of water. There was enough to last for a few days of travelling.  
 
    After gulping down the heavenly water, she chewed on the cake hurriedly but savoured the taste and felt full for the first time in two days.  
 
    She found a quiet, shaded part of the bazaar which was probably the biggest one in the Suri district, with about a hundred different stalls selling a variety of items from fresh meat to ornaments. The traveller watched people bustling around like busy ants, bartering and spending money. People wore clothing of a variety of different colours and multicoloured mats and rugs were on sale. There was a shoe stall selling beautiful sandals and shoes of different sizes. The sound of hundreds of customers was reassuring, and she felt at ease for the first time on her trip.  
 
    As she sipped on cool water, she sighed and looked at the box, which was covered with a dark cloak. She heard her baby gurgling and removed the cloak. The baby was small, but fat and healthy. She wetted his lips with water and fed him some chewed bread. He was very fair skinned, with the same eye colour as his mother. Again, she covered the box with the cloak as secrecy was imperative, no-one could know what was in her box. 
 
    Her shoulders and legs ached and throbbed. Even though the ground was uneven and dusty, she began to feel sleepy. 
 
    She enjoyed the coolness of the shade of a huge oak tree and felt her strength returning. The lady watched the sun crossing the sky and decided that she had to resume her journey if she wanted to reach her destination as quickly as possible.  
 
    Immediately, she rose up and groaned loudly. It felt like her whole body had been hammered with iron rods. Lifting the little box, she again headed towards the jungle. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt a thud on the back of her head and saw stars. She was barely able to remain standing but somehow managed to hold the box tightly. A sharp piercing pain travelled from the back of her head down her spine, but she gritted her teeth. 
 
    Need to keep standing...Hold the box! Heart hammering. Wet palms...Hold the box! Turn around. 
 
    There were two of them. 
 
    They were both sturdy looking and had long beards and unkempt moustaches and were dressed in knee-length tunics and, fortunately, were unarmed. Her training came into play and she assessed them instantly. The bigger and more dangerous of the two assailants had a long scar across his face. They both had hollow cheeks and prominent, parched lips. There was warmth on the back of her head as blood trickled down the back of her neck like a snake.  
 
    The Brotherhood have finally caught upto me. 
 
    The secret society was powerful, with many resources, including professional assassins and rumours of demons under their control. Thankfully, she was trained enough to handle two desperate beggars who were probably bought for a few pieces of gold. 
 
    Immediately, she went into a defensive posture and screamed like a tigress and kicked out at the larger man. Her frontal kick landed squarely on his chest, making him fall backward in shock. Again, she kicked at him, this time she aimed for his groin. Her kick landed successfully, and he grunted with pain and raised his fists.  
 
    “Hey you, leave her alone!” Someone shouted. 
 
    The other attacker had been trying to pull the box from her hands but stopped as he realised she wouldn’t give it up. Luckily for her, someone had noticed what was happening. In a rush, the rough looking man grabbed her travel sack and ripped it from her shoulders and the duo ran towards the jungle. Nearly all my money and food... gone. A strenuous journey lay ahead, and she only had two small containers of water and some leftover bread. Speed was of the essence. She may even have to travel through the night. Although she could navigate using the stars as a guide, the stars weren’t always visible in the jungle due to high level foliage. 
 
    They had been hunting her like hounds hunt a fox for weeks now, but she was stronger and more resourceful than they realised, and had evaded them at every step. I will never give them what they want. 
 
    Using a strip of cloth from her robe, she fashioned a bandage which stemmed the flow of blood. I’m lucky to come away with only minor injuries. 
 
    That night, she travelled as fast as she was able to. Having made the journey once before, she was quite familiar with the terrain. Although there was a shimmering ball in the sky however, she had to find her way slowly and carefully. The ground was rough, with twigs and under-brush and massive tree roots criss-crossing her path. As she walked, there was the crackling of dead leaves and the aroma of pine and lavender in the air. When she became exhausted and unable to carry on, she used a Firemaker and started a fire and promptly went to sleep. 
 
    After resting intermittently, she woke up just as the fire had gone out and only dull red embers and ashes were left. She checked on her precious cargo and found him sleeping. It was before dawn and the insects had started twittering loudly and the squawking of birds could also be heard along with the whisper of leaves. She continued towards her destination as fast as she could. Soon, she began to breathe heavily, and salty sweat dripped all over her body, leaving her robe damp and cool. 
 
    Eventually, she recognised she had come close to reaching her destination. It felt like she couldn’t manage to carry the box any longer, and she sighed with relief. 
 
    The following night, there was no sign of movement or activity apart from the solitary traveller who bent forward as she walked. The moon was a luminous balloon in the cloudless sky.  
 
    She started shivering, so she wrapped her cloak around her body tightly, donned the hood and walked faster. An owl hooted, seemingly talking to the night. A light shone ahead. It was from a building with three floors, covered in darkness except for a solitary light that was visible from the ground floor. After stopping, she lifted out the little, bubbling baby. Goodbye my beloved. Her tears, which drenched the baby, were an unstoppable torrent.  
 
    The lady hugged and kissed the plump infant one last time and placed the box with the baby in it at the doorstep of the imposing building, she knocked loudly on the door, waited a few seconds then rushed back in the same direction she had come from. 
 
    "Who is it?" someone shouted from inside the building. "What’s your business?" The sound of a lock being unlatched could be heard, and a key turned. Then slowly, ponderously, the massive door opened…

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    12 years later. 
 
   I n the dining room of the Suri Orphanage in the Salama Empire, Kaleem sat alone at a table, while the other children laughed and joked with each other. Sixty children were seated at wooden tables and hardback chairs arranged throughout the dining room, eagerly waiting for their meal. Kaleem looked up at the towering ceiling and squinted at the rays of sunlight flooding in through the large windows spread out across the room. Although he felt small and insignificant in it, the dining room was actually Kaleem’s favourite room in the whole building. He always smelled food in the air and the room made him feel positive. 
 
    The Suri Orphanage was three stories high, built a century ago with lofty ceilings and massive doors, some that required two people to open and close them. There were toilets and bathing rooms on each floor, and there was a large kitchen and dining area on the ground level. Kaleem was always aware of the musky smell that lingered everywhere. The walls were a dull greyish colour. Apart from the airy dining room, the orphanage was not a comfortable place to live. Perhaps the original inhabitants had lived luxuriously, but now there were no carpets or bright, cheerful colours. 
 
    The orphanage had been established twenty years earlier when a rich benefactor had bought it and donated it to the charity that had run it ever since. It was managed by the Daughters of Fatima, a female only charity. There were ten staff including the headmistress. The children had labelled the women who ran the orphanage as ‘Aunties’.  
 
    Kaleem listened to children talking about food and their plans for the day.  
 
    “Ka-Ka-Ka-Kaleem,” said one boy from a nearby table. Kaleem glanced at the boy but didn’t respond as the other boys laughed loudly. 
 
    Kaleem was fair skinned, and his eyes were a rare green colour, like leaves from a tree. His teeth were sparkling diamonds. No one else in the orphanage had features like Kaleem. Although he was twelve years old, he was regularly mistaken for someone younger. He had a thick mop of black hair and, like the other children, his cheeks were hollow. He wore a grey buttoned tunic and black pants that dragged on the floor. 
 
    Kaleem sometimes wondered what his parents were like and why they had left him at the orphanage. Like every abandoned child, he dreamt that one day his parents would come to the orphanage and take him away. One of the Aunties had informed him that he had been left at the doorstep of the orphanage twelve years ago. 
 
    “Hurry up and get your breakfast,” the Aunty shouted. Immediately, the children rushed to the serving table. Kaleem joined the queue, but the other boys pushed in front of him. Although breakfast was usually only porridge and water and, on some days, milk, Kaleem’s mouth always watered. 
 
    After everyone else had been served, he finally went to get his breakfast. The Aunty sighed as she placed porridge in his brown wooden bowl. There were three large pots of porridge on the table and a pile of plates and bowls. The Aunty had a wrinkled face. Grey hair was visible under her head covering. She looks exhausted. Kaleem chewed his food quickly, though the porridge was sugarless and practically flavourless. Anything was better than nothing. 
 
    After breakfast, he went to the ground floor toilet, covering his nose with his sleeve before entering. The toilet was a small space so Kaleem preferred to use it when no-one was there. The plumbing system was simple and inadequate. There were two cubicles with basins where the excrement and urine would collect and it would often get clogged. Certain parts of the country were very comfortable with advanced sewage systems and hot water, but outlying areas such as Suri were not as developed. There was a small open window that let in a bit of fresh air, but he could already feel vomit in his throat ready to explode. As he was about to leave, three boys came into the toilet and blocked his way. What will they do to me now?   
 
    “Leave me alone, what d-d-do you want?” he asked, trying to get past them. His heart hammered in his chest and his palms became wet as he looked up at them. He knew all three of them: Sham, Deen, and Azad. 
 
    “Where do you think you are going, bitch?” Sham asked roughly, and punched him. 
 
    Kaleem held his throbbing jaw as his traitorous legs quivered. He felt the back of his tunic go wet and cold. “What have I ever d-d-done to you?”  
 
    “Shut up, bitch,” Deen shouted. 
 
    “We have a special gift for you, Ka- Ka. Hold him,” Azad, the leader of the group, commanded. Azad was older than Kaleem and tall for his age with dark skin. His eyebrows furrowed into a scowl. 
 
    As Sham and Deen blocked him from either side, Kaleem looked around frantically. He struggled hard as Azad leant down and picked up a toilet basin. He then emptied its contents all over Kaleem, who vomited out his breakfast and wiped ineffectively at his face and eyes. His head and upper body were covered in waste. He could not stop himself crying, which was a big mistake as Azad pushed him hard, causing him to fall on his back and hit his head on the floor. Why me? 
 
    Azad rushed towards Kaleem and began to kick him viciously and his two friends joined him, kicking his legs, stomach, chest and back. Kaleem cried out in pain, but there was no one to help him. Save me God. They were careful not to kick his face so the Aunties would not become suspicious. Kaleem rolled into a ball and tried to block out the pain. His tormentors were grunting with the exertion of kicking and stomping on him. Kaleem looked at Azad’s pockmarked face and saw a strange glint in his eyes and a smile on his face as he pummeled him with his foot. Kaleem shut his eyes as they kicked him for what seemed like hours. It felt like his body was being smashed with iron hammers. The only sounds were their kicks on his body and their grunts and heavy breathing. Kaleem stopped crying out. They are going to kill me. 
 
    Fortunately, they stopped, breathless and sweating profusely, and spat on him one by one. “We should go. It smells disgusting.” Azad sniffed as he stood over Kaleem. “If you tell the Aunties, watch what I do to you.” Then he kicked Kaleem one last time.  
 
    The trio of bullies walked out laughing. Kaleem stayed on the floor and cried like a baby. What have I done to deserve this?  
 
    Azad had always had a vendetta against Kaleem. Every day he hounded and tortured him, whether by beating him or humiliating him. Once, he pulled down Kaleem’s pants in the dining room in front of everyone, which was worse in Kaleem’s eyes than the beatings. 
 
    Kaleem stood up unsteadily. He felt aches and pains everywhere, especially his ribs. He lifted his soiled shirt and saw the bruising all over his body, dark red marks like a skin disease. I’m lucky they didn’t break my bones. 
 
    Kaleem hobbled to the dormitory, changed into his second pair of trousers and limped as fast as he could to the bathing area before he was seen by the Aunties or the other boys. He filled a container with icy water and poured it on his head and wiped and scrubbed his bruised body, then he rubbed his tunic roughly to remove the filth, but without soap, the smell was hard to remove. He did his best to remove the urine and excrement. The others are going to laugh at me all day. 
 
    Kaleem thought back to all the humiliation and violence he faced regularly, but the incidents of cruelty and bullying were becoming worse. On many nights, Kaleem would wet his pillow with tears of grief and anger and would plan violent revenge. You will pay. 
 
    He recalled how the bullying had started two years ago when his stuttering began. Azad was one of the many who made his life hell. Kaleem did not defend himself physically or verbally. They targeted him because he was different, too gentle and shy, with different facial features. Among other names, the boys had labelled him as ‘gora’ or fair skinned person. 
 
    Although he wasn’t targeted by all the boys as there were some who had grown up with him and were friendly. He was isolated by everyone because the other boys were afraid that they would also become targets by being seen with him. So he had no-one to support him or even talk to. Some days, he would wish only for a friend. 
 
      
 
    Surrounding the orphanage was a small but dense forest, alive with life and home to all manner of wildlife. There were many types of trees, from oak trees to willow trees, and there were a variety of animals that lived there such as squirrels, rabbits, and foxes. The gentle smell of leaves and grass was usually refreshing. Kaleem always marvelled at the variety of plants and loved the thick, green brush.  
 
    When he had a particularly bad day, Kaleem would go to the forest to get away from the orphanage, away from the bullies and everyone who stood by and watched him suffer. He would eagerly observe magpies and crows and, rarely, robins. After washing himself, Kaleem left the orphanage and trudged to the forest. Every footstep was like climbing a mountain. He couldn’t face the other boys after what had happened in the toilet and his smell. The orb of heat and light slowly crossed the sky, causing Kaleem to wipe his brow with the back of his hand. 
 
    It was still morning when he found a spot in the shade and gently sat down. Even that took a huge effort and he groaned. He shifted positions to get comfortable, but he couldn’t. The mound of grass he sat on was dry and soft, but he could still feel his bruising. He hoped to see an animal or a bird, but there was only a deathly stillness in the forest. Neither bird calls nor chirping of insects. There were woolly clouds in the sky, behind which the sun would sometimes hide and other times it would glare at the world with all its hot, shiny glory. 
 
    Kaleem took his shirt off and raised his eyebrows at the state of his body. He was black and blue all over his arms, chest and stomach and his legs were bruised too. It was likely his back would also be in a similar state. He undressed and wiped his brown coloured shirt on the grass, hoping to remove the smell. Although it helped a little, he still retched.  
 
    He spent several hours in solitude, but his mood did not lift even after eventually seeing a group of magpies and a crow. Strangely, a badger came near him hoping for food but Kaleem didn’t have any with him. Hours later, as the sun began to recede, chased away by darkness, he struggled to stand and returned to the orphanage.  
 
    Though he was physically frail, Kaleem had strong conviction in God. Kaleem believed that He would help him get through these hard times. He remembered the Aunty who had taught him the basics of religion, from whom he had learned of an Almighty, Loving God. She had been a great teacher, patient and kind and - though Kaleem was too young to notice- beautiful and humble. Her name had been Aunty Yuha, and she had passed away a year ago after a short illness at the young age of twenty. Due to her teachings, Kaleem had developed strong faith and he tried to pray five times a day. 
 
    He remembered how he had been raised by the Aunties. At least when he was a little child, no one had bullied or abused him. He was grateful to the Aunties for caring for him throughout his early childhood, especially the head Aunty who used to spend more time with the children before she was promoted to headmistress. Kaleem saw her rarely, but whenever they met, she always had a smile for him. He would have complained to her about the other boys, but he was too scared of the consequences.  
 
    Kaleem sometimes felt suicidal as his oppressors thought of increasingly worse punishments for him. They had never beaten him as severely as he had been earlier that day. He knew that it would not be the last either. Complaining or crying about the torture was useless, as it made things worse. He made a vow that he would never cry again in front of the bullies as they thrived off his reaction; it made them feel powerful and strong. 
 
    Often, he thought of running away, but he had never left the orphanage and was terrified by the idea of facing the world on his own. He was shy and found it difficult to interact with people. However, he hoped to leave the orphanage one day. 
 
    After returning from the forest, as he was on his way to the first-floor dormitory, one of the Aunties shouted from the upper-level stairs, “Kaleem, why are you limping?”  
 
    “I fell over, Aunty, and hurt my l-l-leg.” Kaleem clenched his fists. 
 
    “Are you sure Kaleem? Where did you fall?” Her brow wrinkled, making her look much older. 
 
    “I was in the b-b-bathing room, Aunty, and I slipped.” 
 
    “Hmmm, Do you want me to have a look?” she said loudly. 
 
    “N-N-No Aunty, I am f-f-fine,” Kaleem lied. 
 
    She looked down at him silently for a while and fidgeted with her head covering, but Kaleem remained quiet, remembering Azad’s earlier warning. Thankfully the Aunty hadn’t been near enough to smell him. 
 
    “Okay Kaleem. You know where I am if you need me,” she said and walked back up the stairs. 
 
    As Kaleem walked down the corridor, a boy came towards him. He tried to move to the side, but the boy barged into him with his shoulder and said, “I bet your gora parents are disgusted by you.” 
 
    Kaleem didn’t say a word. 
 
    Later on, in the dorm, as Kaleem lay on his mattress unable to get comfortable, he listened to the boys talking.  
 
    “What is that smell?” asked one boy loudly. 
 
    “It’s coming from over there,” replied another boy. “Is that you, Ka-Ka-Kaleem? Have you had an accident?” They all laughed. 
 
    “Have you got a case of diarrhoea, unable to control it?” a third boy said to more laughter. 
 
    “Ka- Ka, you need to have a wash if you have soiled yourself.” 
 
    Kaleem covered his head with his bed covering and tried to block out their cruel taunts with his pillow. His whole body was aching, and he felt judders of pain every time he moved. He always prayed to God to make his life easier. Why do you not answer me?  
 
    Later that night, he woke up abruptly and noticed in the dusky candlelight that the other boys were all awake and looking at him keenly. Immediately, he felt something cold under his blanket. He lowered his blanket and found a bloody, dead rat. He flinched as he jumped up quickly and disgustedly flung the rat away. The cruel children began giggling and laughing at him like hyenas. Kaleem felt tears about to burst from his eyes like rain from a cloud, but he didn’t want to give them the satisfaction, so he barely restrained himself. I hate all of you.  
 
    He could not sleep for a while, worried they would do something else to him if he slept. He would shut his eyes for a few moments but would keep waking up, fearing the worst. Finally, just before he fell into deep, blissful sleep, he considered his desperate situation. What will they do to me tomorrow?
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   E arly next morning Kaleem woke up suddenly. Every time he moved, he felt stabbing pain all over his body. He wished he could have slept longer, as it was a relief for him. It was an escape from the harsh reality of life. When he slept, he dreamt about beautiful forests and picnics besides rushing rivers with animals that approached him for food.  
 
    When he thought of facing Azad and his gang, his legs would start to tremble and his throat and lips would go dry. It’s better to die than to live like this. He vomited in the corridor due to the foul aroma from his clothes. The blood of the dead rat from the previous night made him feel unclean. In the bathing room, he spent almost half an hour scrubbing his body before going to the dining room for breakfast. 
 
    The dining room was empty of children and Aunties, but there was an unfamiliar cleaner there busily scrubbing and mopping. It was as quiet as a solitary stone on a beach.  
 
    The cleaner appeared to be in her early thirties with brownish hair partially visible under her headscarf. She had fair skin and her eyes were like golden leaves in autumn. In stature, she was small, and was wearing an apron and hand coverings. 
 
    The lady noticed him and smiled. “Bit early for breakfast.”  
 
    She’s going to laugh at me. 
 
    “My name is Maya. I started work here today. What is your name?” 
 
    Kaleem still didn’t answer, so Maya went to her trolley and lifted out a package and withdrew a juicy red apple. Kaleem’s mouth watered when he saw it. 
 
    “Hungry?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied eagerly. 
 
    “Tell me your name.” 
 
    “My name is K-K-Kaleem,” he answered. 
 
    “Good to meet you Kaleem,” she said and handed him the apple. 
 
     As he bit into the apple, he was overwhelmed by the sweet taste and hurriedly chomped on it. It was hard to believe something so small could be so filling and delicious. Each bite was an explosion of sweetness and flavour. “It tastes beautiful. Thank you v-v-very much,” he said in between munching. 
 
    “Do you like its taste?” 
 
    Kaleem smiled. “It is l- l- lovely.” 
 
    “So, how long have you lived here?” she enquired as she wiped tables and chairs with a strong-smelling cloth. 
 
    “I have been here for twelve years, m-m-my whole life.” 
 
    “Do you like it here?” she asked. 
 
    “I hate it,” Kaleem said forcefully. 
 
    “It must be hard for you, but at least you have shelter and food, better than a lot of people,” she said. 
 
    Why is she being good to me? Kaleem knew he smelled disgusting, but she didn’t seem to notice, and if she did, she didn’t show it. He observed how expressive her face was and her use of hand gestures when she spoke. Her eyes sparkled and her voice was soft but clear. There was the strong smell of Itr (perfume) around her. 
 
    “Everyone hates m- m- me.” Kaleem rolled on the balls of his feet. 
 
    “Boys can be cruel,” she said. 
 
    “You don’t know how cruel they can b- b- be,” he informed her. 
 
    “You remind me of my son. He passed away last year due to a lung infection.” She had tears in her eyes. “He was small like you.” 
 
    “I am sorry t-t-to hear that M-M-Maya.” He sniffed. 
 
    At this point, the other boys started coming into the dining hall and the odd "Ka- Ka- Ka" jokes didn't seem as hurtful to Kaleem after eating the apple and meeting a friendly person. Kaleem also smelled food being prepared and, as usual, his mouth became wet. 
 
    “Why are you limping?”  
 
    “I fell and hurt m- m- my foot,” he said coyly and felt his cheeks flush. 
 
    “Right,” she said. 
 
    “I hope t-t-to talk to you again,” he told her and went to sit at a table to wait for breakfast. 
 
    The following morning, Kaleem went to the dining area hoping to talk to her again and found her busy doing her job. She had a wide smile for him and this time she took another package out of her bag and handed it to Kaleem. 
 
    “I hope these fit you.”  
 
    Kaleem opened the package and found a tunic and pants which were in good condition. “Thank you so m-m-much,” he said. 
 
    “They belonged to my son.” She replied. 
 
    Although Kaleem was going through many hardships, he was insatiably curious about life outside the orphanage. As two Aunties were cleaning the dormitory later on that day, Kaleem overheard them talking.  
 
    “You will not believe this, but my cousin was attacked in broad daylight last week and no one helped her,” one Aunty said. 
 
    “I have heard about fair skinned men with powerful weapons who want to invade us. People are scared and hungry, but what can we do? The Leader lives extravagantly while we suffer,” the other Aunty replied. 
 
    Kaleem had learned snippets of what was happening away from the orphanage and hoped to explore the world one day. He knew that the orphanage was in a country called the Salama Empire and that it was very big. In Salama the currency was comprised of copper, silver and gold pieces and high value paper money too. From what he had heard from the Aunties, he was aware that poverty and crime were spreading throughout the country and knew that the country was ruled by Nur Alam, who was commonly referred to as just ‘the Leader’. The main religion in Salama was Islam and the call to prayer could be heard like clockwork throughout the day in most places, though not at the orphanage. Citizens of Salama were free to practice any religion they wished, and the government of the country followed Islam nominally. It was year 523 after Hijri in the Salama Islamic calendar. 
 
    After meeting Maya, he was positive for the first time in a long time. For almost two years he had felt unhappy and pessimistic and had recently started to ruminate about ways to end his life. Following their meetings Kaleem began to look forward to talking to her again and waited anxiously for her on her workdays. He found Maya to be an interesting and intelligent person who was knowledgeable about various subjects. 
 
    The following week, while she mopped the dining room floor, they spoke again, and she asked, “So do you know anything about your parents?” 
 
    “All I know is that I was left here twelve years ago in the m-m-middle of the night. They did not leave a n-n-note or a message for me. I don’t know anything about them, or even if they are still alive. But I do wonder what they look like, and what kind of people they are,” he said sadly. 
 
    She reassured him. “I am sure you will find them one day and I am sure they still love you and think of you.” 
 
    “Why would they l-l-leave me here if they really loved me?” he asked regretfully. 
 
    “I am sure they had a very good reason for leaving you here. When you find them, they will explain everything. Be patient.” 
 
    Kaleem revealed a little about what he was going through with the likes of Azad and others, so Maya tried her best to reassure him. He hid the true extent of his injuries and bruising. As he had never complained to anyone about what the other children did to him, it was great to be able to pour his heart out about his difficulties. 
 
    One day, he confided in Maya, “The boys make fun of me all the time and laugh at me. They k-k-keep beating me. I hate it here. My life is so difficult.” 
 
    “I know it is hard, I wish I could do more for you, but remember I am always on your side,” Maya replied emotionally. 
 
    It was a comfort for Kaleem just to be able to share his problems. For more than two years, he had been isolated, mocked, and beaten. Now he had someone who looked after him like a protective mother. Now he had a trusted and sympathetic confidante. God has answered my prayers – he has sent Maya. 
 
    “I want to give Azad a beating, but I can’t do that as I will lose my job,” she said. 
 
     “If I tell the Aunties about what they do to me, it will become worse. I c-c-cannot hide from them,” Kaleem said as he tapped his foot. 
 
    Maya reluctantly agreed to not get involved, although she would tell off Azad and others for minor things. 
 
    “My father is old and unwell and needs looking after. This job is really good for me as I only come in twice a week. I earn money in other ways too; I sell fruit and vegetables grown in my garden,” she told him. 
 
    “It is a great blessing to have a p-p-p parent, even if they are ill,” Kaleem replied. “I love l- l- learning about what is happening throughout the country and what the Leader is d-d-d- doing,” Kaleem told her. 
 
    Maya was also well informed regarding the politics of the land and the latest happenings at the Leader’s palace. “I haven’t seen the royal building myself,” she told him, “But according to rumour, the palace is a magnificent structure with hundreds of rooms, some with golden doors. Apparently, it is surrounded by acres of land and is the centre of many political intrigues, domestic and foreign.” 
 
    Kaleem learned much about the country from her and was always curious about the latest news. 
 
    “I love reading about anything and everything. Every time you read a book it is like opening a door into a different world, whether the subject is current affairs or fiction. I have dozens of books in my collection, built up over the years. I could teach you about history and politics, if you want,” she offered. 
 
    “Of course, I would l-l-love that,” Kaleem said excitedly. 
 
    The following week, on her break from work, Maya got permission from an Aunty and they went to the forest together. When he was with Maya, Kaleem felt safe as the boys would not assault him in front of her. 
 
     It was a warm day and birds were singing and insects twittered and buzzed loudly. There was a cool, fresh breeze, though it was still quite warm. They eventually found a little clearing surrounded by trees, and there was an earthy smell as they removed golden leaves from the grass and sat down. The sun was a blazing orb in the cloudless sky. 
 
    Maya had brought paper, ink and a quill, and she began the first lesson. Kaleem asked one question after another, but Maya was very thorough and would only begin a new lesson after the previous one was perfected.  
 
    Kaleem knew how to read and write as classes were held at the orphanage, but made slow progress. It was good for him to be occupied with something rather than ruminating about his cruel peers. He was keen to learn everything quickly, but unfortunately he was not gifted academically. He broke many of Maya’s quills as he struggled to memorise historical facts and political theory. 
 
    “Anything worth having requires hard work,” Maya encouraged him. 
 
    Maya was persistent and dedicated; someone else may have given up, but she didn’t accept defeat easily. Kaleem would memorise dates, significant events in history and facts about historical figures but would forget what he had learned by the following lesson. 
 
    Maya taught him that the Salama Empire had been formed one hundred years ago by the great grandfather of the current Leader of the Empire. The first Leader, Dawr Bakhsh, had combined all the territory of lesser kingdoms to form the Empire.  
 
    She had bought a map to show Kaleem the geography of the world and showed him that Salama was huge, bordered by Urobba and the Ocean of Zalum to the West and Sharul to the East. The Suri district was to the West of the country and the harsh mountain of Harrah was in the North East. Salama was one of the richest countries in the world, but severe poverty was spreading, especially away from the big cities. 
 
    In the centre of Salama was Dalus. Dalus was huge, with millions of residents, and was home to the Leader and the government. The monstrous river Renn flowed from one border of Salama through to another. Sharul and Salama had good relations in terms of trade and diplomatic relations, but Urobba was completely isolationist. 
 
    The present Leader was like a king, able to collect taxes and defend the nation from external and internal threats. According to Maya, unlike his grandfather, the present Leader only wanted to enjoy himself and didn’t care about normal people. He spent most of his time at parties and dinners with the nobles of the Empire. While his subjects starved, he was wasting huge amounts of money on enjoying himself and showing off his wealth.  
 
    In terms of power, after the Leader, the Council of Elders came second. The Council advised the Leader on important domestic and foreign policy. It comprised of twelve men of knowledge, each an expert in different subjects, from mathematics and philosophy to political theory and rhetoric. 
 
    It was Dawr Bakhsh who established the Council of Elders to advise the Leader and, if necessary, to guide him. The Council of Elders met once a week to debate and discuss important matters and to notify the Leader of pressing issues. They were based in the House of Elders which was within the vicinity of the Leader’s castle. 
 
    “M-M-Maybe if he saw how we lived he would help us,” Kaleem commented one day while Maya cleaned and brushed the kitchen attached to the dining room.  
 
    “There is discontent everywhere. Who knows what the people will do? There are people calling for a revolution. I believe we need to rise up too,” she replied. 
 
    “I don’t understand how the L-L-Leader wastes so much money, while we are lucky to have even two meals a day. If I ever become rich, I will share m-m-my wealth with the poor.” 
 
    “Everyone starts off with noble intentions, but greed for power and wealth always takes over. Man is naturally hungry for these two things,” Maya said. 
 
    Kaleem found knowledge to be fascinating. His day-to-day encounters with Azad and the other boys seemed mundane when compared to the emperors and conquerors he read about. As the season morphed and autumn became winter, Kaleem began to go through a transformation too - like a caterpillar – although he still lived with constant fear. He was no longer a little powerless boy, but through reading, he was walking with kings and great men and started to defend himself against the abuse he faced every day. 
 
    One day as he was waiting in the dining room, another boy called him ‘gora’ or white person.  
 
    Kaleem immediately replied, “Better to be ‘gora’ than ugly.” The boy didn’t have an answer. 
 
    Regardless of his newfound confidence, he knew what the other boys would do to his books if they saw him with them, so he found a hollow in a tree trunk in the forest which he marked with a K and hid his book collection there.  
 
    But suddenly the worst happened. Maya stopped coming in to work. 
 
    When Maya stopped coming to the orphanage, Kaleem blamed himself and ruminated about why she had left. It was a catastrophe. The first few weeks he waited for her on her work days, hoping against hope that she would return, but as time passed, he realised she wasn’t coming back. Salty, hot tears of sorrow came unbidden as he remembered Maya. Abandoned by my parents and now abandoned by Maya, too. He had lost a friend, a teacher, and a mother figure. Tears of heart wrenching grief seeped from his eyes and his pillow would become damp every night. It felt like he had a hole in his heart and he spent many sleepless nights blaming himself. Life became joyless and dull and he felt no hope or enjoyment apart from reading books. 
 
    Everything continued as before, the humiliation and the violence, and he was alone again as the other boys avoided him as if he had an infectious disease. Kaleem was still always at the butt end of jokes and was beaten regularly.  
 
    One gift Maya had given him was the collection of books that no one could take away from him. Books were his lifeline, one that helped him to cope without Maya, slightly.  
 
    A few days later, Kaleem left the orphanage to go to his secret place in the forest where he had hidden a dozen books which Maya had gifted to him. He remembered Maya’s kindness, how she would bring him fruit from her garden every week and what a patient teacher she was. Kaleem recalled all their conversations about the state of the country and about the Leader. Remembering how she would reassure him, his tears slid down his cheeks like drizzling rain, making his tunic wet. Why is my life so hard? 
 
    When he reached his little shelter, he took his books out of the hollow in the tree and began to read about the founder of the Salama Empire. Dawr Bakhsh single-handedly created an empire from nothing. He had been a noted general and had waged war against the other houses and conquered them one by one. As a general, his skills were unparalleled and he won battles with relative ease. 
 
    An educated man himself, he was a patron of the arts and sciences. His duty as Leader of the Salama Empire was firstly towards his subjects. Neither a diplomat nor a politician, he was a soldier, so he ruled as a soldier, simply and honestly. His lineage, though not his military genius, continued through two sons. 
 
    Kaleem set his book down and wondered about Dawr Bakhsh, who was a great warrior and had never been defeated in battle. All his injuries were at the front of his body, none at his back. I wish I was like him. He served the people, not the other way around. Kaleem wished for someone like Dawr Bakhsh to take over from the incumbent Leader.  
 
    As he was fantasising, he suddenly heard muffled laughter. His first thoughts were for his books, but before he could hide them, Azad came out from behind some trees. As always, he wasn’t alone; Sham and Deen appeared too. Kaleem’s heart sank. No, they’re going to see my books. 
 
    “Professor Kaleem,” sneered Deen. “Do you think you are better than us?” 
 
    “Whatever you p-p-plan, just d-d-do it.”  
 
    “What have you been reading about, b-b-b- bitch? Did you think you could hide from us?” Azad mocked. 
 
    Kaleem didn’t reply as the other boys giggled loudly. 
 
    Azad had that crazy look in his eyes. 
 
    Azad approached Kaleem, who flinched, thinking he would strike him, but instead he knelt down and picked up his books. 
 
    “No,” Kaleem shouted and tried to move towards Azad, but Sham and Deen restrained him from either side. Azad pulled out a Firemaker, a small tool that produced a spark which could then be used to burn dried grass or wood or, in this case, paper. Watching what he was doing, Kaleem became more and more desperate and struggled to push past the other two. After a few attempts, his books began to burn.  
 
    “Guess who got rid of that bitch Maya? Me,” Azad said. “All three of us complained to the head Aunty and said she was inappropriate with us,” Azad mocked. 
 
    So, Maya didn’t abandon me, she was forced out by Azad. 
 
    Kaleem tried his best to reach his books as flames began to eat the precious pages like a snake swallows a mouse, but Sham and Deen were just too strong and pushed him back. His beloved books, lost to him forever. You couldn’t bear that I had one friend. Kaleem glared at Azad and his gang murderously, knowing they intended to give him another severe beating, maybe worse.  
 
    “Hold him down,” Azad told his followers. They immediately forced him onto the grass. Deen knelt on his chest and Sham held his arms. Azad was smiling, as if proud of himself, and pulled out a small knife. “I am going to gut you like a cow.” 
 
    Will I survive this? 
 
    He came towards Kaleem who was unable to move at all and stomped on his chest. Kaleem shouted out loudly in pain. The cruel trio laughed as Azad pointed his knife towards Kaleem. Though he tried his best, he wasn’t able to control himself, and teardrops of desperation began to dribble from his eyes. 
 
    Kaleem was shivering like a leaf and his heart was banging like a drum, but he also felt an unfamiliar emotion, a burning in his chest, a boiling volcanic rage that made his whole body hot.  
 
    Something snapped.  
 
    Kaleem screamed with hate and pure rage, like a lion. The other boys were shocked and looked at each other, wondering what to do as they had never seen him angry before. Kaleem felt blood rush to his head and his heart pounded as if trying to escape through his chest. His whole body was trembling as he remembered every beating they had inflicted on him and the faeces on his body and the constant humiliation and abuse. 
 
    In this state, Kaleem looked at Sham and Deen and his rage intensified, then suddenly both Sham and Deen were flung far from Kaleem as if lifted and thrown by an unseen hand. Sham grunted with pain as he landed a distance away. Deen was thrown high into a tree. Luckily the branches broke his fall, otherwise he would have broken his back. 
 
    In his rage state Kaleem vaguely realised he had thrown them with his mind. He got up and looked at his books burning and Azad standing with the knife in his hand.  
 
    Azad made a terrible mistake by rushing towards Kaleem, his knife raised, glistening in the harsh, hot rays of light. 
 
    Kaleem focused on Azad, and in an instant half his face combusted and burst into flames. Azad dropped the knife and began to howl like a wolf. “Help me,” he screeched as Kaleem watched half of his face burn. The smell of burnt skin and hair emanated from Azad. The sight of another human being on fire should have induced pity, but Kaleem looked at him with no emotion on his face.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   A zad rolled on the ground, desperately trying to put out the fire, as Deen rushed to him and used his shirt to extinguish the flames that hugged Azad and were spreading like wildfire over his body.  
 
    Half of Azad’s face was now crumpled like a bizarre birthmark. Fortunately, though his clothes were slightly charred, his body was unburnt. He was moaning in pain as Kaleem scowled at him. There was an eerie silence, as even the sound of animals and insects had stopped. 
 
    Kaleem’s tongue felt heavy. 
 
    What have I done?  
 
    His tormentors were also speechless, awestruck by what they had just experienced. None of the bullies would look Kaleem in the eye, they all had the same look of fear, confusion, and newfound respect.   
 
    Kaleem felt powerful for the first time in his life and felt righteous in his anger and his actions. You had it coming. He swaggered towards them and was satisfied to see the other boys trembling and licking their lips. 
 
    “Now you know how I f- f- felt,” Kaleem said and spat on the ground. Azad and the other boys winced. 
 
    How can I go back to the orphanage after burning half of Azad’s face? If only Maya had given him her address, he could have gone to her house. But he’d never asked where she lived and had never left the orphanage, so he didn’t even know his East from the West. I’m on my own now. 
 
    So Kaleem turned away from Azad and his gang and ran. He didn’t even think of which direction he was going. With only the clothes on his back and the sandals on his feet, Kaleem ran. From all the bad experiences and humiliation; he ran from the mental and physical pain he had faced daily. Now that he had vented his anger and hate, he felt unburdened and free at last. He felt nothing about leaving behind his own personal hell. 
 
    Having never gone far from the orphanage, he was equally apprehensive and excited by the prospect of an adventure and a new life away from it. Regardless of the difficulties he faced at the orphanage, he never had to worry about shelter and food, now he had neither. The world had become so much bigger and scarier. Kaleem ran through woods which were alive with many different sounds and a variety of birds sang their symphony. The air was fresh and rejuvenating, as he ran aimlessly through the forest, he smelled lavender in the air. Many times, he tripped over roots and underbrush, but he stood back up and carried on running. 
 
    After a while, he noticed how his lips were bone dry and his stomach rumbled in complaint. His clothes were damp, and his feet were cut and bruised. Due to feeling a dull ache in his belly, he found it difficult to focus. He felt like lying down and going to sleep, but he needed food and water and a safe place to rest soon as he was shivering and his fingers and toes felt numb. Many questions went through his mind about what had happened. Was it some kind of magic? Can I control it?  
 
     After finding a mud path, he decided that if he followed it, then it would lead to a town or a village. There was the overwhelming smell of manure, and the path was muddy. His sandals made a squelching sound as he walked as fast as he could. It was getting dark, so he increased his pace.  At nightfall, Kaleem saw lights ahead and realized how dire his situation was. I have no money, no one to seek help from, nowhere to go. 
 
    Kaleem followed the flickering lamp fires which were spaced out on the side of the unpaved road to a noisy tea house. He pushed open the door and everyone became quiet and stared at him. The building was full of men drinking Salama style herbal tea with slices of sweetbread.  
 
    “Hello, I am hungry and thirsty. Will anyone help m-m-me?”  
 
    Everyone stared at him for a few seconds, then started talking to each other. No one was willing to talk to him, though he tried to get their attention again. Kaleem left the building after slamming the door and prepared to spend his first night cold and hungry. Life is never easy for me. He sat down near a fire lamp, which was like a lighthouse at sea, hoping the brightness would grant him some safety. Then he leaned on his side, curled up, and tried to sleep. Even though he was tired, he trembled like a leaf in the wind and turned from side to side. Sleep wouldn’t come. 
 
    Kaleem decided to go back to the cafe to rummage through the rubbish containers. He walked the short distance back to the teashop and opened the lid of the container, then he sorted through its contents. As he rummaged for food, he covered his nose; there were boxes and empty containers, bottles and fungus. Finally, he saw a semi brown banana peel. Chewing it hungrily, he found it to be unexpectedly filling. Then, as there was nothing else to be salvaged from the bin, he left. 
 
    After the incident earlier with Azad, he had been tired. But now it felt like he would fall asleep standing up. The dull throbbing in his stomach had decreased for the moment, so he went back to the streetlamp and sat down. What should I do? After ruminating for a while, he eventually slept for what felt like a heartbeat.   
 
    He woke up shaking to the sound of the pre-dawn call to prayer. The sound of rushing water could be heard, which he hadn’t noticed the previous night. I could eat a cow. After deciding to follow the sound to its source, he found a river. It was a small river not too deep or shallow. The water looked clear and clean. There was a mild current as Kaleem cupped his hands and gulped the sweet liquid to his fill. I need food and shelter. I need a job, but who will employ me?  
 
    After dawn, he noticed people leaving the village. 
 
    In desperation, he stopped a passer-by. “Excuse me sir, where is everyone going so early in the m-m-morning?” 
 
    “We are going to work at the farm. It is not far from here.” 
 
    Kaleem decided to follow the group of people who were headed in one direction, presumably towards the farm. They took a path through muddy grass and rough pathways. There was a fresh smell in the air and the sun was partially visible through feathery clouds. 
 
    After a brisk ten-minute walk, he arrived at the farm. The farmland was huge and busy with workers milking cows, digging, and carrying out various kinds of manual labour. There was a massive cornfield where harvesting was taking place, with many farmhands working hard. The cows mooed and the sheep bleated and the chickens clucked. If Kaleem had not been so desperate, he would have enjoyed the busy atmosphere and watching the variety of animals. 
 
    On arriving at the farm, he set out to find the farmer, who was busy hammering at a door with a heavy rod.    
 
    “Excuse me,” Kaleem said to the farmer who turned towards him. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “D-D-Do you have a job I can do, sir?”   
 
    The man laughed. “What can you do?” 
 
    “I can d-d- do anything sir,” was his reply. 
 
     “We have more workers than we need at the moment. Most of the villagers work here already, sorry,” the farmer said and hammered a nail into the door. 
 
    Kaleem pleaded, “I will w-w-w work hard, sir. I will do anything.”  
 
    The farmer replied, “Call me Naz.” He looked at Kaleem with pity. “Where are your parents, son?”  
 
    Kaleem answered truthfully, “I do not know Naz, I d-d- do not know.” 
 
    Naz made a decision. “Things are hard son. I cannot pay you, but I can offer you a hot meal if you clean out the stables.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you,” Kaleem said gleefully. 
 
    Over the next couple of hours, he thoroughly cleaned out the stables. It was dirty, hard work, but Kaleem persevered with the thought of a hot meal motivating him. Hoping to impress Naz, he cleaned everything meticulously and perfectly. After finishing the job, he went out in search of the farmer; his stomach murmured after the exertion. Once he found him, Naz pointed out how to get to his home. 
 
    “Go there, my missus will feed you, and remember, this is a one off.” 
 
     At the farmer’s house, Kaleem had the best meal of his life: fried eggs, beans, paratha (a type of flatbread), fresh milk, bread, jam, a sweet dish called ‘Halwa’ that was made from flour, grains and nuts. There was also cheese, grapes and mango slices and numerous other dishes. Kaleem had never seen such a spread before, let alone tasted one like it. It was a spread fit for a king. He wished he could have finished everything, but it was too much for him. 
 
    His stomach was bloated and heavy after the meal, and he didn’t feel like getting up. The farmer’s wife saw him stuff his pockets with cheese and bread. “You can take as much as you can carry,” she said. “No need to fill your pockets.”  
 
    “Thank you for the delicious meal. I have never had such a m-m-meal in my whole life. Send my g-g-gratitude to Naz.”  
 
    She filled a travel sack with food enough to last him a few days and also handed him a woollen jacket and some shoes to protect against the cold. It would be a long time before he would eat like that again.                                      
 
      
 
    The cheese, bread, and other food from Naz and his wife kept Kaleem’s hunger at bay for the next few days and his new coat and shoes kept him from freezing in the ice-cold nights. What will I do when the food runs out? He went to the teashop to ask for work or some kind of nourishment, but there was no luck. On his fourth day away from the orphanage, he ran out of food. Kaleem was wary that the headmistress might come to search for him and he would be in serious trouble. Who knows how they will punish me for what I did to Azad? 
 
     After rummaging through bins, he found nothing edible, so he drank water every hour and even sucked on little pebbles. But the painful ache in his stomach never left him. As he paced up and down, his stomach moaned loudly. Kaleem started to feel light-headed though he had suffered hunger at the orphanage, but never to this extent. Chewing on grass but not swallowing it helped a little, but it was a temporary solution. 
 
    Every time he drank water, or chewed on grass, it cooled his stomach, but only for a little while as the physical and mental pain always came back with a vengeance. To gain some peace from the constant gnawing, he tried to sleep, but sleep would not come. It came to a point where Kaleem shed desperate, salty tears. I don’t have a choice but to beg.  
 
    He couldn’t go back to the farm and no one else had any work. So he sat down on the main road of the village and tried to look how he felt… desperate. I know you’re there, God, I know you can hear me, so please help me. 
 
    By the time he had been hungry for a day and a night, he would have eaten anything. Sadly, he only made two pennies from begging and someone had given him a slice of mouldy bread that was meant for the rubbish container. Kaleem ate the bread ravenously and saved a little for later. The rotten bread gave him an upset stomach, and he had to frequently rush to the river. 
 
    There weren't many people passing him, and even fewer donors; begging wasn't producing any results. I have no choice but to steal. He went into one of the shops and tried to act casual. As the shopkeeper was busy with another customer, Kaleem stuffed a tomato and a carrot into his pocket, hoping it wouldn't be noticed. The customer had left the shop and the shopkeeper was eyeing him suspiciously.  
 
    “What do you want, boy?” 
 
    “I am hungry and came to ask for any leftover food.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I’m not a charity.” 
 
    Kaleem walked out quickly, fearing the shopkeeper would see the guilt written on his face. His face was flushed and he kept thinking he would be called back. Fortunately, the shop keeper hadn’t noticed. One day, I will pay you back. Kaleem had to make his carrot and tomato last, so he only allowed himself two mouthfuls every few hours. 
 
    Even though he had a relatively comfortable place to sleep, it was a temporary measure. He had rummaged a few pieces of wood from a rubbish container and built a makeshift shelter, which was surrounded on three sides by trees, blocking out the cold slightly. The only problem was that there was no light at night due to the foliage, so Kaleem tripped over unseen bushes, plants, and brambles before he grew accustomed to the whereabouts of his shelter.  
 
      
 
    The following day Kaleem went to the other shop with the intention of stealing more food. He followed another customer into the shop to be sure that the shopkeeper would be busy so he could steal something. When he entered the shop, he noticed a tall, well-built man at the counter paying for his purchases. 
 
    The man was dark-skinned and muscular and spoke in a booming voice. Kaleem went to the fruit section of the store and quickly put a banana in his pocket. Then he approached the shopkeeper to avert suspicion and said, “I am starving sir, do you have anything t-t-to eat or a job?”  
 
    The thin, bald shop owner said roughly, “No, I don’t have anything to eat and business is not too good at the moment. I can’t help you.” 
 
    The muscular man looked at Kaleem, then left the shop. Kaleem followed him out, only to find him waiting near the entrance. He immediately saw that his clothes were clean, and he smelled of strong perfume and had a gold chain around his neck. 
 
    He introduced himself as Abid. “Where are your parents?” he asked Kaleem straight away. 
 
    “I d-d- do not know.” 
 
    “You look hungry and tired. Where do you sleep?”  
 
    Kaleem indicated, “Over there, behind those trees.” 
 
    Abid looked at him intensely. “I have a job for you, but you will have to do whatever I say.” 
 
    Kaleem eagerly responded, “What is the j-j- job?” 
 
    “You will have to travel with me to Dalus, where you will work for me. In return, you will have my protection, shelter and food.” Kaleem felt excited at the prospect of going to the capital of the Salama Empire, one of the greatest cities in the world. I’ll do any job for regular food and shelter. 
 
    “The carriage will leave at noon tomorrow. Make sure you are on it. Here, buy some food. I saw you stealing a banana from the shop.” Abid handed Kaleem some gold pennies.  
 
    Kaleem couldn't help smiling. Things are looking up. But he was mistaken. 
 
    Straight away, he went to one of the shops and bought bread and sweet paste and some fruit, then he sat down to enjoy his meal. Every mouthful was a joyous moment as the dull pain in his stomach eased for the first time in two days. He wanted to dance with happiness. There was still some money left over, so he went to the shops he had stolen from and sneakily placed some coins under their entrances and ran to his makeshift shelter. 
 
    Soon his life would take an ironic twist.
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   T hrough a haze of pain and shock, Azad watched as Kaleem ran into the distance like a hunted deer. He smelled his cooked flesh and felt unbearable pain on the right half of his face. He vomited his breakfast out and when he tried to touch his face, he couldn’t help whimpering. The pain was unbearable. It was a throbbing, stinging sensation that nearly drove him mad. As he tried to move, he stumbled and fell over. When Sham and Deen came to help him up, they looked at his burns with disgust in their eyes. It was obvious that something supernatural had happened. Somehow, it was Kaleem who had burnt him and thrown Sham and Deen without touching them. Azad was unable to think straight or believe what he had just witnessed.  
 
    He felt anger towards Kaleem and - another feeling - hate for the constant pain he had inflicted on him. The trio returned to the orphanage slowly, as Azad’s legs were rubber. On getting back, the Aunties immediately attended to his wounds.  
 
    “What happened?” asked the head Aunty while she applied a herbal ointment mixed with honey and put a bandage over his face. As she applied the ointment, Azad sobbed like a baby. Sham and Deen exchanged glances with smirks on their faces.  
 
    Sham replied, “It was Kaleem. He burnt Azad.” 
 
    Azad was unable to talk about what had happened due to the constant stinging and soreness of his burns. It took a monumental effort to just open his mouth and to even breathe.  
 
    “Kaleem couldn’t hurt a fly,” she said. “How could he possibly burn Azad? We have to hear his side of the story.” 
 
    “He ran away,” Deen explained. “Azad burned his books, so he threw me and Sham and burned Azad.” 
 
    The head Aunty raised her eyebrows. “You burned his books? How? Why? How did he throw you?” 
 
    Sham and Deen weren’t the most intelligent of boys. Had Azad been able to talk, he would have been more careful about revealing information about what happened. 
 
    “Azad used his Firemaker and Kaleem did something strange to us,” Deen answered as the colour went to his cheeks. 
 
    The head Aunty sighed, “A Firemaker? This is why we warn you about the danger of playing with fire.” 
 
    “Why don’t you believe us? We aren’t lying. It was Kaleem who did it,” Sham pleaded.  
 
    “Right, you two, that’s one month of toilet and bathing room cleaning duty –for playing with fire and lying. This matter is far from closed and we will get to the bottom of this,” the head Aunty warned. “You should be ashamed of yourself for chasing Kaleem away.” 
 
    Sham and Deen left the room without saying a word to Azad.  
 
    The head Aunty turned to Azad. “You will have to stay in the infirmary for a few weeks, but I must tell you your injuries will leave you disfigured for life.” She had tears in her eyes. 
 
    The next three weeks were a lesson in bearing excruciating pain and the start of an obsession for Azad. How to get revenge on Kaleem. Forced to stay in bed, he tried not to move, as every movement caused him jolts of pain. Constantly lying in bed was mind numbing, so he spent his time reading books provided by the head Aunty. Reading was a welcome distraction from the constant tear-inducing pain. Azad began to enjoy reading, but he was especially curious about researching what Kaleem had done to him. Unfortunately, there weren’t any books that discussed anything supernatural, but he still read everything and anything he could get his hands on. 
 
    The hard part was not being able to sleep because of vivid nightmares of burning and suffering. As soon as he closed his eyes, he would dream that he was in the jungle again, facing Kaleem, who would burn his whole body over and over and watch. Azad felt the pain of burning in his dreams and Kaleem dominated his mind even when he was awake. He kept reliving Kaleem’s attack and how half his face had spontaneously burst into flames. Because he was unable to eat solid food, the Aunties fed him porridge. Azad would never forget the excruciating embrace of the fire on his face and planned violent revenge. 
 
    Three weeks passed like this, but now he would face much worse than being burned. The head Aunty came to see him and said, “We will remove the bandage today. How is the pain?” 
 
    Azad could speak again without sweating and groaning, so he replied, “The pain is less, but still always there.” 
 
    The head Aunty came to his bedside and gently unwrapped the bandage. It still hurt him, but it was bearable. He wanted to see what his scars looked like and requested a mirror. The head Aunty came back later with a small hand-held mirror. Azad held it in his hand and looked at his face. The mirror dropped from his hand and smashed on the floor as he saw a grotesque reflection staring back at him. He began to retch and weep. His face was mangled on one side, like a bite mark from a wild animal. His flesh was almost black, his cheek was still swollen, and there was a strange smell from the injury. The right side of his head was nearly bald. Luckily, he hadn’t lost his eyesight, although his right eye was blood red. It looked like he was now two different people. One side human – one side animalistic.  
 
      
 
    Azad was moved from the infirmary to the dormitory the following day, although he would have preferred to stay there and avoid the other boys. As he walked down the corridor, he felt self-conscious at everyone staring at him. “Fire face,” said one boy to laughter. No one would have dared to mock him before being burned, but now he had become a laughing stock. At meal time, in the dining room, he went to the table where Sham and Deen were seated. They promptly left the table as soon as he sat down. He was alone and his hate and anger towards Kaleem increased.  
 
    Now he was abandoned by his so-called friends and followers, no one thought twice about insulting and humiliating him. He was very sensitive about his burn marks and became uneasy and lacking in confidence, but the old Azad was gone. As he went to the dining room for breakfast, a group of four boys came towards him and barged into him. “You need to hide that face of yours. It makes me sick Fire Face,” one boy said. Another boy spat at him. 
 
    Azad had always been the leader and the dominant bully, but now the tables were turned and he became the victim. These hard times passed slowly for him and he finally realised how Kaleem had felt before leaving the orphanage. 
 
    He was similar to Kaleem in one crucial way – he had grown to love books and knowledge and he came across the maxim that knowledge was power. In the space of a month, he finished all the head Aunty’s books and became thirsty for more. But where could he find more? Especially books that could teach him about Kaleem’s supernatural powers.   
 
    After knocking on the Head Aunty’s door, he waited a while and began to shuffle on his feet before she opened the door.  
 
    “Hello Azad, what brings you here?” she smiled. 
 
    “Aunty, I want to visit a library. I’ve finished all your books,” he said. 
 
    She laughed, “I am impressed Azad, but there isn’t a library nearby. I do know of a bookstall where I could buy some books for you. What kind of books do you want?”  
 
    Azad felt excitement rising to his throat. “I want to read something about the supernatural and strange,” he replied. 
 
    “Give me a month until my next trip to the bazaar. I will see if I can find some second-hand books at the bookstall. Books are usually cheap there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with his mouth already watering. 
 
    “Just one more thing. I didn’t want to ask you while you were recovering, but what exactly happened with Kaleem?” 
 
    The left side of Azad’s face flushed. “He burned me Aunty, I don’t know how but he did it.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have been playing with fire. What you’re suggesting is impossible.” 
 
    Azad felt bile rising from his stomach and clenched his fists. Realising she wouldn’t believe him, he decided to remain quiet and turned around and left the office, then slammed the door shut. 
 
    One month seemed like a long time as he eagerly waited for news about the books from the head Aunty. Impatiently, he kept pacing up and down and found it difficult to stay in one place. After reading a book about building muscles, he started to exercise every morning before the other boys woke up. To start with, he did twenty press ups daily and he would also lift a heavy rock over and over again. The plan was to prepare himself for the next time he would do battle with Kaleem. 
 
    So Azad was isolated by the others. He had no friends and was constantly mocked and humiliated. He blamed his predicament on Kaleem and his hate and bitterness increased day by day.  
 
    A month later the head Aunty came looking for him and she had a wide smile on her face. “I have good news for you.”  
 
    “Have you managed to get some books?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I have three books for you, ‘History of the Supernatural’, ‘Heroes of the Salama Empire’, and a detailed map charting Salama.” 
 
    Azad’s heart raced at the thought of reading the ‘History of the Supernatural’. Ironically, like Kaleem, the forest was also a sanctuary for Azad, although he would never forget what had been done to him there. So very early next morning, he left the orphanage and found a quiet spot and sat down on the dry grass. Insects hummed and birds sang, and he saw various creatures from the corners of his eyes. For the first time in what seemed like an eon, the left side of his mouth twitched upward. 
 
    For the next four hours, he read the short book from cover to cover and was satisfied with what he learned. From his reading, he understood that Kaleem had exhibited magic and that he was actually an inherent magician. Also, he learned about the other type of magic which was carried out with the use of demons or black magic. He learned about the Brotherhood and the followers of Feroz, one of the greatest inherent magicians. Azad’s curiosity was satiated for the moment and he made the decision to learn demon control and magic from the Brotherhood.  
 
    The book was a brief synopsis and didn’t contain many details, but Azad hoped he knew more about magic than Kaleem did, and he vowed to hunt him to the far corners of the world to make him pay. Learning to control demons was a difficult affair, requiring mental discipline, courage and dedication, but to get his revenge, he was prepared to go through anything. The hardest part would be to find and join the Brotherhood– a secret society. 
 
    After he completed the book, he returned to the orphanage, back to the humiliation and laughter, back to being at the butt end of jokes. At dinner time he sat at a table alone when Sham called out, “Two face.” Azad, who was a volcano waiting to erupt, snapped and rushed towards Sham and slammed into him with his shoulder. Sham fell on his back, and Azad jumped on top of him and hammered his face and head furiously with his fists. He pummelled him like this for half a minute and saw blood spurting from Sham’s nose, then the Aunties grabbed him from behind and pulled him away. Roughly, he pushed one of the Aunties who fell backward onto a table and the plates crashed on the floor and the table broke in half. She screamed in agony and tried to stand unsuccessfully. 
 
    Azad breathed heavily and the right side of his face throbbed. 
 
    Turning towards the other boys, he threatened, “Call me that again and see what happens.”  
 
    No one dared to look him in the eye as it was before Kaleem had crippled him.  
 
    Azad genuinely respected the head Aunty because she really cared for the children and had nursed him when he was at the lowest point in his life. She requested his presence in her office, so he went there. When she let him in, she wasn’t smiling. 
 
    She moved some folders out of the way and gestured for him to stand. “What’s happened to you, Azad? I know after what happened to your face things have been difficult. I can’t imagine the pain you have gone through, but what you did today was unacceptable. You hurt the Aunty who has back problems as it is. You could have killed Sham. You’re fifteen, you should know better. I am tempted to expel you.” 
 
    “Do as you wish. I have bigger plans,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “You’re not even prepared to apologise, are you?” she said tearfully. “Pack your bags and leave tomorrow.”  
 
    The Aunty had thought long and hard about what to do with Azad and came to the difficult decision of expelling him if he was unapologetic and unwilling to accept blame. 
 
    Azad’s heart skipped a beat as he realized a new life awaited him, but he had no-one to help him, no family, no friends and he was disfigured beyond recognition. People were disgusted by him. His main objective was to learn dark magic for the day he would meet Kaleem again. To attain his goal, he would have to find and join the Brotherhood. 
 
    “He called me Two-face, but fine, I’ll leave today,” he said to the Aunty. 
 
    Apart from two sets of clothes and three books he didn’t have any belongings so he found a travel sack and stuffed his clothes and books in it. On his way out, the head Aunty called him. 
 
    “It’s not much but it should last you for a week or so.” She handed him some gold coins.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Azad walked away and didn’t look back.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   I n his makeshift shelter, Kaleem tossed and turned all night, even though he had eaten to his fill. Nevertheless, after waking up, he couldn’t help smiling and felt jitters in his stomach. It was a bright new day, leaving Kaleem optimistic and hopeful for a change. The sun was a shimmering beacon, making him want to jump for joy. 
 
    He thought he was lucky to have received a job offer. As he was only a child, he was naive and innocent and didn’t question Abid’s motives and was prepared to do any job if it meant having regular meals and a safe and warm shelter at night.  
 
    Kaleem found the heat to be suffocating, so he sought shelter in the shade of a nearby building as he waited for the carriage to arrive. He would have loved to buy a cool drink, but he had spent all the money Abid had given him. So he again went to the small river and gulped water till he was satisfied. What is the job? What is Dalus like? Why did Abid offer me the job? 
 
    At noon, he joined Abid in a horse-drawn carriage travelling to the capital. There was also a family of four with them. The family consisted of a man and his wife and their two young children. The lady was really talkative and quite knowledgeable. They took a scenic route with huge oak trees lining the path and great, rushing rivers and streams. The land is so beautiful. I wish I could explore it. 
 
    Abid remained distant throughout the journey and spoke rarely.  
 
    “So why are you travelling to Dalus?” the lady asked. 
 
    Kaleem immediately replied, “I am going there to start a new job. Why are you g-g-going there?” 
 
    She looked at Abid and asked, “Are you his father?” 
 
    I look nothing like Abid. 
 
    “No, he works for me,” he replied. 
 
    Kaleem knew she was curious to find out more, but she bit her tongue and decided to not be nosy. The children were bored and tired and kept arguing and crying, so he was unable to sleep. 
 
    She explained, “We are going to Dalus for a better life for our children. Apparently, in Dalus there are many opportunities for the industrious and hardworking. There is poverty there, but it is not as bad as the rest of the country. There are millions of residents from all over the world. Dalus is the greatest and largest city in the whole of Salama if not the world and has been the capital of three previous Leaders.” 
 
    The journey was uncomfortable as the carriage bounced up and down over rough roads, solitary paths and even over grassland. It was the first time Kaleem had travelled in a carriage, so he found it to be exhilarating. The carriage was pulled by six strong horses, guided by the driver. One of the children started vomiting due to travel sickness, nearly setting Kaleem off. After unlatching the window and inhaling fresh, cold air, the nausea passed.   
 
    Many hours later, they entered Dalus. Kaleem was astonished by the sheer size of the buildings and the multitude of people who were thronging right and left. Kaleem saw many different kinds of people wearing exotic clothing and with diverse facial features. There were men and women with black hair and narrow eyes and prominent eyebrows and women who were completely covered up, including their faces. It is everything I expected and more. 
 
    The lady provided a commentary. “Some of the tallest buildings in the world are in Dalus. I have heard of a twenty-storey structure somewhere in the city.” 
 
    The largest building Kaleem had ever seen was the three-storey orphanage, so he was astonished by the high-rise buildings of Dalus. I hope to see the twenty-storey building one day.  
 
    In his loud voice, Abid spoke proudly of his home, “In the bazaars of Dalus, a person can find anything they need or want. It has the largest bazaar in the whole country, maybe the world. I have lived here for twenty years and have not yet managed to explore all the bazaars yet.” 
 
    The roads were packed with horse-drawn carriages and multi-coloured rickshaws and people on donkeys and horses. Once they had stopped and got out of the carriage, Kaleem said goodbye to the family. 
 
    Abid commanded, “Take the luggage and follow me.”   
 
    So Kaleem unloaded the heavy baggage and followed. They went through the central bazaar. There were stalls everywhere and vendors were shouting loudly and offering discounts and great deals. There were so many different items for sale, from clothing to beautiful woolly mats to fruit and vegetables. Even at that late hour, business was brisk and a lot of money changed hands.  Kaleem’s mouth watered, but he was exhausted and just wanted to rest. 
 
    “How much f-f-further is it?” Kaleem asked as he struggled to keep up with Abid.  
 
    “Not far,” the big man replied. 
 
     Kaleem kept looking around eagerly, taking in the myriad of colours and smells. There were people with red and purple cloaks and white tunics and some in robes that covered the whole body down to the ankles. Men, women and even children were busily shopping or eating and bustling like bees. Kaleem smelled the aroma from perfume shops and the smell of exotic food emanated from the huge array of food stalls, making his stomach growl like a wolf and his lips feel rough as sand. Dalus took his breath away. Abid took a circuitous route, left and right, over bridges and through tunnels. Five minutes later, they stopped in front of a small isolated building which was masked in darkness.  
 
    “Here we are,” Abid indicated and took his luggage from Kaleem and unlocked the heavy door. With a lantern in his hand, Abid directed Kaleem to a room full of sleeping children. They were all on the floor, some with pillows and blankets and others without. 
 
      What are all these children doing here? Have I made a terrible mistake? 
 
    “Rest tonight. I will see you tomorrow,” Abid told him. 
 
    Kaleem was too tired to think about the new twist his life had taken. He looked around and felt like he had fallen from the boiling oil into the fire. After finding an empty spot on the bare floor, he fell asleep immediately.  
 
    In his dream, he tried to cross a mighty river which was winding past him like an unstoppable adder. Each time he tried to cross the river he would be overcome by this force of nature. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, he woke up to the clamour of chattering children and looked around. There were fifteen youngsters who looked to be from the age of seven to the age of fifteen. As he looked around, a girl approached him. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Mina. What’s your name? Where are you from? When did you get here?”  
 
     She was very small, with light brown eyes and short black hair. It was apparent she took pride in her appearance, although she still looked and smelled like a street urchin. She was dressed in tatted clothing, a green dress which had patches on.  
 
    “I am from S-S-Suri. Have you heard of it?” he asked her. 
 
    “No, I have never heard of Suri, is it far? How long was your journey? Did you arrive last night?” 
 
    He decided to ask her some questions. “What d-d-do all these children do and where are your parents?” 
 
    Mina averted her eyes and changed the subject. 
 
    “I am thirteen. Abid found me a year ago after I escaped from my foster parents, as they were always cruel to me. They used to beat me for the smallest reason. I am glad I escaped. If Abid had not helped me, who knows where I would be.” 
 
    Abid arrived a little while later, with a container of food and milk. It can’t be that bad. Breakfast was honeyed crumpets with goat’s milk. Kaleem munched and drank quickly and had a second portion. After breakfast, Abid gathered everyone together and allocated parts of the bazaar to different children. 
 
    “You will be observing Shak today,” Abid told Kaleem.  
 
    A thin, tall boy with a mop of uncut hair wearing a brown shirt and pants indicated that Kaleem should follow him and they walked out of the building. Kaleem followed him with many questions on his mind, but Shak rushed ahead without speaking.  
 
    They arrived at the busy bazaar and Shak said, “Watch me.” Then he walked into the crowd. Kaleem watched as Shak intentionally bumped into an old man and apologised and walked back to him. He took Kaleem away from the crowd and pulled out a wallet from his pocket. 
 
    “It is as simple as that,” Shak said to him proudly. 
 
    Thieves! I’ve joined a gang of thieves! Kaleem wanted to run away immediately, but after looking around he realised that without Shak he would be completely lost. Where can I go? I don’t have any money and no one to help me. Kaleem was in a moral dilemma, to become a thief or run away. All day he struggled with his predicament while he guiltily watched Shak stealing pouches and money from unwary victims.  
 
    “So all the children are p-p-pickpockets?” Kaleem couldn’t help asking later on. 
 
    “It’s our job. We don’t have a choice. Although we steal, we live a good life. We have plenty of food and drink and a place to sleep, and we have protection from other gangs. There is no way you can survive in Dalus on your own,” Shak warned. He became a bit more open with Kaleem over the course of the day and recounted his story. 
 
    “I have been in Abid’s gang for two years. He found me begging after my parents passed away in a plague. I had starved for two days when Abid approached me with an offer of food and shelter. I jumped at the chance immediately and came here with him. It is not that bad, really. As long as you earn, you eat, have shelter and protection. It is hard at first, but once you get to know the other children, you will like this life.” 
 
    How can I escape from these people? 
 
    They had lunch from a street food vendor, lamb stew with vegetables and an aromatic sauce with a cool, refreshing mango drink. They ate standing up. 
 
    After a long, hard day, they returned to the warehouse to find the other thieves had also returned. Abid was there too. Kaleem watched as one by one, the children handed over their loot to him. One boy handed over money to Abid, who punched him viciously and shouted, “Not enough, you little baboon. You wanna eat, you have to earn more.” He then turned to Kaleem. “You start tomorrow, and remember I know everything that goes on. Do not ever steal from me or try to leave. You will not be able to run or hide from me. You belong to me now.” 
 
    Kaleem was apprehensive of what was expected of him the next day and found it hard to close his eyes and rest. When he eventually slept, he had nightmares of Azad burning his books over and over again. The next morning, he woke to Shak prodding his chest. “Get some breakfast, then we go to work.” 
 
    Breakfast was bread with potato curry and fresh water. Kaleem’s hands and legs felt unsteady, but he put on a brave face for Shak.  
 
    “The first few times are the hardest. You just have to do it. The more you do it, the easier it gets. The main thing is to find an easy target, then you bump into them to distract them. While they are distracted, you put your hand into their pocket and take whatever is there,” Shak informed him on their way to the bazaar. 
 
    Kaleem nodded apprehensively and felt his heart picking up speed. 
 
    When they arrived at the bazaar, Shak pointed out an old bearded man with a bulging breast pocket and indicated, “Him. He is old, so he will not be able to chase you, and he is less alert than someone younger.” 
 
    So Kaleem went towards the old man and brushed into him. Instantly he put his hand into his breast pocket and withdrew a packet. It was over in a flash. I am so sorry. He circled around back to Shak with the package stored in his pocket. They went to an alleyway to check the contents of the small package. It turned out to be a wad of paper money, more than Kaleem had ever seen. I can survive for months off this money.  
 
    As if reading his mind, Shak warned Kaleem, “About a year ago, a boy joined us. He was desperate like the rest of us, but he was straightforward and honest and hated to steal. After staying with us for a month, he ran off. He had been skimming money off from his daily loot, so he saved enough money and escaped, thinking that was it. When Abid found out, he became terribly angry. He interrogated all of us, trying to find out where he could have gone. A couple of weeks later, we heard that the boy had been murdered. We all know what had happened. Abid was responsible. He is a dangerous man. Never steal from him.” 
 
    Kaleem changed his mind abruptly. I have to make plans and wait for the right time before attempting an escape. Abid was happy with Kaleem that night for striking gold with the packet of cash, and rewarded him with some money. The following day Kaleem bought a sweet dish made of milk and honey, which he shared with Mina and Shak. 
 
    Street life was hard. Kaleem learned straight away that without the support of a gang, it would be impossible to survive in Dalus. For the first time in his life, Kaleem had support from others. If someone attacked a gang member, the whole gang would avenge the wrong. Kaleem got to know Shak and Mina, who were opposites in every way. Shak was thoughtful and calculated, whereas Mina was hot headed and impulsive.  
 
    Kaleem also became familiar with the other gang members. Abid was a tyrant who was only happy when the gang stole and ‘earned’ for him. He would beat the children if they didn’t meet their daily target. In a strange way, he was oppressive and benevolent at the same time as he recruited the most desperate and helpless children like Kaleem.  
 
    Abid had saved them from starvation but expected them to steal for him in return. One day, because Kaleem wasn’t able to meet his daily target, Abid beat him. Kaleem took the beating without complaint. He had faced much worse. “This is not a free hotel. You have to pay your way here!” Abid shouted while he slapped and punched him. Kaleem could see that Mina’s ears had gone red, but he indicated to her to not get involved. He couldn’t bear the thought of Mina being hurt because of him.  
 
    “I’m sorry Abid, it w-w-won’t happen again. I t-t-tried my best.” Kaleem said as Abid continued to pummel him. Abid was manipulative and violent when it suited him. “I have done so much for you. The least you can do is work hard,” he would often say to the gang.  
 
    Sometimes when Abid was violent with the youngsters, Kaleem would think about using his dormant magic to teach him a lesson.  
 
    Thus began the next part of Kaleem’s life as a thief amongst a gang of thieves. Every time he stole, he was sorry for his victims. What choice do I have? Thoughts of Maya would often be on his mind, and he relived what had happened with Azad. He was also keen to discover how he had burned Azad and whether he could learn about and control his ‘magic.’

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
   A s the weeks passed, Kaleem gradually became proficient at picking pockets. Every day at different bazaars in Dalus, he grudgingly stole from unwary victims, from pouches full of copper, silver and gold pieces and rarely, paper money. Kaleem was surprised how easy it had become for him. He wasn’t able to steal watches yet, but Abid wanted him to start soon. 
 
    Kaleem had got to know all the members of the gang and realised how similar he was to most of them. They were all recruited by Abid when they were hungry and hopeless and had no one to support them.  
 
    One day, while he was ‘earning’ money in the main bustling bazaar with Mina, he confided in her, “I hate stealing. I feel l-l-like running away.”  
 
    “Where would you go?” Mina asked. “How would you survive on your own? Do you think Abid will just let you leave? He owns you now and won’t let you go. Wherever you go, he will find you.” 
 
    “As w-w-wise as always,” he complimented. 
 
    Her ears went red.  
 
    “Thank you Kaleem,” she replied. 
 
    “I hate Abid, for what he has been doing to the children,” he snarled with the blood rushing to his cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, but where would you be if it hadn’t been for him?” 
 
    “Probably d-d-dead from starvation,” he answered and became silent. 
 
    “Same here,” she said emphatically. They then went back to picking people’s pockets. 
 
    Kaleem knew she was talking sense. Mina, he found, was highly intelligent even at such a young age and mature beyond her years. But she had a furious temper when provoked. If she saw someone doing something wrong, she would unleash her anger towards the perpetrator regardless of who it was, even Abid, who she feared. Kaleem and Shak would always calm her down when she got angry, but they weren’t always with her. 
 
    On one such occasion, she was insulted by a rival gang member, so she punched him and broke his nose. Mina was a good fighter and had defeated many boys and girls in street battles. The boy she attacked went back to his gang and complained about her, so they wanted revenge.  
 
    News about this spread quickly among the gangs of Dalus, including Abid’s gang, who sat down together to discuss the situation. They held the meeting at night after Abid had left them locked in the warehouse, and they all huddled together in the dusky light of shimmering candles. 
 
    Shak warned everyone with a frown that they faced the prospect of a gang war. “You need to control that anger of yours. It will get you and all of us in trouble; we have to get involved now to protect you from them. Abid will be angry if he finds out what’s happened. Who knows how he will punish us?” Although they were only children, some gang fights in the past had ended with severe injuries and even death.  
 
    “If we have to protect Mina, we will. No one will attack her; they will have to go through us first,” Shak stated and asked, “What exactly happened, Mina?” 
 
     Mina looked at him gratefully. “I am sorry for causing this problem, but he called me a prostitute, and insulted my parents and said other bad things to me. I asked him to apologise but he was not sorry. He deserved everything he got,” Mina explained as her cheeks went red and her hands shook. “But I don’t want anyone to get hurt because of me; I am ready to take a beating if that will end this hostility.” Being called a prostitute was the worst slur any girl or woman could be accused of, so the gang all supported her response to being abused in this way. 
 
    Zayd, the oldest member of the gang, was a tall and well-built boy with long black hair that reached his shoulders. His eyes were black and his nose was quite flat and he had a mole on his cheek. He was a leader figure to them as he had been part of the gang the longest. 
 
    “No way are we gonna allow Mina to get beaten. It was his fault for swearing at her. We will all fight to defend her. Their gang is around the same size as ours. We are well matched if it comes to a fight. But the question is, will they come armed? If so, we need to be armed too. The last gang fight that happened started due to one gang trying to take over the territory of another. The warfare lasted for more than two weeks and resulted in serious injuries on both sides.” 
 
    Zayd continued, “Apart from the three youngest ones and Mina, we all have to be ready for battle, armed or unarmed. We will use wooden sticks and our fists. Other gangs may get involved if things get out of hand, but it is official a gang war is about to begin. Unless they promise to leave Mina alone, we will not retreat or surrender.” 
 
    Kaleem saw the intense bond between the gang members and viewed them with new respect. They stood by each other like family, something he had never experienced. He had been isolated and alone for the past few years at the orphanage, so he was heartened to see the strong attachment they had with each other. Regardless of their animosity, the unwritten rule in Dalus was that gangs wouldn’t fight while they stole at the bazaar, as it was a neutral place where the thieving business took precedence. 
 
    A few days later, as dusk gave way to night, violence erupted. Abid’s gang had decided they would travel only in groups of three or more. Apart from picking pockets at the bazaar, Mina wasn’t allowed out at all. Kaleem and Shak and another member of the gang had left the warehouse and went to the bazaar for some essential shopping. As they were returning home, they noticed they were followed by a group of four boys. Kaleem and the others rushed back towards the warehouse where they had left their weapons hidden behind some rubbish containers. They dropped their shopping, armed themselves, and turned to face the other gang. Apart from burning Azad, Kaleem had never physically hurt anyone, but to defend Mina and the band of thieves he was compelled to fight.  
 
    The battle happened on a quiet road far from the bazaar; there was no movement at all. The pungent smell of rotting rubbish was in the air. It was dark, but the glint of the bulbous moon shed a light on the dark alley chasing away the mask of darkness. 
 
    The other group was unarmed, but they outnumbered Kaleem’s gang. Kaleem nervously held his stick and ran towards a boy who was bigger than him but looked to be the same age. He firmly held his long wooden stick and struck the boy on the side of his forehead and tendrils of red liquid began to crawl gently down his face onto his cream-coloured tunic. The boy put pressure on his head wound and backed off like a mouse hunted by an eagle. Kaleem’s heart pounded hard and his body was shaking as a rush of adrenaline coursed through his blood as he waited for the boy to retaliate. He tried to analyse the boy’s body language to assess what his next move would be. His opponent tensed his right fist, which was a clue to how he would attack. He was right. The boy tried to smash his right fist onto Kaleem’s chin, but he dodged easily and, in a flash, used his stick again to strike his opponent as fast as a cobra. The boy swore, then turned and retreated.  
 
    As Kaleem’s gang were armed, the battle was going to their advantage, but Kaleem was punched viciously and he fell down and tasted copper in his mouth. After falling, his back began to hurt and he nearly dropped his stick, but somehow held on.  
 
    Meanwhile, Shak looked down at his opponents and, being an experienced fighter, he bravely fought two boys at the same time. His opponents were both bloodied and he was black and blue himself. As Kaleem watched, Shak struck one of the boy’s knee with his stick and the boy screamed in pain and fell. Kaleem smelled dust and the grunting and swearing of children filled the humid air. 
 
    The remaining two from the other gang continued to fight. Kaleem’s other friend was in a bad state, as even with a weapon, he was struggling to defeat his foe. The other boy was straddling him and pummelling his head and face repeatedly. Kaleem got up and ran towards the other boy and slammed into him. The boy cursed in pain and turned to face him.  
 
    “I am gonna kill you,” the boy said and tried to land a heavy punch on Kaleem’s jaw, but Kaleem managed to evade it like a mongoose avoids a snake bite and brought his stick down on his opponent’s arm. 
 
    “Leave M-M-Mina alone. You threaten her, you threaten us all,” Kaleem said with spit coming out of his mouth.  
 
    The boy held his arm where he had been struck. “You started this by attacking my friend,” he said as he circled Kaleem, trying to work out what would be his next move. 
 
    “No, your friend started it by insulting and swearing at M-M-Mina,” Kaleem said aggressively. His foe kept his distance warily. He was looking for some weakness and decided to rush Kaleem. As he ran towards him, Kaleem side stepped and hit him hard on his temple and he dropped to the ground. 
 
    The final rival gang member was still fighting tooth and nail, but Shak was giving him a good fight. They were both experienced fighters, but were getting tired. Kaleem watched and prepared to get involved if Shak needed his help as he had dropped his stick. But Shak had the advantage due to his height and reach. Kaleem watched as they both raised their fists in fighting poses and danced with each other by exchanging kicks and punches. Kaleem admired the boy from the other gang as he continued to fight even after three of his companions had been overcome. 
 
    Shak finally defeated his opponent and the battle was over.  
 
    The trio gathered together as the boys from the other gang retreated. Two of them limped away slowly and they were all bloodied, sweaty and panting. 
 
    “Well done. You fought well, but this war is far from over,” Shak said. 
 
    “It was you that fought well Shak. You d-d-defeated two of them on your own.”  
 
    “The more you fight, the better you get,” Shak said casually. 
 
    “I feel different after w-w-winning the fight. It was hard to start with but became easier. I feel stronger after fighting them. No way are they g-g-g-gonna attack Mina,” Kaleem said protectively. 
 
    “Yes, no one will dare to touch her. I’m ready to fight to my last breath to protect her.” 
 
    They walked back to the warehouse, where they gathered the gang members together and related everything that had happened. Kaleem was still spitting blood and Shak was bruised on his face and body, but Kaleem’s other gang member was in a bad state as he had taken quite a beating. His ribs hurt when he moved and he limped. Luckily none of them required urgent medical attention. 
 
    “I am sorry for causing all this. This tit for tat violence will end badly for everyone concerned,” Mina said apologetically. “I just wanna say that we can end this war by letting them punish me.” 
 
    “That’s not gonna happen. What is done is done. We have to be ready for them. This is not over,” said Zayd. 
 
      
 
    The following week, just before Abid locked the warehouse base for the night, a group of three gang members rushed into the warehouse shouting urgently, “Help! We’ve been followed by loads of them; we had no choice but to run. It looks like their whole gang is on the way here.” 
 
    Zayd gathered the gang around him and gave out sticks to the children. “How dare they threaten our home! We need to teach them a lesson they won’t forget. Mina and the younger ones stay here.” 
 
    “I wanna fight. I’m tired of hiding,” Mina said indignantly as her face flushed. 
 
    “We are fighting this war to protect you, so you stay here out of harm’s way,” Zayd commanded. 
 
    Kaleem said gently, “They want to hurt you the m-m-most, so they will gang up on you. It’s better if you stay away from the fight.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she nodded. 
 
    With Zayd leading, ten youngsters armed with sticks came out of the warehouse ready for battle. It was almost dark, but Kaleem could see the stars shimmering like little diamonds. Kaleem shivered and rubbed his hands.  
 
    They were shocked as the opposing gang of ten arrived at the alleyway in front of the warehouse. 
 
    Two of them were armed with knives and others had sticks and chains. 
 
    Kaleem watched as the two gangs shouted and swore at each other and stones were thrown from both sides. The alley became a loud battlefield as children began to fight like ferocious warriors. 
 
    Kaleem looked at the knife wielders with fear as blood rushed to his head. They are ready to kill. He faced his opponent - a thin boy of about thirteen - who awkwardly held a chain in his hand and swung it and attempted to hit Kaleem with it, but Kaleem retreated away from the reach of the chain and used his stick to attack the boy’s leg. There was a satisfying crunch as the blow landed on the boy’s calf. Immediately, he knelt down, then Kaleem bashed his head with his weapon. The boy struggled to rise but fell back down dizzily. 
 
    Meanwhile, Zayd was fighting like a lion. It seemed like he would defeat all of them on his own. He moved like a tornado, dodging then parrying and attacking with his stick. After disabling four of them, they realised that he was the most dangerous, so a knife wielder, who looked to be about fifteen, attempted to attack him. Zayd bravely faced his opponent and used his stick to keep his foe at bay, as he knew the danger he was in from the blade. As Kaleem watched, Zayd landed a savage blow to his opponent’s throat, making him stumble backward.  
 
    The battle was chaotic as children fell or retreated from both sides. The alley resonated with the clamour of battle, including the noise of swinging chains and the cries of injured fighters. There was a musky smell in the air. 
 
    Then suddenly, Zayd was stabbed and he fell. 
 
    The battle ground to a halt as both sides feared the worst. They thought he was dead. The opposing gang, fearing that law enforcers would now be involved, made a hasty retreat. The younger children began to cry as Kaleem approached Zayd to check if he was dead.  
 
    Zayd was alive, but bleeding from his stomach, and his tunic was damp and stained red. His eyes were shut and he was wheezing heavily. His face was contorted as he softly moaned. The children gently lifted him up and carried him into the building, not knowing what to do.  
 
    That’s when Abid arrived. “What has happened?” he asked loudly when he saw Zayd lying on the floor with blood stains everywhere. 
 
    Mina said, “It is my fault. I shouldn’t have attacked the boy from the other gang. This gang war is my fault. I am sorry.” 
 
    “You will be sorry,” Abid shouted. “We will discuss this later.” He ripped a piece of cloth, made a ball with it, and placed it on Zayd’s wound and told Kaleem, “Put pressure on the wound. I will be back soon.” 
 
    Zayd fell in and out of consciousness. Kaleem kept pressure on the wound. God, don’t let him die. 
 
    Abid returned later with an old woman who was carrying a pouch full of little bottles and clean wool, she immediately assessed Zayd and said, “Luckily it’s not a deep injury, he will recover, but I will have to bandage him and give him a liquid that will stop gangrene from forming in his wound.” 
 
    Abid glared at Mina and screamed, “Madam, you ever do anything like this again, I will beat you to death. You will come with me tomorrow so we can end this feud once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    Mina related to the gang members about what happened the following day.  
 
    “Abid took me to their base on the other side of the bazaar. Their home is similar to ours and was locked when we arrived. Abid knocked on the door loudly and a huge man opened the door. He was bearded and bulky and spoke in a rough tone of voice. He was terrifying. He invited us into the building and took us to the children’s sleep area.” 
 
    Mina continued, “My heart was beating so fast I thought I would faint. I didn’t know what to expect. Would they attack me? Would the hairy man punish me? Thankfully, Abid commanded me to apologise for attacking the boy. So I said sorry to him and to the other gang members. Their leader made me shake hands with the boy, which I did. The other gang leader apologised for what had happened to Zayd, then we left. I am thankful that the gang war is over.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, there was some kind of resolution to the feud between the gangs. Mina had apologised for assaulting the boy so she was no longer a target. Zayd survived his injuries, so everyone was happy. Both gang leaders realised that a gang feud would have an impact on business at the bazaars, so they both wanted a quick resolution. 
 
    Kaleem learned a lot from the gang war. He realised what a strong bond the gang members had with each other. They were willing to fight for one of their own, regardless of the dangers they faced. Zayd had nearly given his life defending Mina, which was a testament to his courage. They were prepared to be injured and hurt defending a member of their group. The gang was family; their connection wasn’t a blood relationship but one of honour and brotherhood. 
 
    The more time he spent with the gang, the more he respected them, especially Mina and Shak. As time passed, he stopped thinking about escaping and settled down to a life with the close-knit gang. Indeed, there was honour among thieves, and members of Abid’s gang had many noble qualities.  
 
    As he grew closer to the gang, he gradually felt safe and sheltered and began to heal from the years of suffering at the orphanage. He decided not to think about the supernatural events that led to his escape from the orphanage. 
 
    Finally, he made a decision: he would stay with Abid’s gang.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   A fter leaving the orphanage, Azad walked for what seemed an age. His legs throbbed and the right side of his face stung. Luckily, he had his map book, so he pinpointed Suri on it and used the sun as a guide. He had read a book about navigating using the sun. So he put the skill to good use. He decided to find a place to eat and sleep at the nearest settlement called the Suri village, which he estimated to be about a four-hour walk.  
 
    A few hours later, he arrived at the village and headed towards the teashop on the main road, attracted by the clamour of chattering people. Azad opened the door and entered the building. The room was filled with men drinking tea and eating cake. The smell of different types of herbal tea, including lemon and orange permeated the air. Everyone glanced in his direction and most of them couldn’t hide their distaste at his disfigured face. Some of them started whispering to each other but he ignored them, although the left side of his face began to twitch. 
 
     An exhausted Azad approached the serving counter and ordered a lamb curry and flatbread with a cold cup of lemon juice. The owner couldn’t keep his eyes off his burns, but took his money. “Is there a place where I can stay for the night?” Azad asked. 
 
    “Yes, we have a room free upstairs,” the middle-aged owner replied. 
 
    “Can I book the room, please?” Azad asked. 
 
    “Sure you can,” the man replied. 
 
    “Is there a library nearby?”  
 
    “You may have to travel a fair distance if you want to find a decent library,” the man replied. “Dalus has the best library in the Empire, if I’m not wrong.” 
 
    “What is the best way for me to travel to Dalus?” Azad asked. 
 
    The man replied, “A carriage goes there every other day at noon, so that’s tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Azad said eagerly. 
 
    Azad decided to make the journey to Dalus as soon as possible. After eating, he was shown to his room and was asleep in minutes without even removing his clothes. 
 
    He slept well but woke up to butterflies in his stomach at the thought of travelling to Dalus and, more importantly, finding out more about the Brotherhood and how to join them.  
 
    To get passage on the carriage, he spent his remaining money and settled down on his seat. There were three other travellers who all avoided looking at him. It was an uncomfortable few hours with only the sound of horses - sometimes running, sometimes walking - and the wheels of the carriage turning. Azad felt self-conscious around other people who probably felt like being sick when they saw his face, so he pondered about how to keep his face hidden and decided he needed a mask. 
 
    The carriage arrived in Dalus a few hours later. Azad was amazed at the sheer scale of the capital city as he took in all the sights and sounds. It felt like the city would swallow him whole. The first thing that hit him was that he needed money for food and accommodation and to buy a mask. The enormity of his unplanned journey hit him. He had nothing and had no one to turn to. How could he find the Brotherhood? His plan was to find books at the library to do his research, as he was sure there would be clues that would lead him to the secret society.  
 
    He spent a sleepless night near the busy bazaar, not knowing how dangerous it was. He had found a quiet corner, curled up and tried to rest, but sleep wouldn’t come. Luckily, he came to no harm that night. Next morning, he asked people for directions to the Dalus central library and walked there. It took him three hours, but he eventually found it. He needed a rest after the long walk but he could not contain himself and eagerly entered the beautiful building. 
 
    There was a lady sitting at a desk near the entrance who stared at him suspiciously. “I am researching secret societies in Dalus. Could you please help me?” he asked. 
 
    She sniffed loudly and eyed his burns, then said, “I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    Azad waited for an hour and tapped his fingers on the desk, much to the annoyance of other library users. 
 
    She brought him a single book, ‘Salama Secret Societies’, “It’s all I could find,” she said and handed the book over. Azad’s fingers tingled, and his pulse quickened as he found a table and sat down to read. 
 
    He looked at the contents page, hoping there would be a mention of the Brotherhood: It was, so he eagerly started to read. 
 
    The Brotherhood was a secret society established six hundred years ago and was financially and politically powerful. Its objective was to establish a society ruled by magically endowed people. As magic users had special abilities, it was they who had more right to rule. Over the years the society had come into conflict with the followers of Feroz, who was believed to be a great magician. The Brotherhood practiced magic. It was known that the Dalus chapter of the society was the headquarters of the society, but it had branches in every other town and city in Salama. 
 
    Due to its revolutionary activities, the society was banned by the government of Salama, and its members were mercilessly hunted and killed. As it was a hidden organisation, its members led normal lives but secretly worked for the society. Azad finished reading the chapter and found no other clues. 
 
    He sighed loudly as he had come all the way to Dalus to be defeated at the first hurdle, but he had a sudden idea. If he could find the writer of the book perhaps he could shed more light about where the Dalus headquarters could be found. The back cover had the author’s brief biography. It was written by someone called Nish Adil, a resident of Dalus.  
 
    At this point, his stomach rumbled like thunder and he noticed his mouth was as dry as a desert. In his excitement, he had been unaware of his body’s needs. He went to the counter to return the book and asked, “I wish to speak to Nish Adil, the author of this book. Do you have more information about him?”  
 
    She looked at the back cover of the book.“Wait there, we have a list of Dalus authors and brief biographies.” 
 
    The librarian went to the biography section of the library and checked for details about well-known writers from Dalus. She spent a while going through some books and eventually found a brief mention of Nish Adil.  
 
    A while later, as Azad’s ears went red and he had started to pace left and right, she came back to the counter. “Nish Adil lives in Dalus; he is a lecturer at the Dawr Bakhsh school of history, unfortunately that’s the only information we have.” 
 
    Azad checked his map and found the school of history easily. He pulled out his book, ‘Heroes of the Salama Empire’ and offered to sell it to the library. The lady assessed the book and said, “It looks to be in good condition and I don’t think I have ever come across it before. I will give you one gold coin for it.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” he said and took the money. 
 
    Until he could find a way of raising funds,he had to be careful how he spent his money, so with the last of his money he bought a chunk of cheese and a container of water. Then he set off on foot to find the Dawr Bakhsh school of history. 
 
    After hours of walking at a fast pace, without rest, Azad finally arrived at the solitary place of learning and teaching. The building was small, but with huge windows. The bricks were brown and the unremarkable structure was away from other buildings. He entered and looked at a wall with details of teachers at the school. Nish Adil’s office number was displayed, so he proceeded to make his way there.  
 
    As he knocked on the office door loudly; his hands shook and half of his face went from cold to hot. The door opened promptly and strangely, the man smiled at him. Azad had grown used to people viewing him with disgust, so he raised his eyebrows when Nish didn’t even stare at his burns. 
 
    Azad looked into the office and saw how immaculate it was. The walls had shelves lined with dozens, if not hundreds,of books arranged in alphabetical order. There was a small desk inthe far corner of the room near a window. Files and folders were neatly arranged on the desk with a bunch of quills in a pot. The smell of exotic perfume was in the air and there was a luscious rug in the centre of the room. 
 
    “My name is Azad. I am doing research into the Brotherhood and read your book about secret societies in Salama. I wish to learn more,” Azad said nervously. 
 
    “I am Nish, a student of history. Why do you seek this information?”   
 
    Azad decided to risk everything by speaking the truth. “I wish to join the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?” Nish said, with the corners of his mouth twitching upwards. “You do know the Society has been hunted by the Salama government for the past two hundred years? Your desire to join them is potentially treasonous – the punishment for which is hanging.” 
 
    “I am aware of the risks of trying to join a banned secret society, but I have travelled far and I am tired. I seek to find the Dalus headquarters. Can you help me or not?” Azad said with slumped shoulders and shuffled on his feet. 
 
    Nish said, “Why do you want to join the society?” 
 
    “I want vengeance for this.” Azad pointed to his mangled face. 
 
    “What happened to your face? Why do you want revenge?” Nish asked curiously. 
 
    “I was burned by an inherent magician and I lost everything, my friends, my dignity and worst of all, my face. He has to pay,” Azad said and his ears went red. 
 
    “You have done research, it seems, but how can the Brotherhood help you?” Nish queried. 
 
    “I have no inherent magic, so I wish to learn dark magic for when I face him again,” Azad answered. 
 
    “The aims of the Brotherhood are much more than learning and practicing dark magic. They have bigger plans than that. What can you offer?” 
 
    “I am driven by anger. I am capable of bearing immense pain and am highly dedicated. You won’t find anyone more capable than I am.” 
 
    In an instant, Nish smashed his fist onto the mutilated side of his face. Azad tasted copper in his mouth and spat out hot, red liquid. Nish grabbed his throat and began to choke him like a tiger chokes a deer. Azad tried to push Nish away, but he was unbelievably strong. He started to black out, but with a burst of strength Azad landed a forceful blow on Nish’s chin. Nish was unmoved by his punch, as though he hadn’t even felt it. 
 
    “Who do you think you are? Coming to me and demanding to join the Brotherhood,” Nish said, with spittle coming out of his mouth.  
 
    Then he slapped Azad, who was wondering what he had done wrong. Nish then grabbed his arm and pulled it. There was a loud crack and Azad fell to the floor writhing in agony.  
 
    Azad looked up at Nish and saw the anger in his face and something else – enjoyment? The pain from his dislocated shoulder was so immense he thought he would pass out. The pain was similar to but not worse than what he had suffered after being burned by Kaleem.  
 
    “Still want to join the Brotherhood?” Nish asked roughly. 
 
    Though he could barely breathe or move, an image of a smiling Kaleem came into his mind and he shakily stood up again. “Yes, I do,” he groaned. 
 
    Nish offered his hand to Azad, then he tugged his army roughly to set his joint back into place. It hurt more the second time, but Azad didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “You will have to prove yourself to me. Be here tomorrow at the same time. Do you have money for food and lodging?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Azad replied. 
 
    “Here, find a traveller’s lodge for the moment and buy some wholesome food. You will need your strength.” He pulled out a pouch and handed Azad a few gold coins.  
 
    Azad eagerly counted the coins and calculated that he had enough for food and shelter and a mask, too.  
 
    “Thank you, thank you. I will prove I am deserving of your trust,” he told Nish. 
 
    In agony, he left the school of history but he was elated at the same time as he would soon learn more about the society from Nish, so he found a nearby lodge on his map and after getting there had a wash, ate hungrily, and slept. Next morning, he scoured the bazaar for a suitable mask. Black, he decided, was a good colour, as it would instil fear in people. As he couldn’t find a black mask, he bought a white one and some black colouring and prepared his mask and put it on. Immediately, he felt in charge and confident.  
 
    No more looks of disgust and pity. Now he would be viewed with surprise and curiosity and, most importantly, fear. Now he would decide who would see his mangled face. 
 
    The following day, he returned to the school of History and Nish took him to an old building with a large room full of equipment for exercise. There were large rocks in the room for building muscle and hanging ropes. The room was huge but smelled of sweat and an unrecognisable musty smell, too. Nish was highly educated, so he expected the same for Azad. He handed Azad some books to read about various subjects and began to train Azad in Swordart. Nish informed him that Swordart was the use of a blade in battle. They used metal sticks right from the start. Nish was relentless and strong and he expected the same from his student. Every day Azad battled against exhaustion and pain, but his hate and anger made him persevere. At the end of each training session, his body would be bruised black and purple. He would limp back to the lodge and face anxiety about his next session of training. 
 
    After weeks of intense training, Azad began to make significant progress. His muscles grew and his skin hardened. Then one day during a Swordart lesson, he managed to break through Nish’s guard and struck his chest, making him stumble and nearly fall. Nish’s eyes twinkled, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “The Brotherhood is centuries old and has many resources built up over the years. Their main objective is to establish a society where magic is respected as it should be and not hidden as the followers of Feroz want,” Nish explained as they duelled. 
 
    “They recruit the most capable people to their cause, people who are strong mentally and physically too. But rarely a few have the physique and aptitude to control demons,” he added in response to Azad’s questions about demon control. 
 
    Every day, Azad attended the gruelling sessions with Nish without miss, though he would be bruised and battered each time. Gradually, he became proficient in Swordart and read at least fifty books about a wide variety of subjects. 
 
    Months after their first meeting, Nish said to him, “I am actually the senior member of the whole Brotherhood.” Azad was shocked and impressed at his humility. 
 
    Six months passed quickly. One day after their daily training session, Nish said, “Welcome to the Brotherhood. You have proven yourself worthy of being a member of our secret society. Azad realised that the previous six months was actually a physical and mental test, starting with the dislocated shoulder. 
 
    Finally, on an unforgettable day, Nish took him to the Dalus headquarters, leaving Azad eagerly looking at one thing to the next and unable to sit down or relax. It had taken Azad half a year to earn Nish’s trust. The Brotherhood base was beautiful, and he looked around eagerly at the number of Brotherhood members and the sheer opulence. They had a delicious meal of Chicken Bhuna with cauliflower and bread. Azad saw how other members held the door open for Nish and how they wouldn’t look him in the eyes. 
 
    Azad never took his mask off, except when he slept. When he wore his mask, he no longer felt ashamed or shy. Wherever he went, people would move away out of fear just as he instilled fear into the weaker boys at the orphanage. 
 
    Nish took him to his immaculate office. “You are now ready to officially become a junior member, pledge your allegiance to me.”  
 
    So Azad knelt and took Nish’s hand. “I pledge allegiance to you.” 
 
    “The next part of your training will now start.”  
 
    Azad hoped to soon learn how to use demons, a skill he would need to inflict vengeance on Kaleem. 
 
      
 
    Later, in the lavish Dalus headquarters of the Brotherhood, Azad sat on a leather-backed chair in the dining area of the huge building, and waited for his food. He had ordered beef and cauliflower stew with ice cold water. There were a few others in the room who looked at him curiously, but he ignored them. The room smelled of food being prepared in the kitchen area, causing him to lick his lips. There was the gentle hum of conversations taking place and people eating hungrily, so Azad relaxed in his chair. 
 
    Azad was excited but apprehensive at the same time.  
 
    Finally, he was a member of the Brotherhood. It hadn’t come easy. He had to go through unbearable emotional and physical pain to finally earn Nish’s trust. Hopefully, it would all be worth it. His days were spent training in the exercise room and reading books in the well-stocked library. 
 
    His lessons with Nish continued, but now he taught him meditation techniques rather than Swordart. They would sit together for the whole session everyday just controlling their breathing and heart rate.  
 
    Azad gradually learnt to go into a higher state of awareness by slowing everything down from his breath to his heart rate and being aware of even the tiniest droplets of sweat that dripped down his body – a skill that would be very useful in battle.  
 
    “In battle, you will become aware of the smallest clue as to what your opponent is planning, allowing you to defend and attack effectively,” Nish informed him after a lesson. “At the same time, you will be able to control your whole body so as not to give your foe any clues about your next move. You must meditate every day until it becomes second nature to you.” 
 
    Azad was eventually employed for a wage by the Brotherhood to carry out a variety of tasks, from guard duty to letter writing and teaching. Azad was now a learned man like Nish, as he had read more than a hundred books on a variety of subjects, so the other less educated members of the Society deferred to his judgement. Teaching history and military strategy were his passions. 
 
    He had found a home and a place in the world, but he still remembered Kaleem often and his face would twitch at the thought of him.  
 
    Nish had also notified him about the Brotherhood’s plan to take control of the Council of Elders and kill the Leader. The society had already infiltrated the Council of Elders as there were already two members who worked for the organisation.  
 
      
 
    Three months passed. 
 
    On a special day, after their daily meditation training session, Nish had good news. “You are ready to go through the Joining, which is when I will summon and attach a demon to your body. You will have to go without food or water for three days and nights. Throughout the three days, you will have to meditate constantly before your demon will obey you. Then it will follow all your mental instructions. But be warned, if a single sip of liquid or morsel of food goes down your throat, your demon will rebel against you and kill you.” 
 
    Azad was Nish’s greatest student and had accomplished in under a year what took others four to five years. Nish was proud of Azad and knew he would go through the Brotherhood hierarchy very quickly. Most potential recruits failed at the first hurdle when their shoulders were dislocated. 
 
    The Joining was carried out the next day. Nish called Azad to his office and told him to sit down with his eyes shut. “Summoning a demon and performing the Joining is easy, but controlling your hunger and thirst are the hard parts.”  
 
    Nish withdrew a bright purple diamond from his desk and chanted in a foreign language. The diamond began to sparkle as the whole room was illuminated in blue light. Azad opened his eyes to this wondrous sight as Nish sang louder and louder, then suddenly the light extinguished and the diamond returned to normal. 
 
    “It is done. I have high hopes for you. No one can help you now, it is upto you. My only advice is to hold onto your hate and anger and focus on your goal.” 
 
    But Azad felt no difference; he felt normal. Was there a demon attached to him now? 
 
    The following three days were the hardest in his life. The first hardship was the thirst, then it was the hunger, then it was the need to meditate constantly. 
 
    At the end of the first day of the Joining, his lips cracked and his mouth became dry as chalk. His lips were like sand in the desert, so he kept licking them. He tried to avoid the dining area with its gorgeous, enticing smells as the next stage began – hunger. It started to feel like his stomach was going to split open and it was constantly complaining to him by making loud moaning sounds. 
 
    As instructed, he meditated day and night, granting him some relief, but as soon as he came out of his meditative state, he would again be overwhelmed by thirst and hunger. The second day was worse. He felt like drinking some water secretly but knew he would lose the battle if he did so and his life. 
 
    With superhuman will he refrained from drinking, though his body was crying out desperately. On day three he started to see and hear things that weren’t there, such as people coming out of the walls and the barking of rabid dogs, but he persevered by picturing Kaleem and planning his revenge. The constant ache in his throat and mouth was the worst part. 
 
    His stomach growled louder and louder as the days passed. He decided to spend most of his time meditating, as that was the only way he could bear the privation. 
 
    The following night, his demon began to talk to him telepathically. 
 
    Master, it said. 
 
    Your wish is my command. My name is Hanuf, we are now one. 
 
    Azad was shocked, as it was strange to hear a voice in his head. 
 
    I am Azad, he replied. 
 
     I know everything about you: your memories, your thoughts, your weaknesses, and your fears. We will attain greatness together. Hanuf replied. I will share knowledge of the hidden world with you. We will train for the day when we will meet Kaleem again – a day of vengeance.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four years later. 
 
   I t was a glorious summer day. The fiery sun made Kaleem wipe his brow with his sleeve as he expertly bumped into a woman and stole her purse in one smooth movement like a knife through butter. He went away from the thronging, bustling crowd at the main bazaar and opened the purse he had stolen to find only a few copper coins. Not been too lucky today. 
 
    Life in Dalus was good, apart from having to steal, but Kaleem no longer felt guilty about being a thief. Now he saw it as just a job; he had to earn to eat and live. The gang had become his family. They were his brothers and sisters. Kaleem hated what Abid was doing to the children but dared not raise his voice. In some ways, Abid had saved them from a worse fate, maybe even death. Many times, when Abid would be violent, Kaleem wished he had the courage to stop him, but he knew that Abid could easily overpower the frightened children he was abusing for monetary gain. 
 
    Although Kaleem was still small for his age, he had grown in other ways. Now he had a spring in his step and could hold conversations with people without getting flushed and speechless. He had bonded with Abid’s gang and grown close to all of them. Knowing he had their support no matter what helped him to come out of his protective shell. 
 
    Regarding his past, he was quiet. Mina would sometimes question him, but he would be reticent and closed mouthed. Then Mina would jump to another subject, then another. 
 
    Kaleem decided to get a drink from his favourite drink stall. The owner was a friendly man and they often discussed politics and current affairs. As he approached the stall, the vendor greeted him. 
 
    “Hello Kaleem, my little friend. How are you?”  
 
    “I am good, thanks Tya. I will have m-m-my usual, please.” 
 
    Tya poured out Kaleem’s favourite drink- sugar cane juice- and passed him the cup. 
 
    Tya was in his mid-thirties but had a bald patch and was quite thin. His skin was light brown, and his lips were prominent. He was wearing a multi-coloured tunic which reached his knees, and his sandals were made of leather.  
 
    Known as the Bazaar Gossip, he knew all the goings-on in the bazaar and the royal palace. When Kaleem wanted to hear the latest news or rumours, he would talk to Tya who always loved an audience for his stories whether they were true or not. 
 
    “What is the latest news about our great L-L-Leader?” Kaleem enquired sarcastically. 
 
    “Apparently, he invited all the nobles for a summer feast. I hear he spent enough money to feed a family for five years. People are growing bitter with this situation. Our Leader is showing off his wealth and power and is completely out of touch with his subjects. He either ignores them or does not realise the state they are in.” 
 
    “Be careful what you say, T-T-Tya, you know there are government spies everywhere.” 
 
    “Yes, I am aware, but I only speak the truth. I have heard that the Urobbans are planning an invasion of Salama like they did hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    “They have isolated themselves after they were d-d-defeated in a great war. They suffered huge losses and became isolationist. There has been no interaction with them for centuries,” Kaleem informed Tya, as he remembered Maya’s history lessons. 
 
    “You always surprise me, little Kaleem,” Tya said while he prepared a drink for a thirsty customer. 
 
    Kaleem shrugged. “If the Leader’s grandfather could see him now, he would d-d-disown him. We need someone like Dawr Bakhsh to take over again. I d-d-don’t believe these rumours about an invasion.” 
 
    “Rumours do have truth in them. A lot of people are reporting the same news. They cannot all be lying, right?” 
 
    “I suppose that m-m-makes sense, too. What other news is there?” Kaleem asked as he finished his drink. 
 
    “Well, I hear that Rafe, the shoe stall owner, has fallen in love with a noblewoman, but he is already married and she is promised to someone equal in nobility. I don’t think things will end well,” Tya smirked. 
 
    “Well thank you f-f-for the drink. How are your son and daughter and your missus?” Kaleem asked, handing his empty cup to Tya. “Hope they are okay.” 
 
    “Wife’s always nagging me for one thing or another, but my children are doing well at school. They’re privileged to have a good education. Something not available to a lot of children.” 
 
    “You need to give them more t-t-time since you haven’t taken a day off from work in three years.” 
 
    “Yes, I plan to take the family on holiday soon,” Tya said hopefully. 
 
    “That’s g-g-great. I need to get back to business now,” Kaleem said as he headed back to the main section of the bazaar. 
 
    Later that day, as Kaleem was ‘earning’ money for Abid, he came across a new stall in the bazaar – it was a book stall. There were so many books on sale about love and war and myth and fantasy, Kaleem licked his lips as he remembered the hours of enjoyment he had derived from reading. Remembering his thirst for learning about magic, he eagerly searched for a book about the subject. After spending a number of hours at the stall, he knew he would face punishment from Abid for not reaching his target. But he was willing to pay the price. 
 
    As Kaleem had spent so much time at the bookstall, the vendor realised he wasn’t going to buy anything. He sighed as he looked at the smelly urchin who was surprisingly able to read.  
 
    “D-D-Do you have any books about magic, sir?” Kaleem eventually asked. 
 
    The stall holder was elderly and had a goatee beard which, like his hair, was white. His teeth were uneven but clean. He looked like a teacher. 
 
    “I don’t sell books like that. The best place for books about magic is probably the central library which is based in the east of the city. It is easily one of the most well-stocked libraries in the whole empire.” 
 
    “Have you visited the Dalus library, sir?” Kaleem asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes, I have. It is a huge but beautiful building on the outside and beautiful inside too. You will get lost so easily among the multitude of books. I could spend my days and nights there reading from hundreds of thousands of books,” the stall holder said. 
 
    “Do you have an address for the library?” Kaleem asked while placing a book back onto the stall table. 
 
    “Here you go,” the teacher-like man said. He wrote an address on a piece of paper and handed it to Kaleem. 
 
    “If I had money, I would have bought many books from you,” Kaleem said regretfully. 
 
    The old man’s face lit up and he smiled. “No problem.” 
 
    Kaleem made up his mind to journey to the library the following day. That night, he was beaten by Abid for not meeting his target, but he bore it patiently as he imagined what he would be able to read at the library. 
 
    The next day, after stealing enough to reach his daily target, he took the rest of the day off to go to the library. He got onto a rickshaw and headed towards his destination. From a pouch he withdrew a few spare copper coins to pay the driver. After a fifteen-minute journey, he reached the Dalus central library. 
 
    The library was a five-storey building with a huge dome on its roof. The walls were white, with massive windows that reflected the sunlight. It was beautiful and easily a few hundred years old and it looked to have been a royal residence or a place of prayer at some point. It was majestic and awe-inspiring, leaving Kaleem open mouthed. There were trees planted sparingly on the lawn and the grass was well maintained. There were people in robes and fine clothes going in and out, carrying stacks of books.  
 
    When Kaleem entered, he was awestruck; so many books, so much to read about. There must be a book about every subject. Looking in every direction eagerly and taking in the different colours and the eerie but comforting silence, he was barely able to contain himself. It was warm but not humid and the ceilings were high and abundant rays of light flowed in through the high windows. 
 
    On the seemingly endless rows of shelves there were books of all sizes, some soft back, some hard, some big and others small. There were also leather-bound books, decades and centuries old and rare. How long would it take someone to read all these books? Kaleem breathed in the musty smell of old books and felt at home. 
 
     As he approached the reception, someone sniffed loudly in disgust. A few other library users stared at him. They don’t expect a dirty street urchin in here. There was an old man at the desk near the entrance sorting through a pile of books. It was hard to estimate his age, but he looked to be over seventy. His eyes, however, were alert and sharp, making Kaleem feel like nothing could get past him. He was dressed simply and had a short, immaculately shaped beard; his hair was grey mixed with white and it was neatly trimmed. Like Kaleem, he had a sharp nose but was slightly darker in skin colour. His teeth were semi-yellow. Kaleem looked up at him and for some reason, his heart fluttered like a moth. 
 
    “D-D-Do you have any books about the supernatural and magic?” Kaleem stammered.  
 
    “Why on Earth do you want to learn about magic?” 
 
    “Some time ago, I experienced something supernatural and wish to l-l-learn more.”  
 
    The man looked at him intensely. “Sit there,” he indicated. “I will be a few minutes.”  
 
    The librarian returned after what seemed like hours to Kaleem, carrying two books. “There you go,” he said and handed the books to Kaleem. One was titled ‘The History of Magic’ and one was just titled ‘Magic’. Kaleem thanked the man and noticed that he was staring at him deeply.  
 
    Why is he staring at me? He felt uncomfortable, but he ignored the feeling and got comfortable on his chair and began to read ‘The History of Magic’. 
 
      
 
    As he read, he learned that magic had been present from the First Age when a handful of people were able to carry out supernatural feats. It was through these bloodlines that magic was passed onto later generations. People who were born with magic ability were known to have inherent magic, the most powerful type of magic. The book was a brief oral history of inherent magicians. 
 
    Magic was basically a science in its own right. It was concerned with the manipulation of matter. Through training, inherent magicians could learn to control one of the four basic elements which made up the universe. They were earth, fire, water, and air. 
 
    All inherent magicians had telekinetic and telepathic abilities to various degrees. These powers required dedication and discipline to master and were referred to as ‘Mind magic.’ Telekinesis was the ability to move objects with the mind, and telepathy was the skill of reading people’s minds. 
 
    There was another type of magic which, while not as strong as inherent magic, was still potent. Because of using demonic forces, this type of magic had come to be known as dark magic. It was carried out by subjugating demons who would then obey every command of the dark magician. This kind of magic required years of practice to master, needing intense mental focus and resilience. There were secret societies that coveted supernatural power and carried out different rites to control demons. Magic was prohibited by the Salama government as it wasn’t allowed in Islam. 
 
    The book continued with oral reports of famous magicians. There was one magician called Raul, who could command water at will. Apparently, he turned the tide of a famous battle single-handedly by drowning dozens of the enemy’s army as they crossed a river. Then there was Saleem, the Earth Mover, who could manipulate soil and mud without lifting a finger. There were reports of other magicians who had power over the air. Nothing about fire. He sighed deeply at this lack of information, but he had learned a lot. 
 
    Hours later, his thirst for knowledge was partially quenched, but he became aware that he had to get back to the warehouse before Abid locked up.  
 
    When Kaleem returned the books, the librarian asked, “Did you read anything interesting?” 
 
    “Yes, very interesting. I wish to learn m-m-more.” 
 
    Again, the old man looked at Kaleem intensely and seemed to come to a decision.  
 
    “I may be able to help you if you can prove yourself to be dedicated and obedient. Come to my house, same time next week. Here, take my address. My name is Sher, by the way,” Sher said, and held his hand out. 
 
    Kaleem gripped and shook it. The old man’s grip was like a vice. I have to be careful and not be fooled again like Abid fooled me. Sher handed him a piece of paper with his address on it. 
 
    “How c-c-can you help me, sir?” Kaleem asked. 
 
    “I have lived a long time and have learned much over the years, including the mystical arts,” Sher replied casually. “I can teach you, if you prove yourself worthy,” 
 
    “Yes, I wish to learn m-m-more.” 
 
    “See you next week then, Kaleem,” he said. 
 
    Kaleem walked out quickly as Sher watched him go out, eyes glittering brightly. 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, Kaleem thought long and hard about what he had learned at the library. Unable to concentrate on anything, he fidgeted anxiously as he was curious to learn more. He briefly mentioned to Mina and Shak about his trip to the library.  
 
    “You should have seen how many books there are. It was beautiful, so much knowledge, so much to learn. The peace and t-t-tranquillity there is amazing. You two need to visit it.” 
 
    “We can’t read, remember?” Mina said indignantly. 
 
    “Maybe you could teach us,” Shak said quietly. 
 
    Kaleem nodded excitedly. “Good idea. When do you w-w-wanna start?” 
 
    Mina was enthusiastic. “As soon as possible.”  
 
    So Kaleem got some paper, some quills and ink and began to teach his friends. Like Maya, he was a patient teacher and they were diligent students. Every night, after Abid left the warehouse, Kaleem would teach them by candlelight. Mina had an exceptional memory. On their second lesson, she could recollect the first lesson word for word without even referring to her notes. In one go she had memorised the whole alphabet.  
 
    “At this rate you will be able to read in about t-t-t- two weeks. I’m impressed with both of you,” Kaleem complimented. 
 
    A week passed by quickly. Kaleem stole by day and taught his friends how to read by night. They were making lightning quick progress, especially Mina, but he was proud of them both. The day of his meeting arrived and Kaleem was nervous but curious at the same time. After meeting his daily target at the bazaar, he headed towards the address Sher had given him. What will I find out? 
 
    A rickshaw took him to near the address, making him feel reluctant but eager too. As he got closer to his destination, his heart began to hammer and his tunic became soggy. It was a dark day with woolly clouds ready to unleash their heavy load. What will Sher teach me? Who is he? There was no one around and there was complete silence, as if the world itself was watching him. The address was in the wealthy centre of the city. The area was dotted with huge mansions and spacious bungalows where gardens were well maintained and the streets were spotless. The rich live well while the poor suffer. He remembered his days of hunger and starvation after leaving the orphanage. 
 
    Sher’s bungalow was like the other buildings in the vicinity, wide and beautiful. The garden was well maintained, with different plants and a tree in the middle of the lawn. The grass was cut short and wasn’t uneven. It seems that librarians live well. 
 
    Kaleem knocked on the door twice and waited patiently. There was no answer for a while. Kaleem nearly turned around and left until suddenly, Sher opened the door. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Sher seemed to be taller and more imposing, but his eyes were the same, sparkling brightly. He seemed different, no longer just an old librarian, but powerful in his stance with a rigid back, and he looked Kaleem directly in the eye. 
 
    “B-B-Beautiful home you have here,” Kaleem commented nervously. 
 
    “Yes it is. Sit down while I bring you a cool drink.”  
 
    Kaleem sat down and surveyed the room. There were plump cushions strewn across the room. The floor was covered with expensive carpets and rugs. There was also a beautiful chandelier hanging from the ceiling and shelves with valuable looking vases and ornaments. Alongside one of the walls were shelves with dozens of books. Kaleem looked at them eagerly and moved closer so he could read the titles.  
 
    Sher returned with a cup and a jug with a strong-smelling drink. 
 
    Kaleem took the drink and swallowed it in one go and asked for more. It was cool, refreshing, and thirst quenching. It smelled sweet and milky and tasted unlike any other drink he had tasted. It was actually more delicious than sugar cane juice. “What a b-b-beautiful drink,” he commented. “What is it made from?” 
 
    “I learned it from my mother, who learned from her mother, who learned it from her mother. It is a secret recipe,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Kaleem’s leg shook in apprehension, but it seemed like Sher wanted to take his time. 
 
    “Tell me a bit about yourself, Kaleem.” Sher asked curiously. 
 
    “I am sixteen years old, and I work in the bazaar for Abid. He helped me when no-one else would. He p-p-protects me and provides shelter.” 
 
    “This Abid fellow seems to be a good man,” Sher said. 
 
    “He isn’t perfect, but he helps d-d-desperate children.” 
 
    “What is your job?” 
 
    Kaleem’s face changed colour and he knew Sher noticed it, so he averted his eyes and stayed quiet. 
 
    “Never mind.” Sher stated, “I have lived in Dalus for twenty years and I have no living family or relatives. I do get lonely sometimes. I have read thousands of books over the years - and wish to read and learn more - hence I work at the library. Where are your parents?” 
 
    “I d-d-don’t know Sher. I have never seen them as they left me at an orphanage when I was a baby.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sher said casually then he frowned slightly. “You may be thinking, why did I invite you to my home offering to teach you? I will tell you why, but I need to inform you about a bit of history first.  
 
    “Thousands of years ago, there were a handful of people who had magical talent. I’m sure you have read about their powers. The first few generations of magic wielders did not utilise their skill for the betterment of others, but used their power to subjugate and control non-magical people. 
 
    “Eventually, a very powerful magician named Feroz laid down strict rules for magically endowed people everywhere. These rules came to be known as the Laws of Feroz.” 
 
    Sher sipped his drink before continuing, “Another movement arose at this point that saw no problem in using magic to subjugate people. They felt that people with magic were more suited to rule. They often used demons to carry out fantastic feats and could also injure and even kill people using them. They came to be known as the Brotherhood.” 
 
    Kaleem listened intently. I will gladly spend all day learning about history. 
 
    “Coming back to Feroz now, his descendants and followers became protectors of the Laws of Feroz and they seek out those with magical talent and teach them how to use their power for the betterment of mankind. Feroz’s descendants and followers have been in constant conflict with the Brotherhood over the centuries as they seek power over humanity and self-gratification, in direct opposition to the Laws of Feroz.” 
 
    After a brief silence Sher said, “Feroz was my great great grandfather and I seek an apprentice to continue his legacy. I have lived a long time and have learned a lot. It is time I passed on my knowledge to a worthy student. I believe you are talented and could possibly be very powerful. Tell me if I am wrong, but you have experienced a magical incident and you wish to learn more about it?” 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   K aleem couldn’t speak. His tongue had become like lead. It took him a minute to register what Sher had just revealed to him. He nodded in response to Sher’s question. “Yes, I have experienced something which I do n-n-not understand.” 
 
    Sher looked at him intensely after making the revelation and waited for Kaleem to consider everything and make sense of it. He looked at the frail-looking youngster in front of him, knowing he was asking for a great deal. 
 
    Kaleem couldn’t resist, “D-D-Do you have magic? How do you control it?” 
 
    “Yes, I am a magic wielder. As you have probably read, magic is passed on from generation to generation. It was actually my father who was magically endowed going all the way back to Feroz himself. In answer to your second question, control is learned through practice and obedience to your teacher.” 
 
    But that means one or both of my parents were inherent magicians!! 
 
    “I can’t leave my f-f-family,” Kaleem said with emotion. “Abid will never let me go. I prefer to stay with them.” 
 
    Sher rose to his full height. “I do not make offers lightly, boy,” he roared. “I will buy you from Abid, so you will not belong to him anymore. Your destiny is greater than to be an urchin.”  
 
    Kaleem looked at Sher, and his face went white and he felt his heart bumping in his chest. He was no longer a mild librarian, more of a hulking lion. Kaleem was torn between family and destiny. “Give me time to consider m-m- my options,” he meekly suggested.  
 
    “You have a week. Then my offer will be revoked.”  
 
    Kaleem almost ran, but, for the sake of his dignity, he forced himself to walk at what felt like a snail’s pace to the door and left the building and ran all the way back home. The weather turned for the worse and he was thoroughly wet when he reached the warehouse. That night, Mina and Shak were surprised that Kaleem cancelled their reading class. They had both been studying vigorously and had been looking forward to the latest lesson.  
 
    “Wonder what has got into him tonight. Something must have happened. We should cheer him up.”  
 
    Kaleem was lying on his mat, deep in thought, struggling to make sense of what he had learned. On the one hand, he had friends, no, family, who had looked after him and protected him for years. On the other hand, he needed to find out about his magical heritage, maybe more about his parents, who he now knew belonged to one of the rare magical bloodlines. Life was good. He had food and shelter and a family. Why would I leave all this to become an old man’s student? As these thoughts ruminated in his mind, Mina and Shak appeared. 
 
    Mina jumped straight in, “What is wrong with you? Why did you cancel our class?”  
 
    Shak remained quiet. He didn’t need to say anything. 
 
    “Just had a b-b-b-bad day; that is all,” Kaleem replied.  
 
    “What happened?” Mina asked quickly. “You look worried.” 
 
    “I met someone at the library who made me an offer. He is willing to buy me from Abid, but I have to become his student. I would have to l-l-leave you, but maybe I will be able to learn more about my parents, who they were, and why they abandoned me. What d-d-do you think I should do?”   
 
    Mina and Shak didn’t say anything. Eventually Shak said quietly, “It depends who you are going with and why.”  
 
    Mina was tearful. “If it is a better life, you should go for it, although I would prefer it if you stayed with us.”  
 
    My dearest friends. 
 
    Seeing how his two friends were thinking of him made his eyes go moist. He loved his surrogate family, especially Mina. It would be her he would miss most, as he took comfort in her forthright manner and short attention span. Cool-headed Shak too, who could fight like a tiger when he needed to but was usually the peacemaker. 
 
    In his heart, he knew he had made his choice. I will come back for them one day and free them from Abid. 
 
    The week progressed quickly. Kaleem intensified their reading lessons, teaching Mina quickly so she could teach Shak in turn. Her superb memory made it easy for her to start reading the basics after a few days of intense study. Kaleem informed them both about the library and hoped they would go there often to read.   
 
    The night before his last day loomed. In the warehouse that had been his shelter for more than four years, he gathered the gang members together and hugged them one by one. It felt like his heart was being ripped in two. 
 
    Then he told them he would be leaving them. “I will think of you always and I will come b-b-back for you one day,” he promised. “We will m-m-meet again.” 
 
    Mina was crying while hugging him tightly and even Shak shed some tears. Kaleem handed a sheet of paper to Mina with Sher’s address on it. “If things become desperate, you know where to find me.” 
 
    The following day, he travelled to Sher’s house and again knocked on his door. This time Sher opened the door promptly and smiled.  
 
    “I will j-j-join you,” Kaleem said simply. The next day Sher met with Abid and agreed to a mouth-watering price. Sher paid in gold coins and, just like that, Kaleem was free from Abid.  
 
      
 
    Kaleem didn’t know what to expect living with Sher, but menial labour wasn’t on his list. However, from day one Sher made him wash, clean, and maintain the garden. Sher had bought some new clothes for Kaleem which he was grateful for. Kaleem was in a hurry to learn magic, but the old man wasn’t one to rush, as Kaleem soon realised. He was a thoughtful man, thinking everything through methodically and carefully before taking action. 
 
    “My socks need washing,” he said one day. Kaleem thought his life as a thief was better than the life of a servant. But he bit his tongue and complied and wondered about Mina and Shak. How are they doing?  
 
    About two weeks after moving in, Sher intentionally showed Kaleem a taste of his magical prowess. He made sure Kaleem was nearby and made water rise up from his cup and shaped a small human-like figure with the liquid, then he made the water return back into the cup. At this point, Kaleem came into the room to see this wondrous sight. He was amazed and reassured. Sher is a water mage. 
 
    Although he missed his friends and life at the bazaar, Kaleem adjusted to a normal life. The food was good. Sher was a great chef and he prepared many mouth-watering dishes, from meat and vegetable stews and different types of bread and sweet dishes. Kaleem felt guilty sometimes, thinking of people who were less well-off and lived on one meal a day or less while he ate wonderful food. The biggest change he went through was that he didn’t have to steal anymore. 
 
    After a month of cleaning and washing and mopping, Sher called Kaleem into his room. “Tell me about the first time you experienced magic?”  
 
    So Kaleem related the incident with Azad and about how he had been tortured day after day at the orphanage. He described everything that had happened in the forest. How Azad started to burn and how he had thrown the two other boys in opposite directions. 
 
    “Very interesting, very interesting,” was all he said, and dismissed Kaleem with the wave of a hand.  
 
    After another month passed, Sher began to mention bits of history to Kaleem, about past magicians such as Feroz and Raul and snippets of their life histories.  
 
    Sher related the story of his great great grandfather. “His magical strength manifested itself in a school fight in which his opponent was left disabled. This was the start of his quest to learn magic and how to maintain control at all costs. He regretted the injury he had caused and spent the rest of his life learning and teaching self-control.” 
 
    “Being an orphan, Feroz had a hard life from the start. His parents had passed away while he was a baby, leaving him in the care of his maternal aunt. He was unremarkable academically or physically as a child, but he had a great destiny, to formulate rules for magically endowed people everywhere.”   
 
     “Magic is passed from generation to generation through rare bloodlines, but the actual control and methods of use are taught by teacher to student. Feroz’s teacher was a powerful magician called Kaliss. Their bond remained for life. Kaliss knew that Feroz would eventually surpass him in power, so he trained Feroz to change the arrogant attitude of magicians who thought of themselves as superior to normal people. It had become normal for them to use their power to subjugate people and keep them under awe of their magic. As Feroz grew in power, he saw the state of magically endowed people and thought of how he could change their attitude. He taught that magic should be used for the betterment of people, rather than for controlling them.” 
 
    Sher continued, “Feroz would go on to use his immense power to overpower great magicians and leaders. They thought of themselves as superior, so they needed to learn a lesson in humility. A lesson they learned well. Feroz only unleashed his awesome power to teach a lesson, never for material or selfish reasons. He was eventually counted as one of the greatest magicians in history, but he was a humble man who lived in poverty but was always ready to help anyone in need. His wrath would be tremendous towards any oppressor, great or small, especially magicians who used their power for greed or power. He married and had one child through whom his magical heritage continued. That is the brief story of my great great grandfather,” Sher said with pride. “We continue his legacy and teachings.” 
 
      
 
    After three months of manual labour, when he was sure that Kaleem would obey him completely, Sher tested Kaleem’s magical ability. He called him into the living room, where he had placed a number of rocks, some small, some slightly bigger. “Move the small rocks,” he commanded.  
 
    “How?” asked Kaleem.  
 
    “With your mind, of course. Now move them!”  
 
    Kaleem focused on the small rocks and concentrated hard. Nothing. He imagined them moving and focused again, but still nothing.  
 
    “I cannot d-d-do it,” he said in defeat.   
 
    Sher said nothing. His face was impassive. “Take some rocks and practice trying to move them every night,” he eventually said flatly. “In magical training, the first thing that is activated is Mind Magic, which I am sure you have read about. Once activated, you will go onto learn how to manipulate fire. Practice your telekinesis as much as you can.” 
 
    So Kaleem practiced every chance he got, but even after weeks of trying, he wasn’t able to budge even the smallest stone with his mind. Kaleem began to doubt himself; maybe it had been a one off with Azad. As time passed, his shoulders began to hunch and feet to drag.  
 
    Sher never said anything about Kaleem’s magical block. But he gradually decreased the number of chores he had to do, so he intensified his practice and reading. Kaleem practiced constantly and read eagerly and did minor chores around the house. A long time after failing to move the stones and being unsuccessful in his attempts, Kaleem wondered if Sher would keep him as his apprentice. After all, magical ability was required to be a mage’s student. 
 
    That day he approached Sher and he asked, “I do not think I have magical ability. If you wish, I will go. I have t-t-tried and tried, but I cannot activate the magic. Maybe it was a one off.”  
 
    Sher laughed. “You are my apprentice now. It is an unbreakable bond; we are not giving up yet.” Sher continued, “There is another magician I know, very powerful and knowledgeable. We will seek his advice.”  
 
    “We will have to travel into the jungles of Sahaar, a very dangerous place. There are dangerous animals and rumours of cannibalistic tribes there. The person we are looking for has left society for a solitary life, away from the greed and oppression of men.” The corners of Sher’s mouth lifted. “We leave in a week.” 
 
    Building up to their journey, Kaleem couldn’t sit down or relax at all. They would be travelling to a jungle where they would face many dangers. And, of course, hopefully his magic would be activated by the mysterious magician. Sher gave him a list of things they would need for the journey, from food and containers of water to protective clothing and travelling gear. Many thoughts rushed through his mind about the perils they would soon face, but he was unafraid. He was with a powerful magician. What can harm us? 
 
    Kaleem procured everything needed for the expedition and waited anxiously for the week to pass. Every day, he practiced with no results. As their departure day neared, Kaleem decided to write a letter to Mina and Shak. Mina was nearly adept at reading so he was sure she would be able to understand his letter. 
 
    Dear Mina and Shak, 
 
    I hope you are well. I am doing fine and learning a lot. How is the rest of our band? Tell them they are in my thoughts, as are you two. 
 
    I am going on a dangerous trip; who knows if I will return.  
 
    I have enclosed some money for you both to keep for a rainy day. 
 
    I hope to see you again. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Kaleem 
 
    He left the note with Tya at the bazaar to pass onto either Mina or Shak, hoping the money he left for them would help them in some way some day. Sher paid Kaleem a small weekly stipend to spend as he wished, so he gifted his friends with some gold coins he had saved. 
 
    The night before their journey, Sher discussed the route they would have to take to get to the jungle of Sahaar. They would have to travel by carriage to the wild lands of Camaan, from where they would then travel to the river Renn and go by boat into the Sahaar jungle. Then finally, they would travel on foot through the jungle to find the habitat of the magician. They would need a guide when in the jungle and a hired servant to help carry the baggage. 
 
    Kaleem asked, “Do we need weapons, in c-c-case we are attacked or threatened?” 
 
    Sher replied quietly, “No. My powers are enough to defend the expedition.” But he was wrong. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
   T heir carriage journey was pleasant, though sometimes bumpy and uncomfortable. They had hired a servant to help carry their luggage called Sab. He was tall, dark, and looked to be as strong as an ox, and rarely spoke. Sab seemed to be in deep thought most of the time. Kaleem spoke to him rarely, and when he did, he received short, curt replies from him. 
 
    They had enough food to last them two weeks, mainly dried cheese and bread and, of course, precious water. Sher had also requested biscuits high in energy. As they travelled, Kaleem reminisced about his journey to Dalus nearly five years ago. He had gone from being a bullied child to a magician’s disciple, no less. Now he strode with confidence and the first thing people noticed about him were his distinctive eyes. Although he was still sensitive about being laughed at, he had learned how to respond to anyone mocking him or even just joking with him. 
 
    “So have you met him before, the m-m-magician?” Kaleem asked. “What is he like?” 
 
    “He is unique, the most powerful of us and the oldest,” Sher replied. 
 
    They travelled for many hours during which Kaleem slept deeply. They had to stop once so the driver could replace a damaged wheel, giving the travellers a chance to stretch their legs and enjoy the scenery. There was a slight cooling breeze and the smell of flowers in the air as they sat on a mound of earth surrounded by a variety of trees. Kaleem enjoyed the food and the break from travelling and couldn’t help smiling. I will soon learn more about my magic. They ate dried cheese with bread and water. 
 
    “Can we explore a little more b-b-before setting off again?” Kaleem asked Sher. 
 
    “I would like that too,” said Sab in a surprisingly quiet voice, considering his physique. 
 
    “No, we need to get to Camaan, ideally before dark because criminals operate at night and may target us. I don’t want to waste valuable magical energy fighting off thieves,” Sher replied warily. 
 
    A short while later they set off and, after a few hours of travelling, arrived at Camaan just as night overcame the day. 
 
    Camaan was a frontier city where the inhabitants lived pretty much as they pleased as long as they pledged allegiance to the Leader of the Salama Empire. The rule of law didn’t exist there, so it was known as the wild lands of Camaan.  
 
    It was different to Dalus, as it was not as busy or bustling. The fire lamps were spaced out sparingly as opposed to Dalus, where they were closer together and more frequent. The buildings weren’t as big or as beautiful. It was much quieter compared to Dalus and there weren’t as many foreigners. The people of Camaan had similar features to the people of Dalus, but they were more well built and sturdy, perhaps due to the climate and hard lives they led. 
 
    “There is no law enforcement force here. The strong prey on the weak and travellers are ambushed regularly,” Sher explained to Kaleem, who frowned and looked at everyone with suspicion. “Camaan is ruled mainly by a powerless monarchy that joined the federation in the era of Dawr Bakhsh. They are rulers in name only; it is actually criminal gangs who run Camaan.” 
 
    They found a traveller’s hostel where they ate and went to bed. Kaleem tossed one way and another before exhaustion caught up to him. He dreamt about Mina and Shak. They were together in a beautiful garden. There was a stream slowly flowing through the garden and fruit trees were spread out around them, overwhelmed and pregnant. Hundreds of different coloured flowers were dotted everywhere as they feasted on delicious food. His friends appeared to be happy. 
 
    The next morning Sher paid the hostel manager and they set off on foot onto the next part of their journey. The three of them walked in the direction of the river Renn, which was a one day walk from Camaan. They took a very scenic route surrounded by huge valleys and different types of vegetation. The air was fresh and birds sang their songs. Kaleem began to relax and enjoy the landscape. The countryside was hilly and green and would meander up and down like waves in the sea. Kaleem marvelled at the beauty of the land. Their lips cracked and their throats became dry as dust, so they drank water frequently. 
 
    Suddenly Sher said to Kaleem, “We are being followed. They have been on our trail since we left Camaan. There are five of them, highway robbers who prey on the weak and unwary. They are heavily armed and prepared to kill.”  
 
    How does he know? 
 
    “They will catch up to us very soon,” he warned.  
 
    But he underestimated Sher, who said, “First we try to reason with them. If that does not work, then we fight them. Fear not.” 
 
    How will we survive against five heavily armed highway robbers with no weapons or a place to hide? 
 
     Kaleem had never fought an armed adversary while outnumbered and unarmed, so he wasn’t reassured, but Sher seemed calm and confident and showed no fear, which soothed Kaleem like a cool drink. 
 
    A few minutes later, the highway robbers caught up with them. 
 
    Just as Sher had said, there were five of them armed with scimitars and small daggers. Burly and bearded, they were intimidating just to look at. They arrived on horseback and dismounted.   
 
    The leader of the robbers, who had rippling muscles everywhere, with a huge beard which covered his chest, growled, “Give us everything you have or we will take it by force over your dead bodies.” 
 
    Sher calmly replied, “Here, I can pay you some money, but I cannot give you everything.” The band of thieves laughed loudly and unsheathed their scimitars. Sher said, “Look, there is no need for bloodshed. Take what I offer, and we can go our separate ways.” 
 
    The thieves realised that Sher was the leader of the trio, so two of them ran towards him, swords held high, but suddenly their swords flew out of their hands. Sher’s first telekinetic attack. The bandits stopped in their tracks, unsure of what to do. They looked towards their leader who unleashed an arrow at Sher, which nicked his cheek. Sher howled and magically threw the two bandits in opposite directions. One was flung against a tree and fell limp and unmoving, the other one hurt his arm when he landed but stood back up. 
 
    Apart from the leader, the two other bandits surrounded Sher, who was fighting them unarmed. He used his magic to form a protective shield over his body. As they slashed and hacked at him, their scimitars weren’t doing any harm. But Sher was tiring and knew he couldn’t keep his psychic shield up for much longer. 
 
    Kaleem threw a stone at one of Sher’s attackers, who turned and rushed towards him, scimitar raised and glistening like a mirror in the sunlight. Kaleem threw another stone at him, but he missed. At least Sher has one less opponent to worry about. Sher assessed the situation and realised he had to disable the leader and hope the other bandits would lose heart. Finally, with a last gathering of will, he lifted the leader high and dropped him. There was a sickening crack when he landed.   
 
    Sher picked up one of the scimitars and charged against his two remaining opponents. He was a cyclone, twisting, turning and attacking. Then, he disarmed one of the bandits and smashed the flat side of the sword over his head. The bandit fell and didn’t rise again.  
 
    The last bandit rushed to the leader and helped him to stand and they retreated. Meanwhile, Kaleem was doing his best to dodge his opponent’s strikes and had been lucky so far. Sab, who was stunned by Sher’s magic, joined the foray in aid of Kaleem and attacked the bandit from behind. The bandit turned and hit Sab, injuring him, but not too badly. Kaleem saw his chance and struck the thug’s head with his rock, leaving him dizzy and unsteady. The bandit decided there was no way he could defeat all three of them, so he followed his fellow thieves in a run. 
 
      Sher collapsed, drained and exhausted. “I need energy,” he said. “Get some biscuits.”  
 
    Kaleem looked at Sher with awe and newfound respect for his magic and fighting prowess. Indeed, he is a warrior magician. He quickly got some biscuits and passed them to his mentor. After drinking water and eating some biscuits, Sher grew slightly stronger. They decided that they would have to make camp for the day and continue the following day.  
 
    Sher’s shoulders drooped and there was a weariness in his eyes. Barely able to stand, he didn’t even have the strength to help set up camp. 
 
    “Magic is not unlimited: it takes a physical and mental toll on the user. I will have to conserve power until I can use magic again. It is only through experience that you learn the limits of your power. The more magic you use, the longer you have to rest to replenish your energy. When I was at my peak, my magic stamina was much greater, but now I am old, and my endurance levels are lower. Let that be a lesson. Once you master Mind Magic, you too will be able to invoke an impenetrable magic shield around your body and attack using telekinesis.” 
 
    “Next time we travel we will be armed. It is unfortunate I had to reveal my magic to Sab. This is the first time I have been accosted by thieves,” Sher told Kaleem emphatically. 
 
    “How d-d-did you know about the highway thieves?” he asked. 
 
    “I will answer your questions in due time. Right now, I need to rest.” 
 
    Sher had notified Kaleem that he would need to sleep more and rest often for the next couple of days, so Kaleem would have to take charge temporarily. Dutifully, Kaleem and Sab scouted for a place to camp, collected firewood and kept watch against other thieves and bandits. If they were attacked again, it was unlikely they would survive without Sher’s martial and magical abilities. Sher went to sleep as soon as camp had been set up. 
 
    Fortunately, although not completely energised, Sher recovered enough to take charge again just as they neared the river Renn. They had taken three days to make a one-day journey. The river was a monstrous snake twisting its way forcefully through the land. Millions of gallons of water rushed by every hour. Its size and ferocity were breath taking and wondrous in equal measure. It took Kaleem’s breath away. 
 
    There was a small settlement built up near the river where boats were available for rent, along with a guide if needed. At most, there were about a hundred people there, making a living out of fishing and tourism. Sher had been here before and sought out a trusted guide to take them to the Jungle of Sahaar and to guide them once they were in the jungle, which was a two-day journey by boat. They booked in at the local traveller’s shelter where Sab and Kaleem went to bed straight away while Sher made arrangements for the next part of their journey.  
 
    The following morning, Sher notified them that arrangements had been made and their boat would leave in the afternoon. Sab and Kaleem explored the little settlement for the whole morning. Kaleem bought herbal ointment that protected against mosquitoes and a small ornamental dagger that he stashed in his boot.  
 
    Although Sher was rested, he notified Kaleem that his magical strength would be very low for at least a week. He had expended too much energy in the battle with the bandits. So they couldn’t rely on his magic to protect them. “We have to be alert and cautious at all times,” he warned. 
 
    Kaleem felt useless. He was no good to anyone. He wished he could use his powers to protect the expedition, but so far he hadn’t been able to intentionally activate his power even once. 
 
    That afternoon they got onto a medium sized boat which was agile yet sturdy, built to defy the currents of the thunderous river and versatile enough to navigate the river easily. Their guide was a small foreign man who Sher knew from previous expeditions. He had a large moustache and a high-pitched laugh. His long robe reached his ankles and his hair was tied in a ponytail. In stature, he was thin and short. 
 
    “He is a fantastic pilot and guide. He has never let me down,” Sher explained. 
 
    Their journey downriver was exhilarating at first. The boat rocked in one direction and then another, passing beautiful habitation and glorious landscape. They saw many types of animals, birds and trees. They could hear the sound of monkeys howling, the fluttering of wings, and the constant chattering of insects. Kaleem and Sab had never been on a boat before, so they experienced sea sickness. Kaleem vomited everything he ate, so he stuck to snacking on biscuits and avoiding meals. Two days passed by slowly and Kaleem was relieved when the boat journey was finally over. 
 
    Their guide turned out to be a cheerful fellow and an expert pilot and guide. “I have made this journey more than a dozen times and I know the jungle well,” he told Kaleem. 
 
    “Have you ever seen any c-c-cannibals, sir?”  
 
    The guide laughed, “Yes, they do exist, but I have never seen them in all my years of travelling. Don’t worry, we are safe.” 
 
    They finally reached the Jungle of Sahaar nearing the end of their journey. This was the end of Sab’s duty with them, as his agreement stipulated that he would remain out of the jungle for superstitious reasons, as his clan believed the jungle to be inhabited by demons and supernatural beings. So, he would wait for Kaleem and Sher on the boat and would join them on their return journey.   
 
    Kaleem looked at the dense forest which was made up of a huge variety of different trees, many of which were taller than a building of Dalus. The brush was thick and sometimes the guide had to clear a path using his machete. The River Renn roared constantly, but as they moved further into the jungle, it grew quieter. The first thing Kaleem noticed was how alive the jungle was and listened to the continuous sounds made by different creatures. It was almost an orchestra as the birds tweeted, the insects trilled, and many animals grunted and barked loudly. He found it difficult to breathe in and out. Soon he began to brush his lips with his tongue as there was no saliva in his mouth. 
 
    Sher seemed preoccupied and set a fast pace, sometimes going ahead too fast to keep up with. Maybe Sher is nervous without the use of his powers, or he has detected something. Kaleem had lived with Sher long enough to recognise that he was worried about something. He was a methodical and thorough man, so it was uncharacteristic of him to rush anything. 
 
    The next day, Kaleem would find out why. 
 
    They set up camp that night. The guide found them a shelter closed off from every side as there was danger of wild animals invading their camp. The guide said he would keep first watch and would wake Kaleem for the second shift. Kaleem had troubled sleep and felt like he had only slept for minutes rather than hours when he was woken. Dutifully, he kept watch until it was Sher’s turn. Kaleem had a troubled night as he saw vicious nightmares. After waking, they set off again through the jungle.  
 
    At midday, Sher gathered everyone together and had an ominous warning for them. “We are being watched, and they are hungry.” 
 
    Later on, Kaleem noticed a small, fair-skinned man high up in a tree, watching them. He looked ferocious and was naked apart from wearing a small loincloth. The pygmy was holding a small shield and a vicious looking spear. Even though the man was smaller than Kaleem, his heart skipped a beat and his legs shook like tree branches in a thunderstorm. Quickly, he called Sher and the guide and described what he had seen.  
 
    The guide said what Kaleem was thinking. “Cannibals!”  
 
    The guide was visibly shaken and his face went white. Kaleem noticed him rolling on the balls of his feet, as he had never encountered them before.  
 
    “We have no weapons to p-p-protect ourselves with, apart from a m-m-machete,” Kaleem said apprehensively. Kaleem noticed that even Sher was frowning and was struggling to decide what to do. 
 
    “Maybe we should go back to the boat,” the guide added fearfully. 
 
    “It makes no difference now whether we go back or forward. They have our scent now. We will be attacked either way. We must fight them to the death if necessary, rather than be eaten alive,” Sher said grimly. So Kaleem and Sher armed themselves with wooden sticks cut from trees and prepared to do battle. 
 
    There were no more glimpses of cannibals that day, but Sher fidgeted and wouldn’t rest, so Kaleem knew they were still being watched. No one could sleep that night, so they stayed up and waited for the worst, but there was no sign of them throughout the night. It seemed to Kaleem that the cannibals were toying with their prey and building on their growing fears. 
 
    They attacked before dawn.  
 
    A horde of them ran into their camp, waving their spears and howling and screaming like rabid dogs. The guide injured two of them with his machete and used it to keep them at bay. At first, Sher attempted a magical counterattack, but he was unable to summon any magic. They grabbed Kaleem first. He tried his utmost to fight them with his stick, but the little men overcame him easily. Sher, who was trained in Swordart, was able to disable a few of them using his stick but one sneaked up from behind and attacked him with a makeshift hammer. Sher fell unconscious. Finally, they subdued the guide, who wasn’t very skilled in fighting with his blade. Kaleem continued to struggle against his captors, but there were too many of them. God help us. Will they cook us first?

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he cannibals tied them tightly and carried the unfortunate trio, trussed like animals. Two of the savage-looking men carried each member of the expedition. Kaleem found it hard to breathe and he could feel his heart beating faster and faster. It was painful to be hog-tied, and he felt nauseous due to the rhythmic bounce of being carried. The ropes were like nooses around his arms and feet, stopping the circulation. After the cannibals carried them for what felt like hours, Kaleem suddenly remembered the little dagger stashed in his left boot. I can use the knife to escape. From what he could see, Sher was still incapacitated and the guide was silent and unmoving. 
 
    Ages later, they entered a village with little bamboo houses that were built high up in the trees. Designed as protection against wild animals. The little men chattered noisily. Some of them poked the prisoners and laughed loudly. They took them to a bamboo cage and tied each of them to poles using twine. Haste was important as Kaleem remembered Sher’s warning that they were hungry. He couldn’t reach his boot, but if Sher woke, he could easily reach his dagger. 
 
    Kaleem began urgently calling and kicking Sher, wishing he would wake up soon. But Sher remained unconscious. Kaleem could feel desperation welling up inside him. “How l-l-long do you think we have?” he asked worriedly.  
 
    The guide shook his head. “I don’t know, but I can smell fire, which was not there when we arrived.” Kaleem became frustrated and struggled against the twine ropes that held him prisoner. After a few minutes, his wrists began to bleed, but the ropes were as tight as ever. 
 
    “I have a knife,” he told the guide, “But it’s in my b-b-boot. I c-c-cannot reach it.” 
 
    The guide didn’t reply as he fidgeted and struggled against the ropes that held him. 
 
    “We have one chance. If they untie us at some p-p-point, we have to fight them to the death, like Sher said,” Kaleem said. “Better to d-d-die than to be cooked alive.”  
 
    They waited to see what would happen next as minutes passed by like hours and their fear and apprehension grew stronger. God, give us a quick death.  
 
    Suddenly a group of them burst into the cage, and hurriedly inspected them one by one. They kicked Sher, but he wouldn’t wake so they came towards Kaleem and spoke to each other, seemingly discussing him, then they moved onto the guide. They chattered to each other in their guttural language and seemed to agree. Then they loosened the fearful guide from the pole and dragged him out.  
 
    “Please, let me go. I have money. I will pay you whatever you want,” he begged. He cried desperately and became limp. They literally dragged him out like a sack of flour. It’s better to die fighting. 
 
    The guide continued to howl for the following five minutes. “You can have my boat. I don’t wanna die, please lemme go,” he cried pitifully. But the cruel captors were unmoved, or maybe they didn’t understand the language. Then, in an instant, there was deathly silence. The hushed stillness was worse than the screaming and begging.  
 
    Hopefully, they have knocked him out before cooking him. That night was the longest night in Kaleem’s life, a night he would never forget, a night spent waiting fearfully to be eaten. 
 
    They didn’t come back, temporarily sated. The guide had brought Kaleem and Sher some precious hours before they would face the same fate.   
 
    Hours later, thankfully, Sher woke. “What happened?” he asked. “Where is the guide?” Kaleem didn’t say anything, but Sher understood what had happened. 
 
    “M-M-My knife is in my boot. Can you reach it?” Kaleem asked him.  
 
    After moving to a suitable position, Sher was able to reach into Kaleem’s boot and retrieved the little dagger. He used it to cut through the ropes that held him and was soon free. Then he cut Kaleem’s rope, too. Kaleem rubbed his wrists and ankles to get the circulation going. They were still in the cage, however, so their escape was far from over. 
 
    “Can we rely on your m-m-magic?” Kaleem whispered. 
 
    Sher shook his head, “Not yet.”  
 
    Suddenly, there was loud howling outside, many voices as one. It sounded like a demon’s song. 
 
    Sher looked at Kaleem. “I think it is time you used your magic,” he instructed and stood in front of Kaleem protectively. 
 
    “B-B-But I can’t summon it,” he said. He smelled fire again. 
 
    “We need you to invoke your power or it is guaranteed we will be eaten dead or alive.” Drops of sweat crawled down Sher’s cheek. 
 
    So Kaleem focused with all his will and tried to summon his power. Nothing. The howling was getting louder outside, getting closer to their cage.  
 
    Sher gave Kaleem the knife and said, “You know what to do, if worst comes to worst.”  
 
    The cage door opened and a gang of ten of them came in. They were all armed with knives and spears, and they immediately attacked Sher and one stabbed him. Sher fought back bravely, but he was outnumbered and injured and was soon restrained. Kaleem hated his legs for shaking and felt lava-like anger for what they had done to the guide and what they wanted to do to Kaleem and his teacher. He made the choice to cut his wrists before they subdued him, but his anger was immense and he roared and magically erupted for the second time in his life. Although involuntary, the intensity of his power was great. In his rage state, he was able to call on his immense power with ease, needing just a thought to activate. 
 
    Like the previous time, he was overcome. It was his telekinesis which was triggered first, allowing him to literally fling cannibals around in every direction like a tornado throws trees. Vaguely, he noticed how he mentally threw five cannibals into the air and smashed them against the roof and walls. They were screeching in fear and hate, but Kaleem wasn’t finished. 
 
    Kaleem walked out of the cage with Sher following. As he walked through the small village, there were little people everywhere. Kaleem mentally threw attacking cannibals in every direction. They neared the centre of the village where there was a huge pot. When Kaleem saw this, he realised what had been cooked in it and his anger grew and his body shook like a mini earthquake. With a glance, the pot exploded into flames as his temples thumped frantically. 
 
    The cannibals tried to regroup and started throwing spears at Kaleem, but they bounced off his skin without leaving a scratch as he involuntarily formed an unbreakable shield around his body. He thought of the cheerful and harmless guide and his rage and hate grew. Slowly, he levitated the fallen spears and directed them at speed towards the cannibals. Two of them were killed instantly.  
 
    He could hear Sher vaguely, “That is enough Kaleem, take control, take control.”  
 
    But Kaleem wanted to kill every one of them. I am powerful, none can face me. Two cannibals rushed towards him, but with one look from Kaleem, they began to burn like wool. Now that they were out of the village, there was no one who dared to follow. The cannibals threw spears from afar, but wouldn’t venture any nearer. 
 
    Kaleem came back to himself and slowly realised what had happened. He remembered the satisfaction and the sense of euphoria. I have power, after all.  
 
    But Sher was far from happy. “You lost control and entered the realm of dark magic. You displayed self-gratification and hate. Admittedly, you had good reason to want vengeance and it was self-defence. But never allow the power to overwhelm you again.” 
 
      
 
    After escaping from the cannibals, they traced their way back to the river. They had attained the objective of their journey, to activate Kaleem’s magic, which was partially achieved, so there was no need to find the secretive magician. Also, neither of them had any magic to call upon. 
 
    Sher had seen the sheer power of his apprentice and was satisfied that he had selected the right person to be his disciple. He had not seen the same level of raw power in any other magically gifted person. However, there was a concern that his powers might overcome him as had happened twice.  
 
    Magic power was like muscle. It built up over time, getting stronger each time it was used. Thus, inherent magicians had to replenish their power after intense use. If they had to face the cannibals again, they would be easily defeated. Their guide was gone too, so they would be lost in the jungle. They made the choice to go back to their boat. 
 
    The river’s roar was enough to guide them, so they followed its sound and, after a while, found it. After following the meandering river, they returned to the boat the following day. Sab was waiting for them. Eagerly, he asked them for a report and asked about the guide.  
 
    “He passed away,” Kaleem said ruefully. They had discussed leaving some money for the guide’s family so they could survive without a breadwinner. Fortunately, Sher had a valuable diamond he could sell, which would raise enough money for them to live well for life. 
 
    “It is the least we can do,” Sher said. 
 
    Kaleem could barely keep his eyes open after his magical exertions and went below deck as soon as they reached the boat. Covering himself with a blanket, he drifted into welcome dreamless sleep. Fortunately, Sher knew how to pilot the boat. When the river was too unsteady, he used his power over water to steady the boat. Sher couldn’t sense any danger, so they travelled slowly through the treacherous river. He wasn’t very experienced, so he had to take his time.  
 
    Kaleem only woke to eat high energy biscuits and went back to sleep. He remembered the vicious joy of revenge towards the flesh eaters and the sense of power he felt when he exacted vengeance upon them. He craved the fear and respect, two things he had never felt before apart from when he burned Azad. No one will harm me again. 
 
    That night Sher noticed a solitary glow on the bank of the river and berthed the boat as he became aware of a powerful but benign presence. Sab and Kaleem were sleeping, so they were unaware of what was happening. Sher reluctantly prodded Kaleem awake.  
 
    “Wake up! Come with me,” he commanded. 
 
    “What happened?” Kaleem answered in alarm and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes as he stood up hastily. 
 
    They got off the boat and went towards the distant light. The moon was a curved arc in the sky and there was an unnatural silence. It feels like the jungle has gone to sleep. There was the smell of wet grass in the air as there was a slight drizzle. Kaleem looked towards the glow of a flickering light. What is that? 
 
    As they neared the light, they found a very old man with a huge beard wrapped in a heavy cloak and sitting on a log in front of a fire. The old man looked at Sher and Kaleem and smiled. It was obvious the two men knew each other. Instinctively, Kaleem realised it was the person they had journeyed to see, the powerful magician. A tiger was lying at his feet, snoozing in the warmth. Kaleem immediately felt his heart banging and he could not keep his eyes off the huge cat. 
 
    The air smelled of burned wood and the fire made a crackling sound. Kaleem felt the embrace of the heat and his body warmed up. 
 
    The ragged looking man stood up and smiled. “Peace, you have nothing to fear from my pet,” he said.  
 
    Sher hugged the magician and said, “Hail Gul the Great.” He indicated towards Kaleem.  
 
    “This is Kaleem, my disciple.” 
 
    The ragged looking elder focused on Kaleem, who felt awed by his presence and was unable to meet his eyes. Surprisingly, the old man smiled and offered both his hands to him. He exuded warmth and gentleness. His hair and beard were completely white.  
 
    “Hello sir,” Kaleem mumbled nervously and shook hands.  
 
    “Peace, Kaleem, it is nice to meet you,” the old magician said.  
 
    “Me t-t-too,” Kaleem stammered. 
 
    “You seem tired, son,” the older man said as he poked the fire with a stick. 
 
    “Yes, I used my magic again today, so I am tired.” Kaleem felt completely at ease sharing this information with the old man. 
 
    He looked towards Sher who said, “Kaleem is unable to activate his magic power at will. We have journeyed far and have suffered great loss to seek your advice.” 
 
    Gul looked at Kaleem, “Obey your teacher in all things, even if you don’t agree with him. Be patient and never give up. You have a great teacher, so be a great student. Anything worth gaining is worth waiting for, my son,” the white-haired magician said gravely. 
 
    “Parents sometimes do things the child cannot understand, but whatever they do, it is out of love. Don’t give up on yours.” 
 
    “Take heed. Fire and water complement each other.” 
 
    Then the old man reached into his dark cloak and retrieved a small stone. “This is an object of power. A day will come when it will assist you, so keep it with you at all times.” Kaleem took the small, unremarkable stone. I wonder what it is. 
 
    “Go back to the boat. I will join you shortly,” Sher told Kaleem. 
 
    Kaleem turned around and kept looking back at the tiger in amazement. 
 
    After Kaleem had left, the two older magicians didn’t speak verbally. They communicated telepathically. 
 
    The magician of the jungle said, I felt a great destructive force today. 
 
    Yes, replied Sher, It was Kaleem. He will grow to be much more powerful. 
 
    I also felt his ferocious joy at the taking of life, Gul said telepathically.  
 
    I will teach him to live by the Laws of Feroz, Sher replied. I will teach him control. 
 
    Gul replied, Will that be enough? 
 
    Sher responded; He has suffered much in his short life. He will not succumb to greed for power and tyranny. What do you suggest? 
 
    Put him through the Rigours of Raul. That should be enough to teach him patience and self control. Let him never forget what he was before, the magician of the jungle communicated.  
 
    Sher asked, Will you leave your self-exile and rejoin the struggle against the Brotherhood? 
 
    My time in the world is coming to an end. I would rather pass away in peace with my pets in the jungle. I am happy to see you after so long, brother. May peace be upon you. Heed my advice: let your student discover his heritage, magical and mundane. When things become desperate, let him remember his friends old and new. When you have no hope, take him to where it all started. I fear there are troubling times ahead. As you know, I have lived a very long life, but have not experienced the tragedies that will soon engulf the land. 
 
    With that, the old man got up and whistled to his tiger, who rose and they both sauntered away. Sher made his way back to the boat where Kaleem was already asleep. 
 
    The journey back to the settlement took longer than normal because Sher was extra careful piloting the vessel as he didn’t want to damage the boat or they would have to travel by foot, which would be too taxing upon Kaleem. The young magician needed intense rest for at least a week, judging by the enormous amount of energy expended in the fight against the cannibals. They had an uneventful journey back, with no sign of peril.  
 
    They reached the settlement on the fourth day. Sher was relieved and went to wake his apprentice. Kaleem was better, but still tired. After surviving only on high energy biscuits for the past few days, he was famished. The three of them went for a meal at a local food stall. Kaleem filled his stomach greedily. He ate parathas with lentils and an onion and tomato dish, followed by roast chicken with boiled eggs. Then he ordered a delicious milky dessert. 
 
    Kaleem withdrew the stone given to him by Gul the Great and asked, “What does this stone do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think when you will need it most, it will activate, so keep it safe at all times. Put it in a pouch around your neck.” 
 
    “Is it normal to feel so hungry after using m-m-magic?” Kaleem asked.  
 
    “Yes,” replied Sher. “Especially when you use as much power as you did. As you may have realised by now, I have telepathic abilities, which was how I came to know about the bandits and the cannibals.” 
 
    It all made sense to Kaleem. “Was that why you invited me to your house that day in the l-l-library? You knew about my magic explosion with Azad?”  
 
    Kaleem thought back to all the times where it seemed Sher knew about unseen things.  
 
    “Yes, Kaleem. It is a skill every magician is capable of after intense mental training along with the ability to move objects with your mind. These powers, as you’re aware, are known as Mind Magic. We can only become aware of people’s thoughts and feelings within a certain distance. For example, I cannot tell you what someone is thinking in Dalus, but I can tell you what Sab is thinking, as he is close to me. When we read thoughts, we can get a general idea of what someone is thinking, not specifics. There is another magic wielder from Sharul who is very powerful in telepathy; his range is much greater than normal magicians and he is capable of detailed mind readings. We are also capable of putting vague thoughts in the minds of men. You, too, will learn these skills in time. Once we get back to Dalus, our lessons on the Laws of Feroz will begin alongside the Rigours of Raul.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
   F our years after meeting Nish and living a disciplined life and proving himself worthy of the trust, Azad was now second in command of the whole Brotherhood. He had grown accustomed to his demon, Hanuf, constantly talking in his head and telling him what people were thinking and making conversation day and night. 
 
    Aside from Nish and one other demon master, the remaining members of the Brotherhood at the Dalus base had no magic to call on, so they viewed Azad with respect as he had gone through the Joining after only a year of training. He had gone through the ranks at an unprecedented speed to attain a position of leadership. Nish had told him that from every hundred, only one or two had the resilience and willpower to go through the harsh testing and the Joining and the three-day fast. Due to his dedication, motivation and talent, Azad had climbed the hierarchy of the Brotherhood easily. 
 
    Nish also involved him in the plan to overthrow the government and the Leader. The plan was to form a demon army and to recruit an inherent magician to guide the Brotherhood out of hiding. Nish didn’t tell Azad who that inherent magician would be. 
 
    Azad was now a warrior magician in his own right and he was sent on Brotherhood business as a protector and sometimes even as a diplomat. The society had branches everywhere, even in Sharul too.  
 
    One day, Nish asked for his presence in his office, so he promptly went to see him. Nish was sitting behind his desk, reading through some notes. He looked up as Azad entered the room and smiled. 
 
    “How are you Azad?”  
 
    “I’m good Nish, how can I be of assistance?” 
 
    “I need you to find a talisman that dampens the telepathic powers of inherent magicians. As you know, demon masters are safe from telepathic probing, but this talisman will dampen their power against anyone or anything.” 
 
    “Where is this talisman? How do I find it?” 
 
    “You will have to travel to a village near the mountain of Harrah. There are reports that someone has the talisman hidden away, so it’s up to you to find a way of claiming it for the society. You can pay for it or try to get it by any means necessary. Our only clue is someone called Ryadh. I believe he will have details about the talisman.” 
 
    The following week, Azad got a carriage from Dalus towards the mountain of Harrah, which was to the north of Salama. As well as carrying a travel bag full of food, water, and money, he was also dressed for intense travel. He wore thick clothing and had bought a woollen hat and wore gloves, along with heavy leather boots. The climate near the mountain was cold and it was known to be covered by snow throughout the year. 
 
    The journey took eight hours. As he neared his destination, Azad became breathless at the sheer size and beauty of the mountain, which seemed to reach the heavens itself. It was pure white everywhere he looked. “This is as far as I can go. I will be here again in two days at the same time,” the driver informed him. Azad paid the carriage driver a handsome sum. 
 
    Azad pulled his hat down to cover his ears and wrapped his cloak tightly around his body and set off on foot to the village, which he had been told was at the base of the great mountain. 
 
    His progress was good, but even his heavy clothing was not enough to fend against the icy climate. He shivered and his fingers and toes became numb, so he decided to build a fire and rest. Though he was on a solitary path with trees on each side, surprisingly, there were no sounds of animals or insects. Master, it is too cold for animals to live here, Hanuf informed him. 
 
    Azad started a small fire and basked in the warmth, and felt his body loosen up and the numbness in his extremities gradually dissipated. It would be dark soon, however, so he couldn’t rest for too long. It was urgent that he find a traveller’s lodge or a warm shelter for the night. 
 
    As he trudged onward, the path began to snake upward, leaving Azad breathing heavily. He found it hard to inhale and exhale. Fortunately, he eventually glimpsed the village. 
 
     It was small, with about twenty single-storey houses. Azad began to sweat as he drew closer to the beautiful village. 
 
    The peak of the snow-capped mountain was clearly visible from the village and there were creamy clouds surrounding the peak. 
 
    After entering the village, he immediately found a traveller’s lodge just as day became night. It was only a small building with three bedrooms for guests who came through the village on sightseeing expeditions or to climb the Harrah Mountain. On entering the building, he found an elderly lady sitting at a desk reading a book. Azad eagerly looked at the title of the book and was disappointed to find it was some kind of romance story. 
 
    “I need a room for two nights please,” he said loudly, trying to get her attention. 
 
    “Hello, that will be two gold coins.” Money was no object, but Azad thought the sum was extortionate. “I am looking for someone called Ryadh. Could you tell me where I can find him?” 
 
    “Ryadh lives across the street, next to the shop. He is our local scholar and is very knowledgeable about history. It’s best if you contact him tomorrow.” She seemed nervous talking to Azad. Just as Azad liked it. He smelled her fear. 
 
    Azad went straight to his warm bed and slept like a lamb. 
 
    Early the next morning he woke up eager to start his investigations. Breakfast was cheese with bread and cool water. Then he went across the street to Ryadh’s house and knocked loudly on the heavy oak door. 
 
    After a few minutes, he heard locks being unlatched and the door was opened slowly by a frail man with a large bald patch. He was thin as a branch, but his eyes were like an eagle - inquisitive and aware.  
 
    “Are you Ryadh?” Azad asked promptly. 
 
    “I am. How can I help you sir?” He looked at Azad directly and showed no emotion. 
 
    “I am looking for a powerful talisman, and I have been told that you would have information about it. I am willing to pay any amount you want for it.” 
 
    He knows of the talisman in question, Hanuf said 
 
    “No, I don’t know of any talisman,” Ryadh said. 
 
    Force your way in. He is lying. 
 
    So Azad roughly pushed Ryadh onto the floor. “Liar!” he screamed and kicked Ryadh. Ryadh didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “Where is it? Tell me now and it will be easy for you.” He clenched his jaw. 
 
    It is hidden under the floorboards in the other room, Hanuf informed him. 
 
    Azad grabbed hold of the skinny man and dragged him into the other room. Where is it? he asked Hanuf. 
 
    According to his thoughts, it is just under that table under the rug.  Azad threw the table aside and lifted the rug, then he lifted the floorboard to find a pouch hidden underneath. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have lied. You will be a rich man now. I will still pay you a king’s ransom for it,” Azad told Ryadh, who was shocked that this strange masked man had found his hidden talisman. 
 
    “In the wrong hands, that talisman can be used for great evil as it has been in the past,” Ryadh said.  
 
    If you wish, I can stop his heart or block his lungs, Hanuf offered. 
 
    No, we have what we came for, he replied. 
 
    Azad threw a pouch full of gold pieces at Ryadh and left the building. He explored the village thoroughly for the next day and found it to be a very peaceful place, unlike the hustle and bustle of city life. His lungs gradually became accustomed to being so high up and he enjoyed the spectacular views. He would have liked to stay at the village for longer, but Hanuf informed him that the villagers knew what he had done to Ryadh and were planning revenge. To avoid unnecessary violence, he left the village and waited for the carriage at the designated place. If he wanted, with the help of Hanuf and his martial skills, he could defeat all the villagers in a fight. 
 
    On returning to the Dalus base, Azad went straight to Nish’s office with the talisman. Nish was happy to have claimed the talisman, although Azad didn’t mention how he had gotten hold of it. The talisman was a small, green diamond which flashed in the daylight. 
 
    “Well done, Azad,” Nish said simply. 
 
    After his adventure, Azad gradually became accustomed to normal life at the Dalus headquarters, so he trained and read as much as he could. He continued researching the link between magic and fire and worked out a very interesting fact from his reading: That Kaleem was actually a fire mage. Another interesting piece of information he learned was that there existed a very powerful demon called an Ifreet. This type of demon was extremely difficult to control, as many had learned the hard way. The best way of attacking a fire mage would be to use a being of fire such as an Ifreet he decided.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   K aleem, Sher and Sab returned to Camaan without incident. On reaching Camaan they ate well and experimented different types of local food.  Kaleem was concerned about bandits and thieves. But Sher shook his head. 
 
    “I have use of my magic now, do not worry,” Sher said.  
 
    Kaleem was getting used to Sher’s telepathy, but was still surprised every time the older magician read his thoughts. They had given a diamond to the family of their ill-fated guide after notifying them of his death. They didn’t inform them of how he had died to spare them further pain. 
 
    “I hope the guide’s family are at p-p-peace,” Kaleem said to Sher as they walked through Camaan. “He was a good man.”  
 
    “He was honest and trustable and he didn’t deserve what happened to him. I’m sure he is in heaven,” Sher said with tears in his eyes. 
 
    “I keep remembering how he was begging them to let him live,” Kaleem said. “I hope the cannibals have l-l-learned their lesson now. I keep dreaming about the night we were nearly eaten. How can human beings do that?” 
 
    Sher replied, “They have tasted man-flesh and liked it. They will surely keep eating unwary travellers.” 
 
    “How does Gul live in the jungle with all the danger surrounding him?” Kaleem asked while he tried to keep up with Sher.  
 
    “Gul is a gentle man, but he has awesome power when he wants to teach a lesson or when he is provoked,” Sher said. “Animals love him, too. He has lived in the jungle for the past five years because he just wishes to live in peace with his pets.” 
 
    On their journey back to Dalus, Kaleem and Sab wanted to explore the countryside further, but Sher was tired and wished to be back in the comfort of his own home. Although still very strong, he was an old man and the whole journey had worn him out. His arm was bandaged where he had been stabbed by the cannibals. Kaleem noticed he seemed to always be in deep thought and didn’t speak much. Kaleem wished to comfort his teacher but didn’t have the words. Sher was preoccupied with what he had learned from Gul the Great, the rise of the Brotherhood and Kaleem’s foray into the darker side of magic. 
 
    Finally, they arrived at Dalus. Kaleem looked forward to a long sleep and delicious food. Sher paid Sab the agreed amount and some extra. Then they said goodbye to him and headed for home. As soon as they reached his bungalow, Sher immediately went to bed. They had picked up some food on their way home, so Kaleem ate alone. He thought about what had happened over the past week and was now confident and assured that he was magically endowed. Also, he knew that inherent magic was passed on from generation to generation, so either both or one of his parents had magical power. Surely these rare bloodlines can’t be hard to find? 
 
    They rested for a week, recuperating from the hardship of travel and the intense use of magic. Kaleem spent his days reading and practicing. As he was still unable to activate the magic at will, he continued to practice. Sher started cooking delicious meals again and set Kaleem minor chores. They never spoke about their traumatic experiences, but they both thought of the guide often. 
 
    They settled back into a normal routine until one night Sher came into his room and shouted, “Get up!”  
 
    Kaleem woke up immediately, thinking there was an emergency. 
 
    Sher grabbed him, “To the bathing room, wash yourself.”  
 
    So Kaleem complied and washed, even though he started shivering and had goose bumps. What’s going on? 
 
    On leaving the bathing room, he found Sher waiting for him. “The house needs cleaning. Start with the kitchen, then the toilet area, then the bathing room.”  
 
    Kaleem felt resentful. Waking me up in the middle of the night to clean the house. He made no effort to mask his thoughts. 
 
    So Kaleem mopped and cleaned and washed the house and obeyed Sher’s every command. Sher became demanding. “It is time you learned to cook. I will show you how.” So Sher taught Kaleem how to cook basic recipes and would tell him off angrily if he made any mistakes; just another errand he had to carry out daily. For the next couple of days, Kaleem barely got any sleep or rest. Sher set him one task after another throughout the day and night. If he hadn’t formed a bond with Sher and he hadn’t wanted to learn from him, he would have given up and left. 
 
    “I am t-t-tired,” he told Sher the next day. “I need to rest.”  
 
    Sher smirked. “No laziness in this house, you need to earn your keep.” Just what Abid used to say. He had to look after the garden, clean out the rubbish, and bathe in the middle of the night.  
 
    It was intolerable. 
 
    Sher continued to order Kaleem to do the smallest of tasks and would reprimand him for the tiniest error.  
 
    “The bathing room is dirty. I saw marks on the basin. Go finish the job.”  
 
    Kaleem had spent hours cleaning the bathing room, but Sher wasn’t happy. Without proper sleep or rest, he became exhausted. The next day Sher stepped up things even further. Kaleem was now allowed only one meal a day. What have I done to deserve this? The thought of finding his parents and learning magic made him bear it and carry on. 
 
    Sher incessantly picked Kaleem’s faults. “You have become lazy,” he said one day. “Shine my boots, then clean the toilet. Make sure the toilet is spotless. I will check later.”  
 
    The worst part for Kaleem was the lack of sleep. Sher would come into his room numerous times in the night and order him to bathe with ice cold water and mop and clean the floor and scrub the furniture. Kaleem’s shoulders drooped, and he found it difficult to stand up and walk. He would nap when he could and snack on biscuits hidden in his pockets. When he looked at the mirror, he saw a different Kaleem looking back – a Kaleem with bags under his bloodshot eyes and hollowed out cheeks.  
 
    More than two weeks passed by like this. Kaleem knew he wouldn’t be able to continue this way. Sher had become a merciless tyrant and he couldn’t bear it any longer. Kaleem was a patient and resilient person due to his harsh life experiences and having toughened up living on the streets of Dalus, however, he had reached the limits of his endurance.   
 
    The next day, he decided to speak to Sher. “I cannot t-t-take it anymore, I am done,” he muttered to Sher.   
 
    Surprisingly, Sher smiled. “Dear boy, you have just passed the Rigours of Raul. Designed by the great Raul himself to test patience and stamina. I lasted less than you before I gave up.” He got up and hugged Kaleem. “Remember this lesson well Kaleem, for when you teach your disciple one day.” 
 
    Kaleem was confused. So this was the Rigours of Raul that Sher had mentioned. It was all a test!! Never would he have expected to be examined in this way. It wasn’t a question of passing or failing, but how long the disciple could persist under harsh circumstances. He was allowed to sleep that night and the next without having any cooking or cleaning to do. After a week of rest Sher introduced Kaleem to the actual Laws of Feroz.  
 
    “You are finally ready to learn the Laws formulated by my great great grandfather,” he said and handed Kaleem a sheet of paper with beautiful handwriting on it. “These are the Laws of Feroz. Memorise them. If you have questions, I will answer them for you. As successors of Feroz, we are duty bound to practice and teach these Laws just as Feroz himself did.” 
 
    Kaleem began to read. 
 
    The Laws of Feroz 
 
    Magic should be kept secret from the non-magically endowed at all costs. 
 
    Magic should only be displayed after all other options have been exhausted. 
 
    Magic should never be used to harm another, unless in a life and death situation, or if under threat of grave harm. 
 
    Magic should not be used for making money or for selfish gain. 
 
    Magic should not be used to subjugate another. 
 
    Magic should only be used for the betterment of people. 
 
    Magic should be strictly controlled by the user. 
 
    Magic should not be used to gain power. 
 
    Do not take pride in magic ability; surely there is another who is more powerful. 
 
      
 
    “It does not seem like much, but these guidelines are comprehensive. They cover almost any situation faced by a magic wielder,” Sher continued. “My grandfather not only taught these laws, but lived by them strictly. In his whole life, he never broke a single rule. He rarely used magic, although he was tremendously powerful.”  
 
    Kaleem considered the laws. At this rate, I won’t be able to do anything with magic. Quickly, he changed the unbidden thought, but Sher looked at him strangely. 
 
    Kaleem memorised the guide for magic use and showed great respect for them whenever Sher discussed them. In the back of his mind, however, he was doubtful. If you have power, you should be able to use them how you please. He wasn’t sorry for how he had used his magic against Azad and the cannibals. He had killed out of self-defence and injured Azad for all the torment he had put him through. He deserved to burn. Kaleem felt different as he had started craving the power rushing through his body, the power to destroy with a glance.  
 
    Kaleem thought he could keep his thirst hidden, but Sher was aware of his inner struggle. Sher had tried his best to instil respect for the Laws of Feroz, but Kaleem was travelling a dangerous path towards being overcome by desire for power and free rein to use his magic. Although he had succeeded in the Rigours of Raul, his magical explosions had shown him how powerful he truly was. If he was able to activate his magic at will, he could have whatever he desired: wealth, power, women, or leadership. No one would be able to stop him from taking what he wanted by force. Maybe not even Sher. 
 
    Sher remembered what Gul the Great had advised, “‘Let your student discover his heritage, magical and mundane. When things become desperate, let him remember his friends old and new. When you have no hope, take him to where it all started.” 
 
    The next day, Sher said to Kaleem, “I think it is time to research your family history and find out about your parents. The library is the best place to start.” They travelled to the library that morning. Kaleem was excited. Finally, I will learn something more about my parents. 
 
    The first assumption was that at least one of his parents would have been magically endowed, so they would have belonged to one of the rare magical bloodlines.  
 
    “The Aunties at the orphanage told me I had been left there in the middle of the night during summer,” Kaleem related. 
 
    Sher assumed that Kaleem’s parents wouldn’t have lived too far from the orphanage, give or take a few days of travel, unless they had travelled a long distance. But that seemed unlikely due to carrying a baby in the middle of the night. Sher researched any reports of magic in Suri and the areas surrounding the orphanage. There was one report of a person fighting off many attackers single-handedly, but there were no further details. 
 
    Next, he researched the names of some of the rare bloodlines and cross-checked them with where they had settled. Feroz’s bloodline was mentioned and there was reference to Sher as a descendent of Feroz living in Dalus. There was reference to a few other bloodlines, but none settled in the vicinity of the orphanage or in Suri. Sher spent the whole day carrying out research with no result.  
 
    Sher thought long and hard. He realised there was something obvious he was missing. 
 
    Then it hit him. 
 
    Kaleem’s rare green eyes!!  
 
    It meant that one or both of his parents were foreign. 
 
    He excitedly called Kaleem after being inspired. “It was staring me in the face literally. Have you met anyone else with green eyes from Salama or Sharul? Because I haven’t. I have read that Urobbans have a variety of eye colours, including green, so one of your parents could possibly be from Urobba.” 
 
    Kaleem was overjoyed. One step closer to finding my parents. 
 
    Sher realised that they would have to go to the orphanage and carry out further research. But something happened that put his plan into disarray. Kaleem would betray Sher.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he day after their investigation at the library, as he returned from his daily trip to the local shop where he usually bought fresh milk and bread; Kaleem met someone who turned his world upside down. The shop was only a five-minute walk from Sher’s bungalow and sold pretty much everything, from fresh fruit and vegetables to clothing. Being based in an affluent area, the prices of items were sky high. 
 
    “How are you Kaleem? You seem worried,” the shop owner said. 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks, just a lot on my m-m-mind. How’s business? Still swindling your customers?” 
 
    The shopkeeper laughed loudly as Kaleem paid for his items. “Are you still living the high life with that teacher of yours?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t c-c-call it the high life. I have so many errands and chores to do everyday including coming to your shop and seeing your face,” Kaleem joked. 
 
    The shop manager laughed while he shuffled some papers on the desk in front of him.  
 
    “You have never told me, but is your teacher related to you somehow?” 
 
    “In a w-w-way, yes,” Kaleem replied. 
 
    “What does he teach you?” the young man asked curiously. 
 
    “He has t-t-taught me many things, including how to cook, clean, and garden and putting the rubbish out,” Kaleem said humorously.  
 
    They both giggled. 
 
    “I have read so many books over the past few months, it f-f-feels like my head will explode. But anyway, I have much still to learn from Sher,” Kaleem explained. “As always, it’s great to talk.” 
 
    The shop owner replied, “The pleasure is all mine.” Kaleem left with his shopping in his arms. 
 
    On his way home, an old lady stopped him. “Spare some change, sir?” Kaleem handed her a silver coin and started to walk away when she said, “Thank you, master. You are very kind. How is your day going?”  
 
    “My day is good, have a lot of errands to run,” he chuckled. 
 
    She smiled. “Good to be busy. I try to be active, hence I am fit and healthy at my age,” she informed him casually. 
 
    “C-C-Can I help you further?” Kaleem inquired. 
 
    “Yes, you can, but maybe we can help you too.” 
 
    “How?” Kaleem asked. 
 
    “I work for a powerful organisation,” she replied. “We know of you, Kaleem.” 
 
    Kaleem was surprised, as he was sure he had never seen the woman before. He looked at her carefully. She was easily in her eighties, with thin but long grey hair. Her back was bent and she had a few missing teeth, but her clothes were clean and she wasn’t malodorous.   
 
     “How d-d-do you know who I am? 
 
    “I have waited a long time to speak to you dear. If you were more alert, you would have noticed me much earlier as I have been very close to approaching you in the past but decided to wait for the right time.” She shifted from one foot to the other. 
 
    “I belong to a society that is concerned with the learning and teaching of all types of knowledge. My question to you Kaleem is why should the weak rule over the strong? Magicians are more powerful than normal people, so they should rule, shouldn’t they? Why should magicians hide their powers, which are a blessing to be used for the good of humanity?” 
 
    “We use magic for the betterment of people, not to subjugate them,” Kaleem recited from memory. 
 
    The old woman snorted, “The Laws of Feroz restrict magicians and stop them from realising their full potential.” 
 
    Kaleem was surprised. She knows about Feroz and she is making sense. Why should magicians hide their power because someone had set down some rules hundreds of years ago? Kaleem didn’t agree with a lot of the Laws, but out of respect for Sher, he had never voiced his disagreement.  
 
    “How do you know about m-m-me?” he asked the old woman. 
 
    “We have been waiting for you Kaleem,” she smiled, showing her yellow teeth. “Come join us and the world will fall at your feet. With our extensive resources, we can even help you discover more about your parents.” 
 
    “How would you find out about my parents?” he asked eagerly, as his heart thumped faster. 
 
    “We have knowledge of them and have access to objects of power that can help us search for them. But you have to join us first.” 
 
    Kaleem wanted to show everyone his power so no one would dare to harm him again. In his rage state people were like insects to him, easily crushed with a single glance. The old lady made sense, but he was torn between Sher and a restricted life, or to join the woman and change the world for the better by using his power. A world where he would be free to use his magic as he pleased, where he could enjoy the power coursing through his body without limits. A better world where the strong wouldn’t oppress the weak. And most importantly, of course, they could help him in his search for his parents. 
 
    “Give me till t-t-tomorrow and I will make my decision. I will see you here, same time, same place.” 
 
     Kaleem returned to Sher’s bungalow and went straight to his room to ponder over the conversation with the old lady. He struggled with his dilemma. How can I just betray everything Sher has taught me? How can I just leave him after all he has done for me? 
 
    Luckily Sher was not at home to read his barrage of thoughts as he had left on a library related trip. Kaleem didn’t leave his room for the rest of the day, and he paced up and down the whole night as he struggled to decide. The following morning Kaleem finally made his mind up. To find out more about my parents and to develop my magic further, I will leave Sher temporarily. 
 
      
 
    When Kaleem was abnormally late returning from his daily trip to the shop, Sher, who had returned from his journey but missed seeing Kaleem, became worried and thought something must have happened to him. As he sat waiting for his student, there was a knock on the door. Sher rushed to the door and opened it to find a few bags of shopping and a note from Kaleem. 
 
    Dear Sher, 
 
    I am well, please don’t worry, but my journey with you is over for now. I am pursuing a different path to yours. I will not be restricted in my magic use; I wish to develop my magic skills and will continue to learn. I hope to find out more about my parents. You have taught me much. I will never forget what you have taught me. 
 
    Take care, 
 
    Kaleem. 
 
      
 
    The Brotherhood! 
 
    Sher had no doubt what had happened. He had been aware of Kaleem’s inner struggle. Kaleem had been teetering on the edge of acceptance and rejection of the Laws of Feroz. He must have been subverted by the Brotherhood. Sher reprimanded himself. Had he been too harsh? Should he have taken more time before introducing him to the Laws? Thousands of thoughts went through Sher’s mind like a torrent. He tortured and blamed himself, but he wasn’t giving up on Kaleem so easily. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Kaleem had met the old woman as planned and notified her of his decision and followed her on a one-hour walk through the outskirts of Dalus.  
 
    “We have to be careful we are not followed or recognised. We have been a secret society for centuries, only trusted members know of our base of operations, so we will take an indirect route. No disrespect but even you won’t be trusted with knowledge of where our base is,” she notified him as they walked at a leisurely pace through alleyways and back streets.   
 
    The old Kaleem would have been wary and cautious, but now he knew of the great power coursing through his blood, so he feared nothing. They reached their destination a while later. It was a dilapidated building with wooden beams blocking the windows. The huge shutters blocking the entrance were locked, and the base looked like a fortress. There was no sign of life. It looked like any other abandoned building, neglected and dirty. There was an ominous silence causing Kaleem to feel like life had come to a standstill, although he did notice a stray cat licking itself. 
 
    The woman knocked five times and waited a few seconds and then knocked twice. There was a sound from inside as someone unlocked the shutters. As soon as he entered the building, he was astounded. The floor was carpeted with valuable rugs and mats, and there were expensive chandeliers everywhere. The walls were painted in a variety of colours and there were framed paintings of men and women on the walls. There was the smell of expensive incense in the air. 
 
    “It is nice, is it not?” she asked him.  
 
    Kaleem nodded. “It is b-b- beautiful. You live well. It looks so different from the outside.”  
 
    There were many people in the building, young and old. Everyone was walking purposefully, some carrying books and folders; they all seemed to have important work to do.  
 
    “We have become rich over the centuries. There was no expense spared in preparing this building. We have every convenience here, and a large kitchen where food is prepared daily. We also have a well-equipped exercise room. Are you hungry, young master?”  
 
    Kaleem nodded in the affirmative. It’s wonderful here. 
 
    “This way,” she indicated.   
 
    Kaleem followed the old lady and entered the dining room. It was huge. There were at least fifty medium-sized tables spread out across the room. The chairs were leather backed and comfortable. People were coming in and out and there were a lot of men and women busily eating their meals. Kaleem attracted a lot of attention, as they all seemed to know him and would avert their eyes when he looked in their direction. The smell of all types of food was in the air, making Kaleem realise how hungry he was. 
 
    The old lady ordered their food, which was ready in ten minutes and brought over by a young woman. They had a feast for dinner: lamb and potato curry with rice and spinach and a sweet dish he didn’t recognise.  
 
    He had paid a boy some money to send the shopping and his note to Sher. He still respected his teacher. But they had diverged on the Laws of Feroz. Kaleem didn’t want to restrain his magic, but he wanted to openly use it against wrongdoers. He saw nothing wrong in gaining power with the use of magic for the overall betterment of people. So what if I gain power through magic use? But most importantly, he would find out about his parents. After eating, he followed the old lady to an upstairs room to meet with the senior member of the secret society. 
 
    The senior member was relatively young, in his forties, and had muscular biceps, visible through his tight-fitting, grey robe. He smiled widely when Kaleem entered his office and stood to greet him. “Welcome Kaleem, I trust you have been fed and are rested.”  
 
    Kaleem said, “Yes, thank you. I’m f-f-full.”  
 
    Though muscular, he was of average build and was clean shaven. He was dressed in a long robe with an expensive looking cloak hanging from his shoulders. With thick, well-maintained hair, he looked fresh and clean. His eyes were inquisitive and alert and Kaleem smelled expensive perfume. The office was spacious, with a beautiful desk and chair in the middle of the room. There were files neatly arranged on the table, with quills in a container and paper piled up in an orderly way. 
 
    The man turned to the old woman and said, “Thank you Neela, you can go now.” Neela smiled at Kaleem and left the office. 
 
    The man began to pace back and forth. “My name is Nish. I'm sure you have many questions for me, but there is no rush. I will tell you a bit about ourselves. We were established centuries ago in the time of Feroz. Our founding fathers disagreed with having to control the use of magic and to hide it from normal people. They realised a basic truth, that magical people were superior to normal people. The question was how to gain power. You may have heard about us in a negative light. We are known as the Brotherhood.” 
 
    Kaleem’s heart pumped harder. This was the dreaded Brotherhood.  
 
    Nish continued, “The Brotherhood is comprised mainly of non-magical people who have been waiting for a person of magical power who can lead and guide us out of hiding. We have had to become a secret society as we have been charged with subversive activities from two hundred years ago and have been targeted and hunted by the government of Salama ever since. 
 
    “Should you join us, you would lead us to that goal. Our magic is limited as we require talismans of power to carry out feats of magic, whereas yours is much more powerful as you are an inherent mage. We are aware of your magical outbursts at the Suri orphanage and the Sahaar jungle, as we have some skill in tracking magic usage.”  
 
    Kaleem listened intently. Why did Sher fear the Brotherhood? They seem harmless, but only oppose the Laws of Feroz. 
 
    “We possess a powerful talisman that notifies its user of where and when there is a spike in magical activity. We have seen a huge, never before seen, spike in magical activity in recent years. The first at the Suri orphanage where you burned someone and again in the jungle. We came looking for you at the orphanage, but when we got there, you had absconded, and we were unable to find you. We also found out more details about you, your name and how you were left at the orphanage almost sixteen years ago. After waiting all these years, we finally decided to approach you.” 
 
    Nish continued, “We are aware that you have been trained by a descendent of Feroz. We had to be careful how we approached you, as I am sure you have heard horror stories about us.” 
 
    “Is it true you subjugate d-d-demons to do your bidding?” Kaleem asked.  
 
    Nish remained quiet for a moment, then replied, “Like I said, we lack inherent magic, so we have to use disliked methods such as summoning demons to do our bidding.” 
 
    “Why do you n-n-need me?” Kaleem queried. 
 
    “We need a powerful magician to lead us and establish the rule of magic throughout the land.” 
 
    Kaleem responded, “I am not that special.” 
 
    Nish came over to Kaleem and knelt down on his knees and said, “I pledge my allegiance to you.”  
 
    Kaleem was flattered and didn’t know what to say or do. “Get up,” he eventually said to Nish.  
 
    “Anything you say, young master,” he said, rising. 
 
    So Kaleem was initiated into the Brotherhood. All day, members came to pledge allegiance to him and promised to obey his every command. The Brotherhood had branches all over the empire and had vast resources. 
 
    Later that day, Nish brought two prisoners shackled in chains to Kaleem. 
 
    “These two are highway robbers. They have killed and maimed many innocents. Their fate is in your hands.”  
 
    The prisoners had cuts and bruises on their faces, and one of them limped as he walked. 
 
    Kaleem wondered what to do. He wasn’t prepared for this, but he had to do something, so he said, “Beat them and set them free.” 
 
    Nish was surprised. “At least maim them, sire, or punish them.” 
 
    “Do what you think is appropriate?” he said.  
 
    Nish focused and his eyes glazed. Then the prisoners both fell over and started writhing on the floor, foaming at the mouth. They were both shouting and groaning in pain as they seemed to be under attack. Then, just like that, they were silent and unmoving. They were dead. 
 
    “I used my demon sire; he does my bidding. He stopped their hearts at my command. The world is a better, safer place without them,” Nish said proudly. 
 
    Kaleem was horrified at what he saw. They were shackled and harmless; they weren’t a threat to anyone. If they found out about my time as a thief, how would they punish me? Kaleem worried about what the Brotherhood expected from him. It was nice and gratifying that people were accepting his authority. The Brotherhood doesn’t know that I am unable to summon magic at will. They provided a luxurious bedroom for him with a giant bed and fresh flowers strewn across the floor. Soothing incense was gently burning, but Kaleem couldn’t close his eyes for long. He couldn’t forget how the prisoners had died, thrashing on the floor. The following day was even busier. Nish bought guest after guest to pledge their allegiance to Kaleem, so he sat up straight and held his head high to create an impression of being king-like. But he was far from that. What have I got myself into? I hope they don’t expect me to mete out justice to anyone today.  
 
    They treated him like royalty, bowing to him and pledging allegiance to him. They came bearing gifts, valuable necklaces and rings, each worth a fortune. His wardrobe was full of specially tailored cloaks and robes. The value of one robe could feed a family for a month. As he looked at all the riches at his feet, he began thinking of the time he had rummaged through bins for food.   
 
    Every meal was a banquet, piles of delicious chicken wings and grilled lamb with vegetable side dishes and chapattis and naan bread and rice. Then there were delicious desserts too, from cream to kheer, a type of rice dish. Kaleem was still a young man. All the fawning Brotherhood members and the beautiful clothes and the delicious food made him arrogant. He started to forget his humble roots and desperate childhood and his days of being a thief.  
 
    Over the next few weeks, Kaleem became a king to the Brotherhood. It was during this period that he became proud of being magically endowed. In his mind, he was better and more capable than a normal person. He saw himself as a king among men. They asked him if he desired to marry. He could have any woman he wanted, but Kaleem refused, as he wasn’t ready to start a family.  
 
    One day, as he sat on his throne with Nish by his side, Kaleem asked, “How can you help me find my parents?”  
 
    “For now, all I can tell you is that your mother was actually a member of the Brotherhood before she absconded. We looked for her everywhere but were unable to find her. We will try using a powerful searching talisman to look for her, but there is no rush.” 
 
    Kaleem was shocked. 
 
    My mother was a Brotherhood member!! Why did she leave? 
 
    “There is a rush. I have waited for my whole life to learn about my p-p-parents,” Kaleem said loudly.  
 
    “Whatever you say, sire. We will start the search for her again very soon,” Nish responded. 
 
    “Can you t-t-tell me more about her?” he asked. 
 
    “It was before my time,” Nish said. “But you can ask older members such as Neela for more details.” 
 
    Kaleem rose and paced eagerly. 
 
    The Brotherhood had set a trap for him and he had fallen hook, line and sinker for it. He was now inexorably tied to the society. The members of the secret society knew that Kaleem’s magic was one of the most potent forces in the land. There hadn’t been a magical spike of the same magnitude since the time of Feroz himself. Thus, they didn’t test him. Their aim was to use Kaleem to magically defeat the Leader and take control of the Council of Elders and take his place as the undisputed ruler of Salama. He would become the figurehead and the Brotherhood would really dictate policy, foreign or domestic.  
 
    Nish notified him of the imminent plan of the Brotherhood to capture the Leader and use Kaleem’s magic power to kill him publicly and take over the government. The Brotherhood was prepared for war and had made plans to form a demon army. The plan was underway and would come to fruition as soon as they abducted the Leader and subverted more members of the Council of Elders.  
 
    “As ruler, you can make life better for the citizens of Salama. The present Leader is unworthy of ruling, but you are,” Nish explained to him.  
 
    Kaleem was shocked about the Brotherhood’s plan and decided to leave the Dalus base to think about his situation and look at the state of the people who the Leader ignored and were in a desperate situation. People he could help if he was king. 
 
    He left the base of the Brotherhood after putting his old clothes on. He left quickly and quietly before anyone noticed he had left the building. As he walked, he didn’t feel special and concealed his precious necklace from around his neck and removed the rings from his fingers and placed them all in his pockets. The value of these precious items were each worth a king’s ransom. His time with Abid and his gang came to his mind and for the first time in a long time, he thought of Shak and Mina. He had promised them he would go back for them one day.  
 
    He decided to visit the bazaar and see the state of the people. As he was unsure how to get there, he made a guess and headed in that direction, hoping he was going the right way. 
 
    Hours later, after stopping to ask for directions from a few people, he made it to the market where he had stolen from so many people. He put his head down, hoping no one would recognise him. As he looked at people hard at work, he realised his belly had grown and his cheeks had filled up. The Brotherhood fed him well. Pickpockets were at work in the bazaar, reminding him of his time as a thief. 
 
    As Kaleem finished his inspection and set off to return to the Brotherhood base, someone grabbed him from behind and covered his mouth with a cloth. Before he could summon his magic or respond, he lost consciousness.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   K aleem woke to darkness and the rocking motion of being in a carriage. He could barely move; he couldn’t even stretch his legs. Due to the rhythmic bounce of the carriage, he felt nauseous. His lips were dry and his mouth felt sandy. There was a musty smell of old clothes and he could hear the sound of wheels turning over rough ground. How long have we been travelling for? 
 
    Loudly, he started kicking the carriage door. “Set me free right now, I warn you,” he shouted. “You don’t realise who you’re d-d-dealing with.”  
 
    There was only silence, apart from the sound of plodding horses. He tried focussing his will towards the carriage door, but nothing happened. Again, he was in a terrible dilemma and he couldn’t invoke his power. Who has kidnapped me? Why? Is it because I am nearly king? Is it the Salama government? Will they hang me for treason? 
 
    Eventually, he fell asleep, though the journey was sickening and uncomfortable. So many thoughts rushed through his mind like a flood. He was unable to hold in the vomit and had spewed out everything he had eaten. When he woke up, the carriage had stopped moving. Movement could be heard from outside, so he was relieved, although his heart nearly jumped out of his chest. I will finally have some answers. 
 
    “You don’t realise who I am. People will be looking for me,” he shouted forcefully. Again, there was silence, but the muffled sound of someone talking reached his ears. Kaleem couldn’t tell what they were saying or who it was. His body trembled. How can I defend myself against the kidnappers without the use of magic? 
 
    After what seemed like hours to Kaleem, the rear carriage door opened, letting in the welcome sunlight. At least now he would find out what was happening to him. He looked at the person who had opened the rear carriage door. As his eyes adjusted, Kaleem was shocked.  
 
    It was Sher. 
 
    “What have you d-d-d-done, Sher? I told you I want to take my own path, not restricted by the Laws of Feroz. The Laws were formulated by a magician six hundred years ago. We live in a different world now. I could have found out more about my parents. My mother was a member of the Brotherhood, you know. “Kaleem climbed out of the carriage. 
 
    Sher replied angrily, “They fooled you and trapped you, Kaleem. They just want power and control. You’re the most powerful magician in your generation. They approached you due to your innocence and enticed you with greed for power. They made you their leader so you wouldn’t leave when you realised what they were. This is how the Brotherhood operates. This was part of their trap. You’re lucky you came to the bazaar today, otherwise you would have been completely ensnared. We were close to finding out about your parents, anyway.”  
 
    “Why did you join them after everything I taught you? Why did your mother leave the Brotherhood? 
 
    “Why should the weak rule over the strong? We can change the world for the b-b-better. We can punish wrongdoers and be respected as we deserve to be. We deserve to rule over them. I don’t know why my mother left the Brotherhood but I was close to finding more details.” 
 
    Sher laughed, “They have brainwashed you, haven’t they? Anyway, let’s carry out our errand here and then you can do whatever you wish.” 
 
    Kaleem looked around and noticed how familiar his surroundings were. 
 
    “Where have you brought m-m-me, old man?” he asked rudely.  
 
    “Where it all started,” Sher replied.  
 
    In an instant, Kaleem realised where he was.  
 
    In the forest surrounding the Suri orphanage.  
 
    Immediately, he felt vulnerable. The memories flooded into his mind: The humiliation, the beatings, his books burning. 
 
    “Come, let us go to the orphanage,” Sher requested. Kaleem reluctantly followed, thinking back to his days of suffering. They weren’t far from Kaleem’s old home, reaching it within minutes. 
 
    The old building still stood tall. I wonder what happened to the bullies, especially Azad. With powerful magic, he was strong now and nearly king. He would be the one to teach the bullies a lesson. Sher knocked on the door, the same door in front of which Kaleem had been left sixteen years ago. After a moment, the door was opened by an old, frail looking woman who Kaleem didn’t recognise. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked sharply.  
 
    Visitors were rare at the orphanage and were treated with suspicion. 
 
    “This is Kaleem. He used to live here and has come back to visit, if that is alright?” Sher asked. 
 
    “I can’t really allow you in without the headmistress’ permission. Wait here. I will be back in a moment.” They waited patiently. Five minutes passed, then another, then another. Kaleem paced up and down. 
 
    Sher restrained him. “Wait,” he commanded. The door opened and the head Aunty came out. Kaleem recognised her straight away. 
 
    “Hello Kaleem. You look well. How are you?” She seemed genuinely pleased to see him. “Come inside, please,” she said as she held the door open for them. Kaleem remembered her; she had been one of the few Aunties who had genuinely cared for the children. Kaleem was happy to see her again. 
 
    “It is g-g-good to see you Aunty. How have you been?” 
 
    “I have been well, God willing.” 
 
    The atmosphere in the building was the same as he remembered, with the musky smell and the foreboding atmosphere and, of course, noisy children. The halls were packed with them, but no one paid attention to the visitors, just as Kaleem preferred. He didn’t recognise anyone, but his pulse quickened. It was here that they would barge into me and push me around. 
 
    The head Aunty led them through the orphanage. “Things have changed since you left Kaleem. We have a proper school here now where we teach students life skills like carpentry, gardening and a variety of other subjects,” she said. “A lot of the orphans you knew have moved on or been fostered,” she continued. 
 
    They reached her office and she asked Kaleem to return after fifteen minutes while she had a discussion with Sher. He went for a walk. He was alone again, like he had been all those years ago, and he remembered his loneliness and powerlessness. Even thoughts of his magical power couldn’t reassure him. He remembered being weak and vulnerable, unable to defend himself against the constant Ka-Ka-Ka jokes and being isolated from everyone. Again, he was that little child who cried to God every night. Kaleem walked from floor to floor and he saw his old dorm again. It was still jam packed with mattresses and pillows.  
 
    As he walked through the orphanage, the old Kaleem began to resurface, the humble, thoughtful and gentle hearted Kaleem. He no longer thought of power and revenge, but about the great people he had met: like Mina and Shak, like Maya, like Naz and his wife, like Sher. He hated bullies like Azad and Abid and vicious children who followed like sheep and never considered the harm they were doing. Then he experienced a sudden epiphany. He was superior to no one, magical or normal. Being blessed with certain abilities, his aim should not be to hoard wealth or gain power, but to make life better for the powerless and weak. To defend them against aggressors and the powerful, to make sure that no one would go through what he had gone through. 
 
    Finally, he entered the dining room. It was still the same, spacious and airy. It was empty when he entered, and he remembered his dear friend, Maya. I can try to get her address from the head mistress. I hope she hasn’t moved away. 
 
    Kaleem headed to the head Aunty’s office who invited him in. 
 
    The office was small, but packed with folders and books. There was hardly a space to stand, but Kaleem moved some folders and made room. 
 
    “You are lucky to have such a great foster parent. We have discussed much and I am glad that you returned to us. We know that what happened with you and Azad was an accident, so don’t feel guilty. It wasn’t your fault. Azad should not have been playing with a Firemaker. The three of them claimed you had burned him somehow, but we found out later that Azad had started burning after he set your books on fire. It was an unfortunate accident. You should have come back. We wouldn’t have blamed you.”  
 
    He remembered Azad’s clothes burning and his disfigured face. He realised the need for self-control. If anything, the magically endowed had to be extra careful and in control at all times, especially in desperate situations. One of the rules of Feroz stated that magic should be strictly controlled by the user. Wise words, he realised. Also another rule was that magic should be used sparingly. Again, words of wisdom. He finally understood the logic and foresightedness of the Laws of Feroz.  
 
      
 
    Now that he thought about the battle with the cannibals, he understood that he didn’t need to kill and maim. He could have just as easily disarmed them and kept them at a distance. No wonder Sher had been unhappy with him. Furthermore, Azad hadn’t deserved to be disfigured for life. Although he needed to be taught a lesson, yes, but not to be burned beyond recognition.  
 
    Kaleem finally understood the need for magical control and restraint. The Brotherhood wanted to use magic to cruelly destroy any opposition, using any means possible to gain mastery over the land. He realised how callous and cruel the Brotherhood were, remembering how Nish had viciously killed the two prisoners. Kaleem was glad he wasn't able to summon magic at will, otherwise who knows what atrocity they would have made him commit. 
 
    He was immensely grateful to his teacher and friend, Sher, who had known that Kaleem needed to remember his past, and where he came from, so he had brought him to where it had all started. Just in the nick of time, too, before the plans of the Brotherhood could come to fruition. 
 
    Kaleem was sure now that the Brotherhood had planned to ensnare him by making him their leader, motivating him with the desire for power and freedom to use magic as he pleased. Being young and naïve, he was easily influenced by delicious food and riches and authority. But Kaleem now understood the danger posed by the Brotherhood to magicians and normal people alike. 
 
    “Azad and his friends made up lies about Maya to get her expelled from her job because she was my friend. I wish to find her. D-D-Do you, by any chance, have her address?” Kaleem requested. 
 
    The head Aunty rummaged through some files and found Maya’s details and wrote it down on a piece of paper. 
 
    Kaleem eagerly took the address and said goodbye. He gave her an invaluable ring as a gift to the orphanage. 
 
    “Thank you so much for your gift. You are welcome to visit whenever you wish,” said the head Aunty, whose face had gone grey in shock at receiving the priceless gift. 
 
    Kaleem hurriedly left the building and rushed ahead of Sher to reach the carriage where the driver had been waiting for them. They got on the carriage and Kaleem looked back at his old home, knowing he would never see it again. The driver knew the area well as he regularly made trips from Dalus to Suri and was familiar with Maya’s address. Kaleem mentioned to Sher how Maya had helped him during his desperate days at the orphanage and sang her praises. After a ten-minute ride, they arrived at Maya’s little cottage. Sher offered to wait in the carriage while Kaleem met his childhood friend.  
 
    Kaleem was anxious. Will Maya be as she used to be or has she changed like me? What would she think of him becoming a powerful tyrant with destructive magic waiting to explode? Once the carriage had stopped, Kaleem got out and walked to the house and hoped for the best. The bungalow and garden were well maintained. There was no rubbish or litter anywhere, and there was a beautiful garden with different types of fruit and vegetables growing. He remembered how she used to take fruit and treats for him and she showed him kindness when no would else did; her support when he needed it most. 
 
    He knocked gently on the door and waited for her to answer. When she eventually opened the door, she looked as she had done five years ago, with a brownish tinge to her hair, visible under her head covering and a pretty face. Maya recognised him instantly with a big grin on her face. Kaleem couldn’t help but smile back happily.  
 
    “Kaleem,” she said, “where have you been? Come inside, my dear.”  
 
    So Kaleem entered her house. They had a long conversation like they used to so long ago.  
 
    “Can I get you something to eat, dear?” she offered. 
 
    Kaleem realised how famished he was and nodded. “Could you m-m-make some for my teacher, too?” 
 
    “Sure, I can,” she answered. 
 
    Maya went to the kitchen and began to prepare food. Kaleem followed her into the cooking area where they continued to talk. 
 
    “I still look after my father, but he is getting weaker and weaker, so I can’t go out to work anymore. He needs constant attention. It’s hard, but we survive by selling fruit and vegetables from my garden.” 
 
    So Kaleem told her about what he had done for the previous five years, carefully editing out his time as a pickpocket and as a king of the Brotherhood. He told her about their journey to the Sahaar jungle and their encounter with bandits and cannibals. “I have met some amazing people, like my teacher Sher and my two best friends Mina and Shak,” he said. “I don’t know where I would be if it hadn’t been for them.” 
 
    “You’ve had an exciting time without me,” she laughed.   
 
    He told her about his privations after first running away from the orphanage and his journey to Dalus.  
 
    “What is Dalus like?!” she exclaimed. “I’ve read about it, but never had the chance to go there. I read they have ten to fifteen storey buildings, and they sell anything and everything in the bazaars.”   
 
    “It’s beautiful and busy there, so much going on day and night, different food being sold everywhere and huge bazaars and buildings. You would love it. There’s actually a twenty-storey building there too, but I haven’t seen it yet. You should come to D-D-Dalus with your father; I will pay all your expenses and will provide three regular meals a day and shelter. There are famous doctors there who may b-b-be able to help your father.” 
 
    “Little Kaleem, have you come into some money?” 
 
    “If you join me and Sher, you won’t have to worry about money ever again.” 
 
    As he spoke to Maya, he realised how far he had deviated by becoming arrogant because of his magical talent. Maya had magic far greater than his, the magic of a good, kind heart.  
 
    “My father can’t travel in the state he is in at the moment, but I will consider your offer.” 
 
    She cooked a quick meal of spicy boiled eggs with a salad and put some in a container for Sher. Kaleem munched eagerly and asked for a second portion. 
 
    As they talked endlessly about politics and the previous five years, she asked him a question which he couldn’t answer openly.  
 
    “Did you burn Azad?” she asked him. “Though I haven’t been to the orphanage, I met an Aunty who told me what happened. You do know I left because I was accused of improper behaviour. I am sorry I didn’t see you before leaving. I was in shock at the accusation.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, but his burning was an accident, not on purpose. He was responsible for the fire that burned him,” he answered truthfully. “I know they made false accusations against you, but he d-d-didn’t deserve what happened to him.” 
 
    Maya continued, “I was told that half his face was burned and he became the butt-end of jokes from the same people who used to follow him. He had a hard time before he was expelled and he had a taste of his own medicine.”  
 
    Kaleem felt guilty and couldn’t meet Maya’s eyes after that. Though he could have talked to her all night, Kaleem didn’t want to delay any longer, as Sher had waited in the carriage for hours already. He wrote Sher’s address for her and promised that she would have a place to stay and two meals a day if she ever came to Dalus. 
 
    “You saved me for the second time by showing me the p-p-power of good over the power of controlling others. I will never forget you and can never repay you enough for what you have done for m-m-me,” he told her tearfully.  
 
    She was also crying like a child, but they were tears of happiness. 
 
    Kaleem pulled out his necklace and said, “This necklace is my gift to you. After selling it you will be able to live comfortably. You won’t have to worry about money again.”  
 
    She thanked him and hugged him. “We will meet again,” she said.  
 
    With hot tears streaming down his face, he walked back to the carriage. Maya followed him. 
 
    “Thank you, Sher, for looking after Kaleem. He admires you a lot. Please take care of him.” 
 
    Sher replied, “No, thank you for being a friend to him when he had no one.” 
 
    Maya handed Sher the container of food and walked back to her home. 
 
    Kaleem was a changed person on their return journey. Magical power is not to be trifled with. He would guard against it at all costs and would control it and apply the Laws of Feroz stringently. He would struggle against the menace of the Brotherhood and he felt remorse for the first time for what he had unintentionally done to Azad and the cannibals. How did Sher find me at the bazaar and how did he know I had left the base of the Dalus Brotherhood today?  
 
    “I have been spending my days and nights looking for you using my telepathy,” Sher answered. “I usually spend many hours at the main bazaar, reading people’s minds for any clues as to your whereabouts. Your friend Tya thinks of you a lot, by the way. He is a good friend. I knew that someone would have a clue about where you were. I just had to be patient. When you came to the bazaar today, I became aware of you telepathically and took drastic measures to bring you back to the orphanage.” 
 
    “What did you discuss with the head Aunty?” 
 
    “We discussed you and what happened with Azad. Thankfully, no one believed them when they blamed you for Azad being burned. Especially after they found out that Azad had been using a Firemaker.” 
 
    “So, I didn’t have to run away?”  
 
    “No, but everything happens for a reason. I made some enquiries about the night you were left here. All she remembered was that it was in the middle of the summer and that you were well fed and fat. So, your parents were probably rich. That narrows down our search. They were very likely to be from Suri, and at least one of your parents had magic talent. We also know now that you have foreign lineage-perhaps Urobban. We slowly get closer to our goal.” 
 
    Kaleem had one regret about leaving the Brotherhood – that he hadn’t learned further details about his mother and why she had left the secret society. 
 
      
 
    The following day, Nish was in his office when there was a loud knock. No one dared to knock on his door loudly apart from one person – Azad -so Nish said, “Come in.” 
 
    Azad came in and was masked as usual. He bowed in deference to Nish and said, “You tried your way and were ready to make him your king, but he betrayed you and has returned to Sher according to our spies. I deferred to your judgement temporarily due to your promise of eventually allowing me to get revenge on Kaleem.” 
 
    “The son of Feroz is behind this betrayal. It cannot go unpunished as the traitor knows too much about our plans and is familiar with our society. We took him in and offered him everything, but he threw it all back in our face. Just like his mother did sixteen years ago,” Nish said hatefully. 
 
    “Grant me permission now, to get revenge, Nish,” Azad said eagerly. “I will make him pay for what he did to me and for being a traitor to our cause.” 
 
    “Yes, take revenge on my behalf, but make him suffer before you kill him and his teacher. Take everything from him like he took everything from you.” 
 
    Azad’s mouth twitched behind his mask and his heart thumped as he thought of ways to make Kaleem suffer.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
   A  week passed after their journey to the orphanage. Sher realised that because Kaleem hadn’t returned to the Brotherhood, it was clear he had betrayed the secret society. After making him their King and sharing their plans to depose the Leader it was unlikely they would just leave him be. By rejecting their offer of power, riches, and kingship, Kaleem had made a formidable enemy. Sher realised this risk, so he planned to train his student in Swordart. Kaleem wasn’t surprised that Sher was trained in combat, as he had seen Sher’s martial art skills when he had fought the bandits and the cannibals.  
 
    “Where d-d-did you learn Swordart?” Kaleem asked him. 
 
    “I have actually lived for nearly two hundred years and learned Swordart from a great master in the Kingdom of Sharul many years ago.” 
 
    Kaleem was unable to speak. He doesn’t look a day over seventy. 
 
    “You can’t defend yourself with magic as you are unable to summon it by will yet, so I will teach you martial arts and sword play,” he told Kaleem. “I will also teach you meditation techniques so you will have mental control for when you are able to call upon your magic. But for now, you will train daily to build strength and endurance.” 
 
    Every morning in the immaculate garden behind the bungalow, Sher put Kaleem through an exhaustive exercise regime to build his stamina and physical strength. Kaleem ended up vomiting profusely after the first few sessions, but Sher didn’t relent. He was a hard taskmaster and was in superb condition himself, and expected the same from Kaleem. 
 
    Without miss, Kaleem did fifty press-ups, fifty sit-ups, fifty squats and he would run for approximately three miles every morning. These numbers gradually increased as he became stronger and stronger. Sher also introduced him to strength building where he would lift a heavy piece of wood over and over, lying down and standing up. 
 
    Kaleem was eager to learn Swordart and martial arts, but Sher, as was his nature, took his time. During this training period, Kaleem wasn’t allowed out alone, not even to go shopping. They had to be extra careful and take every precaution. The Brotherhood was an insidious foe, merciless and cruel. Sher could defend against any demonic attacks or even physical attacks, but Kaleem was still vulnerable to both types of aggression. His days were spent practicing magic and training and reading. He was rapidly going through Sher’s book collection and wanted to read more. 
 
    They sat down together every few days and Sher guided him through breathing exercises.  
 
    “The aim is to slow everything down, starting with the breath, then eventually to slow down your heart rate. You will soon be able to apply these skills in desperate situations and not lose control.” 
 
    After a month of endurance and strength building, Sher initiated his martial arts and sword fighting regime. Kaleem had developed muscles in his arms and legs and was always full of energy. Sher started by teaching him basic attacks, punches and kicks, and defensive and offensive postures. Once Kaleem was confident, Sher showed him different types of holds and parries. Sher was a great believer in learning from actual combat, so they put on helmets and gloves and fought for real. He made Kaleem attack him using everything he had learned but would end up throwing him on his back. This happened regularly until two weeks later, Kaleem floored Sher for the first time. Sher was overjoyed.  
 
    Sword fighting was harder to teach. Sher bought some practice swords made of wood and every day he would make Kaleem copy his movements as he slashed and sliced the air. There were hundreds of different types of sword attacks, offensive and defensive, which Kaleem slowly learned. Once Kaleem had mastered a number of different tactics, they fought for real with the wooden swords. He made Kaleem attack him using every move he had learned, which he blocked and parried. Every error Kaleem made was punished painfully by Sher. Gradually, Kaleem became adept at both martial art and Swordart, but by no means an expert. 
 
    After months of intense training, Sher told his student, “You’re ready.” He handed him a beautiful sword, thin, razor sharp and shining. “My master gifted me with this sword once I had learned the basics of Swordart, so today I present you with the same sword. Make it your friend and it will never fail you.” 
 
    “Thank you, t-t-teacher.” Kaleem said. 
 
    Kaleem was now seventeen years old and was imposing due to his physique and how he held himself. He stood like Sher with a rigid back and head held high. But he was still simple and straightforward, taking offense easily if anyone mocked him, maybe because of his childhood years when he was laughed at and humiliated mercilessly. Sher joked with him sometimes but found him to be quite sensitive, so he stopped. 
 
    Kaleem remembered how Nish had used his demon to kill the two unfortunate prisoners and asked Sher for more information about it. Sher explained that dark magicians would subjugate demons to do their bidding, such as killing and maiming or spying. Demons were able to attack telepathically and physically too, as Kaleem had seen Nish doing. The demons could only attack within the immediate vicinity and eyesight of the dark magician. 
 
    The demons would be attached to the user and would obey every command of the dark magician once subjugated. There was no need to verbally instruct them, a mental command was enough. However, inherent magicians could defend against demonic attack, as their magic was particularly effective against demons. 
 
    “Although demons can’t be seen by normal people, inherent magicians are able to detect them and can attack and defend against them quite successfully. Essentially, inherent magicians can form a magical shield around their own body or around someone else’s body against demonic attacks. You, too, will learn this skill,” Sher informed him. 
 
    So, they trained, and they waited for some kind of attack. They faced a powerful secret society determined to overthrow the present government and establish an order where magic would be paramount, where normal people had no value. They were willing to go to any means to establish this new order, where the general population would be cowed into obedience and kept under control by fear and awe. Kaleem also notified Sher about the Brotherhood’s plan to kidnap the Leader and to form a demon army.  
 
    They were both opposed to this ideology, so they were enemies of the Brotherhood that needed to be abolished. Kaleem knew they feared elemental magic, but he hadn’t been able to activate it by will even once. He also didn’t want a repeat of what had happened twice before, where he had lost all control and maimed and killed human beings. 
 
    Sher had warned him never to use violence without trying a non-violent resolution. “You have training now, which makes you a dangerous foe in battle, armed or unarmed.”  
 
    They waited for an attack, but none came. So, after some time had passed, Kaleem, no longer feeling threatened, decided to go to the city’s main bazaar. He mentioned it to Sher who decided it would be good for him to get out of the house after months stuck indoors. Sher advised him to be quick, alert, and careful. He also thought that the Brotherhood had decided to let them be for now. He was mistaken.  
 
      
 
    Kaleem went to the bazaar and felt good after spending so long at home cooped up and constantly vigilant. It was good to just take in the familiar colours and smells and sounds of the bazaar. 
 
    He went to Tya’s stall, where he knew he could learn of bazaar gossip and news about the empire. Maybe he could learn more about Mina, Shak and Abid. Tya saw him and was overjoyed.  
 
    “Kaleem, where have you been? I missed you.” He poured a drink of sugarcane juice and said, “Here, on the house.”  
 
    Kaleem drank the sweet drink eagerly and remembered his life of thieving.  
 
    “I’ve been around, just v-v-very busy. How are you T-T-Tya? The spies haven’t got to you yet?” he joked.  
 
    Tya laughed and said, “No, not yet. I can smell a spy from miles away.”  
 
    Kaleem finished his drink. “So, what is the latest news in the b-b-bazaar?”  
 
    Tya nodded, “They’ve clamped down on pickpockets and thieves. The law-enforcers have been beating anyone who they suspect.” 
 
    “Any sign of M-M-Mina and Shak?” he asked worriedly.  
 
    “Yes, I see them often. They sometimes ask if you have been in touch. The enforcers are making it hard for pickpockets. The rotten thieving business isn’t doing too well at the moment. You seem different, Kaleem, more muscles?” 
 
    Kaleem answered, “Yes, I’ve been working out. Need to be able to look after yourself n-n-nowadays.”  
 
    Tya recounted the happenings in the Empire and the latest gossip and news from the royal castle. Apparently, there was a new contender to the throne, one of the many illegitimate sons of the Leader. Kaleem sat and listened eagerly, thinking back to his time with the Brotherhood, where he had very nearly lost himself and had thought of himself as king. He was ashamed of thinking he was superior to normal people. 
 
    They spoke for a while until Tya said worriedly, “I think a couple of guys are checking you out, just towards the shoe stall.”  
 
    Kaleem casually turned in their direction and saw a couple of rough young men looking at him. He was surprised to see a man wearing a mask talking to them. His warning bells rang immediately, and he considered what to do next. It must be the Brotherhood. They are finally making a move. 
 
    “They’ve been at that stall for the past half an hour and they haven’t bought anything. I wonder who the masked man is?” Tya whispered as if they could hear him. 
 
    Kaleem was confident he could give them a good fight, but he had never used his newfound skills in actual battle. He was outnumbered and he didn’t have his sword with him. The Brotherhood had decided on a physical attack rather than a demonic one - they had underestimated him - that was one positive as he was powerless against a demonic assault. He could run, or stay where he was, or he could fight them. He thought it unlikely they would attack him in the busy market. Rather, they would attack him when he was on his own. Kaleem knew he could probably outrun them, since he had run for miles each day for the past few months. But he was sick of hiding, so he decided to fight.  
 
    After thanking Tya, he left a message for Shak and Mina, “Tell them I will see them soon after I sort some things out.”  
 
    Then he set off out of the bazaar. Immediately, the three rough men started following him. Kaleem knew they would probably be untrained in martial arts and that was again to his advantage. If he could disable them hard and fast, he would be able walk away from the confrontation relatively unharmed. I need a weapon, a piece of wood, or a stick.  
 
    Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to find anything to defend himself with. He regretted not bringing his sword. He walked faster but they matched his pace. After they reached a quieter place away from the bazaar, they attacked. 
 
    Kaleem put his back to a wall, so he didn’t have to worry about being attacked from behind and went into a defensive posture. One of the assailants rushed towards him. Big mistake. Kaleem smashed his fist into his throat, leaving him choking and gasping for air. One attacker neutralised for now. The other two were more careful, keeping their distance. The taller of the two attempted to kick him, but Kaleem blocked it easily. While he was defending against the kick, the other urchin landed a blow on Kaleem’s chin, and he fell. They kicked him viciously. Kaleem rolled into a ball. I have to get up somehow or I’m finished. 
 
    He rose to his knees, trying to block their attacks as best as he could. Bruised and battered, his body was aching, but he still had stamina and could keep fighting thanks to Sher’s training. Finally, he managed to stand. All three assailants now attempted to rush him, but Kaleem kicked one in the groin, while pushing another down onto the ground. The third attacker punched his right eye, leaving him seeing stars. Then he grabbed Kaleem in a rear chokehold and started to squeeze him tightly. Kaleem had practiced this same scenario many times with Sher, so he smashed the back of his head onto the urchin’s nose. The thug shouted in pain as his nose broke and blood squirted out, so he immediately released Kaleem. 
 
    The other two had recovered a little but were surprised by the lone victim’s skills. They were close to giving up. Kaleem realised this, knowing he was close to victory. He roared and went on the offensive and launched himself into a flying kick which landed on the side of one attacker’s head. He fell and didn’t get back up. Kaleem turned to the last mugger and rushed towards him and shouted, “Go!” 
 
    The assailant turned and ran away as fast as a cheetah.  
 
    As Kaleem watched him go, the masked man appeared out of nowhere. “Traitor,” he said in a gruff voice, “You won’t defeat me as easily.” 
 
    The masked man went into a martial art stance as did Kaleem, who realised that his foe was trained in hand-to-hand combat. They circled each other, both trying to assess the defence of the other and trying their utmost best to hide any clues as to what they planned next. I’m nearly exhausted. How can I defeat him? 
 
    The masked man tested Kaleem’s defence with a quick kick which Kaleem easily deflected and responded with a kick of his own. The man grabbed his ankle and tugged it roughly, making Kaleem fall on his back. 
 
    Kaleem’s opponent found an opening and kicked him viciously, especially to his face and ribs, not giving Kaleem the chance to rise again. With superhuman will he rolled and managed to get up. He was already tired and what’s more, he couldn’t assess his foe’s facial expressions.  
 
    Once on his feet he decided to let his opponent make the next move. He controlled his breathing and slowed his heart rate, and managed to become detached and aware. The masked man feinted one way and again managed to get through Kaleem’s defences.  
 
    “Remember this: I can kill you with my demon, but I want you to suffer first. Then he slammed into Kaleem with his shoulder and dropped him like a heavy sack. This time, the assailant came in fast and hammered Kaleem’s face with fists of iron. Each blow was a hammer strike. He is fresh and stronger than me and more experienced. Kaleem put his hands in front of his face as the masked man brutally pummelled him for what seemed like hours rather than seconds. He felt blood flowing from his broken nose and he saw flashing stars. 
 
    Then he passed out. 
 
    He woke up later and felt as if horses had trampled over his whole body. Both his eyes were bruised and bloodied, and he tasted copper in his mouth as he had a loose tooth, which he pulled out. He was in a very bad state. Why did he let me live after defeating me? It didn’t make sense to Kaleem. He gently rose and limped home. Thankfully, the roads were empty of people and there was a pregnant silence as a battered Kaleem hobbled home. 
 
    Sher opened the door to Kaleem’s soft knocking and was stunned by the state of his student. He had two black eyes, and his face was cut and wounded. There was blood on his tunic and his whole body was multicoloured like a leopard. Blue and purple. 
 
    “It was a masked man. He was trained in martial arts and defeated me, although initially I got the b-b better of three street thugs. It was the Brotherhood, and the man said he could have killed me with his demon, but wanted me to suffer,” Kaleem said with difficulty. 
 
    “This is the last straw. I’ve had enough. We need support. We can’t defeat the Brotherhood on our own. It’s time to call my brothers; we have to take the battle to the Brotherhood.” 
 
    Kaleem understood by ‘brothers’ Sher meant his fellow magicians.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he following day, Sher sent letters to four of the greatest magicians spread throughout the world. There were three magicians in Salama, but Gul the Great was impossible to reach without physically going to his forest abode. The remaining three were in foreign lands.   
 
    The letters were a call to arms warning of the danger posed by the Brotherhood as the world itself was in peril. It was clear that if the Brotherhood took control of the Salama Empire, they would then attempt to subjugate the rest of the world, so they had to be stopped before they could establish their authority by killing the Leader and taking complete control of the Council of Elders. 
 
    Kaleem was excited. Soon, he would meet other magically endowed people from whom he could learn a lot. Where are they from? How do their powers manifest? From his reading, he knew that different magicians had different powers. Sher was a water mage but excelled at telekinesis, but others could manipulate air and earth. Kaleem remembered his own explosions of ferocious fire. 
 
    A few weeks after the letters had been sent, the first magician arrived. Kaleem’s black eyes and bruising had healed, though he still limped slightly. 
 
    The magician looked travel worn and exhausted when he entered the bungalow. He had travelled for two days, mainly on foot, to answer the call. He looked younger than Sher, but he had the same sharp and alert eyes. Neither tall nor short, his eyes were light brown, and his clothes showed the wear and tear of travel. On his head was a type of hat which Kaleem hadn’t seen before, and he had a bag tied to his back. 
 
    “Welcome my brother,” Sher said happily. “How was your journey?”  
 
    In response, the weary traveller said, “The journey was strenuous and I am tired and hungry. Anything to eat?”  
 
    Kaleem went to the kitchen and quickly made an omelette and boiled some rice. Many questions went through his mind, but the guest was tired and hungry; the questions could wait.  
 
    Sher introduced them, “This is Kaleem, my disciple, and this is Maruf. He is the third of the three Salama magicians.” When they shook hands, Kaleem noticed Maruf had a very strong grip. “You answered the call, thank you,” Sher said gratefully. “Rest tonight. Tomorrow, we plan for war.” 
 
    The following morning, Maruf woke up refreshed and hungry. Kaleem made fried eggs with bread for breakfast. Maruf ate hungrily and they talked about magic. 
 
    “As I understand it, you’re not able to activate your magic at will. With Sher as your teacher, I’m sure you will activate it soon. Sher is one of the most powerful magicians in the world although he is far from his peak. You’re lucky to be his disciple.”  
 
    For Kaleem’s sake, the two elderly magicians communicated normally, although telepathic communication was much easier. Sher updated Maruf about the plan of the Brotherhood and their intentions. He also notified him about their attempts to involve Kaleem in their nefarious plot. 
 
    “They have attacked him before, and I fear they will try again,” Sher reported. “I am not prepared to let that happen. Next time, Kaleem may not survive.”  
 
    Maruf looked at Kaleem and asked, “I understand they tried to make you their king. Are you able to guide us to their headquarters?”  
 
    Kaleem shook his head. “No, it’s a one-hour walk. I was taken there via an indirect route, so I won’t be able to guide you. I only went there once. I was lucky to find my way to the bazaar the day when Sher kidnapped me.” 
 
    “You kidnapped him?” Maruf asked, with a grin that lit up his face. 
 
     “It’s a long story Maruf,” Sher said with humour. 
 
    They had to make a plan to draw the Brotherhood out into the open and disable the leadership. “Cut the head off the snake,” as Maruf put it. But before they could carry out such drastic action, they needed more magical firepower. 
 
    “I fear our brother in the jungle won’t be joining us, but at least one other from Sharul will join us,” Maruf said optimistically. “Four against dozens, heavy odds. Three with reliable magic,” he added. “We must disable their demons first. Then they will be vulnerable to our attacks.” 
 
    “But they also have trained assassins and fighters under their control,” Sher stated. “I think we should wait before committing to a course of action. Rest and recuperate for now. Hard times lie ahead.”  
 
    Later that day, Kaleem asked Maruf more about himself. 
 
    “I have known Sher for a very long time, more than a hundred and fifty years, actually,” Maruf answered. “As you have probably realised, magicians usually have a longer lifespan than normal people. We met while we were still students in the mystical arts. Although I command formidable power, Sher is superior to me. We learned the Laws of Feroz from the same teacher and went through the Rigours of Raul together. I gave up a whole day before Sher.”  
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “How does your magic manifest itself?” Kaleem questioned.  
 
    “I am an air magician. It’s like having control over the wind, but my Mind Magic is not as strong as Sher’s,” he sighed wearily. “But the real strength is to restrain your power, like Feroz showed us.”  
 
    Kaleem agreed wholeheartedly. “So, how did you master your ability?”  
 
    Maruf replied, “Through hard work, meditation, and obedience to my teacher. It wasn’t easy.” 
 
    Kaleem decided to let Maruf rest, so he left him on his own. Kaleem spent the rest of the day doing his training exercises and did some reading.  
 
    While he was going through his Swordart practice, Maruf came out. He jokingly challenged Kaleem to a duel, so they wore their protective gear and, with wooden swords, fought each other. Surprisingly, Kaleem was able to hold his own against the more experienced magician, but Maruf eventually got the better of him. He pointed out his weaknesses and strengths and complimented his fighting prowess.   
 
    “You have been taught well. If you keep training, you will become a master of Swordart.”  
 
    This was high praise from Maruf, which brought a glow to Kaleem’s face. “I have a g-g-great teacher,” he said modestly. 
 
      
 
    There was no more communication from the remaining three magicians, but they hoped at least one other would join them. Now that Maruf is with us, the Brotherhood won’t stand a chance. Kaleem wanted to witness Maruf’s power. It must be an awesome sight to behold. After a week had passed, the final member of the group arrived with bad news. The remaining magicians would not be joining the struggle against the Brotherhood. 
 
    The magician was foreign, with small eyes and a frail stature, but he was energetic, like Mina, changing the subject erratically and asking many questions abruptly. He was dressed in a long robe that reached his ankles and he was wearing leather sandals. His hair was black and tied in a ponytail. 
 
    “News has reached me from our brothers that, although they wish to join us, they are unable to do so at the moment. They have many of their own problems that require attention.”  
 
    Turning towards Maruf and Sher, he said, “It is good to see you brothers Sher and Maruf. It has been a long time. You have a nice home, exactly as I recall it. And you must be Sher’s disciple,” he glanced towards Kaleem.   
 
    Sher nodded at Kaleem, who immediately went to prepare some hot food for the hungry traveller. 
 
    He made a lamb curry with spinach and prepared some spicy potatoes to go with it. After cooking, he took the food into the living area where they were all conversing telepathically. As soon as Kaleem entered, they reverted to normal speech.  
 
    “Kaleem, this is Tzu from Sharul,” Sher said. 
 
    Kaleem said hello, shook his hand and placed the food in front of Tzu, who gulped the food quickly. 
 
    “Delicious,” he complimented. “Do you have more?” Kaleem returned quickly with another plateful of food. “I hear you’re having difficulties activating your magic. Maybe I can help,” he offered.  
 
    Kaleem looked to Sher, who nodded in approval. 
 
    “It won’t be easy, but the more magic power we have to call on, the better our chances will be of defeating the Brotherhood,” Tzu said. After his meal, Tzu asked for a place to rest and immediately went to sleep. Sher related his back story.  
 
    “He was a prince of the Kingdom of Sharul. Some of the greatest sword fighters can be found there. A long time ago, in a fit of anger, Tzu magically assaulted someone. Sadly, the victim remained comatose for the rest of his life. He is a powerful telepath and is very effective against demonic forces. In battle, he can attack the mind itself. Anyway, in a fit of grief, he left the royal life and disassociated himself from society. He was discovered by his teacher living as a farmhand in a corner of the kingdom. When it comes to issues of the mind, no one has surpassed him in knowledge or foresight. If anyone can help with your mental block, Kaleem, it will be him. As an earth magician, he can manipulate soil, dirt, and clay.” 
 
    Kaleem was elated that he was in the company of great men; nothing seemed impossible. The following day, they held a meeting to decide how to proceed.  
 
    “We don’t need to use our power all at the same time. One of us can attack, then someone else can use magic while the others recuperate,” Sher instructed the little group. 
 
    There was no reason they would all have to attack simultaneously, unless the situation was desperate. Their plan would have to utilise the unique abilities of each member of the company.  
 
    A day after arriving, Tzu began his lessons with Kaleem. “Firstly, think back to what caused the magical outpouring and how you felt,” Tzu instructed. “Remember how you felt mentally and emotionally.”  
 
    So Kaleem tried to re-enact how he had felt, but he couldn’t feel hate or anger or desperation. “I was scared, and I was desperate, and I was angry. I can’t feel these emotions at will, sir.”  
 
    Tzu slapped him, “Don’t make excuses, you’re a weakling.”  
 
    Kaleem wanted to slap him back but restrained himself. I’m no match for him anyway. So, he kept control of himself, but Tzu slapped him again. 
 
    “Stop d-d-doing that!” he said in a fit of anger.  
 
    Tzu slapped him a third time and said, “Move that vase you weakling, do it now.”  
 
    So Kaleem focused with all his will. Nothing happened. Or had it moved just a little? Kaleem wasn’t sure.  
 
    “That was lesson one. Keep attending if you’re man enough,” he challenged Kaleem. 
 
    Kaleem hated to be humiliated. He had faced it regularly when he had been at the orphanage. He thought back to the constant mocking and beatings. Maybe he was a weakling; that’s why people found him to be an easy target. 
 
    Well, no one can bully me now. I dare them to try. But Tzu was bullying him now and he was taking it like he did as a child. Kaleem’s experiences over the years had made him resilient and he could be very determined and motivated when he had a goal, so he decided to keep going to Tzu’s lessons. 
 
    Lesson two was worse. 
 
    “So, you decided to come back for more?” Tzu sneered. “What do you want? Tell me!” 
 
    “I want control over my p-p-powers.”  
 
    “P-P-Powers?” Tzu mocked. “You’re nothing. No wonder everyone can control you. You’re a little sheep, a weak little sheep. I hear they tried to make you king. What a farce.”  
 
    The words were worse than being slapped. Kaleem nearly walked off from the small foreign magician, but his desire to activate his magic was strong and he forced himself to persevere. 
 
    “What k- k-kind of teacher are you?” Kaleem replied angrily. “Teach me something useful.” 
 
    Tzu smirked but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Every lesson that followed grew progressively worse and Kaleem’s patience was being tested to the limit. He began to hate this strange little man for making him feel so despicable and small. After a week of psychological abuse and near torture, something happened. 
 
    During that particular lesson, Tzu had been belittling him as usual. “Kaleem, you’re weak and powerless, you’re a bitch.” Then he slapped him. 
 
    He remembered being called a bitch all those years ago and he exploded for the third time and entered his rage state. As he focused his energy towards the vase, it instantly exploded into flames. His attention was now on Tzu who he magically threw against a wall. Calm down Kaleem, Tzu said to him telepathically. Suddenly, the walls began to burn. The smell of smoke filled the room and the temperature increased drastically. Focus on my voice, Tzu said to Kaleem in his mind. You’re not in danger. 
 
    At this point, Sher and Maruf came into the burning room with bowls of water and were able to extinguish the ever-spreading flames. Seeing Sher, his trusted mentor, Kaleem gradually calmed down. 
 
    Good, good, well done Kaleem. Now focus on my voice and control it. You’re in charge. Now move that book on the table, but don’t rip it or damage it. 
 
    In the throes of his magic, he could hear Tzu’s telepathic request. He focused on the book, and it began to move. It went upward, then it went down.  
 
    Try to remember how you feel, and remember you are in charge, not the magic. Now turn the magic off. 
 
    Kaleem focused on the magic and thought of deactivating it. Slowly he felt himself returning to normal. This was how Kaleem’s power was partially activated. He could only activate telekinesis at will, but not his rage state. Kaleem had become exhausted after what had happened during Tzu’s lesson, so he rested. The next morning, as soon as he woke up, he remembered how he had felt and focused on a spoon on his bedside cabinet. Amazingly, he could make it rise. He felt like dancing with joy. Now I can play a part in the struggle against the Brotherhood. He hoped Sher was proud of him. It had taken a lot, but he had finally gotten partial control of his magic, thanks to Tzu.  
 
    But Kaleem knew that this was just the beginning. He would have to spend years practicing and gauging the limits of his power. He was unsure exactly what he was capable of. When he next saw Tzu, he hugged him. 
 
    “Thank you, my t-t-teacher, for helping me gain some control over my magic. I am indebted to you for life. I hope I didn’t hurt you when I threw you.”  
 
    Tzu hugged him back. “I am fine, but I am sorry for everything I said. I was goading you intentionally to make you feel as you did during the previous two incidents. I knew that was the key. Whenever you want to activate your power, you must become as you were then. You are not a weakling. In fact, you are one of the strongest and most resilient persons I have ever met. It’s been an honour to help you on your journey. I’m sure you will go on to do great things.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
   N ow that the followers of Feroz were all together, they planned in earnest. With Tzu’s powerful telepathy, they would be able to locate the headquarters of the Brotherhood. Once located, they would have to attack their base with the hope of involving the leaders of the secret society, including Nish, the senior member and the masked man who had nearly beaten Kaleem to death. It was the higher-level members who posed the greatest threat as they had control over demons and, therefore, commanded a form of magic.  
 
    “If we had more time and knew the right people, we could have warned the Leader and the Council of Elders about the society’s plot to kidnap the Leader and take over Salama’s government,” Sher told the group. 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    “They have infiltrated every level of g-g-government. They have spies in positions of power and inside information,” Kaleem informed them. 
 
    “How should we proceed?” Maruf asked. 
 
    “I will not injure anyone too seriously, only enough to incapacitate. But I fear we may have to annihilate their demons,” Tzu said firmly. 
 
    “We will apply the Rules of Feroz,” Sher added. “Magic should never be used to harm another, unless in a life and death situation. I believe the situation is dire enough to apply that rule. What is our battle plan?”   
 
    Maruf replied, “As we are all aware of how to disable demons, that will be half the battle. It will be Tzu who will lead us in battle against their demons. Has Kaleem been introduced to how they are detected and destroyed?”  
 
    They all looked at Kaleem.  
 
    “I haven’t taught him yet.” Sher notified them. “I don’t think he is ready. He has just gained partial control. One of us will have to shield him in battle. I think it should be you, Maruf, as your telekinesis is not as powerful as mine.”  
 
    They agreed and discussed battle plans and strategy, which was to first find the headquarters and to incapacitate the enemy. Although he was a water mage, Sher's telekinetic power was the most devastating, so he would wait for the enemy to gather before using his power. 
 
    As it was likely they would fight inside a building, Maruf’s power wasn’t as effective. There weren’t any trees or really heavy items he could launch towards the opposing side using his air magic. Although he could summon cyclones, they were hard to control and indiscriminate so he could potentially harm the little band of magicians.  
 
     “We will intensify your training,” Sher told Kaleem after the meeting. “I need to prepare you in case you have to use your magic.” 
 
    Now that Kaleem could access his magic, he could easily move small rocks with his mind. He felt satisfaction bubbling up inside every time he was able to do so. Sher gradually attempted to increase the scope of his power, so he made Kaleem practice moving rocks at the end of the garden from inside the bungalow. This was much more difficult. Even though Kaleem practiced for the whole day, he could only move them a little.  
 
    “Your power will increase with time and practice,” Sher explained. “Eventually you will be able to combine Swordart with magic. A lethal and dangerous combination. You will be able to defeat any foe, including professional assassins.” 
 
    This joining of powerful magicians had not happened in generations. The sheer amount of potential power wouldn’t go unmissed. Kaleem had told the older magicians about the special talisman the Brotherhood used to locate the use of magic throughout the country. The band of magicians knew that the Brotherhood would be aware of them and would take precautions.  
 
    They would fortify their base against magical and physical attacks, and they would call for reinforcements.   
 
    As the battle loomed Kaleem was worried, Four against an army. He didn’t know what to expect, remembering how Nish had killed the two prisoners with the use of his demon. It won’t be easy.  
 
    As Kaleem practiced regularly, his powers began to grow stronger. Now he could lift stones at the edge of the garden with ease. He decided he would never kill again and would use his skills to disable rather than destroy. As he was in deep thought, Tzu approached him. 
 
    “Demons are a malevolent force, vicious and cruel, ready to kill at the host’s command. You may not have a choice but to destroy them. They won’t grant you any mercy. So you can’t show them any. I would never grievously harm another human being, but I have no qualms about destroying demons,” he said gravely. 
 
    Tzu has read my mind and has decided to advise me. 
 
    Kaleem felt naked when he was near the other magicians, as they could read his innermost thoughts. He tried to shield against them mentally and felt violated when it was obvious they knew what he was thinking. He also realised they would have telepathic conversations amongst themselves, and it made him paranoid. Mostly, they would speak normally when he was around. 
 
    The night of their planned attack drew near. They had decided to attack at night so there wouldn’t be any witnesses. The plan was that Tzu would guide the group to the Brotherhood base and once there, he would notify them of what they faced in terms of manpower and demons. Kaleem would stay near Maruf, who would protect him from demonic attacks. Kaleem would use his magical talent as a last resort, but he was allowed to use some of his newfound telekinetic powers in combination with Swordart, giving him an advantage over other more experienced non-magical fighters. 
 
    The plan was to draw out the senior leaders, who would have demons at their disposal. It wouldn’t be easy. They would have to fight off the normal fighters and the demons-masters. The main objective was to disable the leadership by destroying the demons under their control. Tzu would disable them telepathically, restricting their abilities. However, things rarely go as planned.  
 
    The next night, the band of four set off from Sher’s bungalow. Although they were powerful together, no one could deny feeling battle jitters and anxiousness. Kaleem’s heart fluttered like a bird’s wings. What will we have to face at the Brotherhood headquarters? Sher had explained to them that the Dalus Brotherhood was the centre of all Brotherhood activities in the empire.  
 
    It was as quiet as a graveyard as Tzu led the way, guided by his telepathy. He was followed by Maruf and Kaleem and Sher brought up the rear. The moon was a bright sickle hanging in the sky. They bypassed the bazaar and busy areas to avoid arousing suspicion. Then they walked for what seemed like hours and finally Tzu told them, “We are close.”  
 
    Sher and Tzu furtively went near the Brotherhood building. While Tzu assessed the power of the enemy, Sher checked the building for weak points. There were no noises coming from inside. The heavy steel shutters would be hard to get through, even with a magical onslaught. But Sher was confident he could attack the hinges and smash the shutters down. Meanwhile, Tzu was investigating the strength of the enemy, demonic and normal. They both made an evaluation and returned to their meeting point. 
 
    “On the surface, the building looks impregnable, but the hinges of the main shutters are vulnerable, so that will be the point of our attack,” Sher informed. “From the outside, it looks like they don’t have any guards defending the building, but I fear they may have a plan of their own.”  
 
    Tzu began his report, “Although they have used magic to dampen our telepathic powers, I estimate there are about twenty soldiers, male and female, and ten men with demons, basically most of the senior members of the Brotherhood. The demonic presence is plentiful. There are at least...” 
 
    Before he could finish, the shutters loudly opened, and a band of soldiers came out. 
 
    There were twenty of them, heavily armed and - judging by their formation - well trained. They all came through the entrance and formed into ranks. The shutter closed as soon as the soldiers came out. Sword-holders were at the front, spear holders behind. They all wore metal armour and helmets and there were both men and women in the force. The sword holders all had circular shields. 
 
    Kaleem unsheathed his sword, as did Maruf and Sher. They would fight using their swords for now. Tzu retreated and sat down with his eyes shut. Sher and Maruf roared lion-like and ran towards the enemy with swords in their hands. They were an unstoppable whirlwind slashing right and left, injuring but not killing. Kaleem thought they would defeat the whole army single-handedly.  
 
    Kaleem had never seen such a sight. Two old magicians cutting and slicing and blocking and parrying, fighting two even three fighters at a time. Kaleem jumped into the fray. One man came rushing towards him. Kaleem blocked his attack and sliced his shoulder with his sword and stabbed his leg in quick succession. He fell injured, but not dead. Shouts of pain and anger echoed on the street, but there was no one around to witness it. The smell of blood filled the air. Two soldiers decided to attack the strange foreigner sitting with his eyes shut away from the battle. They advanced towards him, but just as they were about to kill him, the earth literally swallowed them up - to their hips–Tzu had used his power over earth to create quicksand in which they were stuck like fish in a net. 
 
    After facing this furious onslaught, the remaining soldiers tried to stage a counterattack, but the magicians were too much for them. Even without using magic, they were undefeatable. Most of the remaining fighters turned and fled. The group of four had won this battle. Everywhere soldiers cried and moaned in pain, but no one had died. Kaleem admired the self-control of Sher and Maruf. Even in battle, they stuck to their principles. They regrouped with Tzu and discussed what to do next. 
 
    “I fear they have enlisted an Ifreet,” Tzu said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Kaleem was curious. He had never heard of an Ifreet.  
 
    “It is a very powerful demon, with power to equal or surpass all our power combined,” Sher explained with a shaky voice. “They have rarely been summoned throughout the ages because they are notoriously difficult to control. This is very powerful dark magic. Whoever summoned it is either very brave, very stupid or very powerful.” 
 
    Maruf added, “It is a being of fire. Its attacks are fire attacks, which is similar to your power, Kaleem.” They all looked at Kaleem. “We may have need of you, Kaleem. If we are to defeat this creature, it won’t stop until each and every one of us is dead.”  
 
    At this point, the magicians conversed telepathically and came to an agreement. 
 
    Maruf turned to Kaleem. “We need you to know something. As you have learned so far, there are different kinds of magicians. There are four types: Earth, Water, Air, and Fire magicians. Sher is a water mage and Tzu is an earth mage, but they excel in the use of telekinesis and telepathy respectively.” 
 
    “In all recorded history of magic, there has only ever been one fire magician, though there are no reports which describe him. What you did to Azad on your first manifestation shows that your power is based on fire and the incident with the cannibals occurred when you were angry and desperate and finally Tzu activated your magic by arousing your hate and anger. Fire magicians are the most powerful type of magician as fire grows and overcomes everything around it. We may need you to unleash your fire in the battle against the Ifreet. We fear even our combined power will not be enough against a devastating being such as an Ifreet. However, as a group, we represent the four elements, so we possess formidable power.” 
 
    “I fear you may have to allow the magic to take over again,” Sher said regretfully. 
 
    Kaleem was confused. “You tell me to control it, then you tell me to not control it. M-M-Make your mind up.” 
 
    Sher looked at him gravely. “I wouldn’t ask this of you, but unless you do this, it is unlikely any of us will survive to see the end of the night.”  
 
    All three magicians looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “I will try,” he said quietly. He sensed how worried the trio of magicians were. This Ifreet must be powerful to scare them so much. He thought back to his earlier promise, he would disable rather than destroy. I hope I won’t have to break that promise. 
 
    As a group, they went towards the base of the Brotherhood, alert and ready for whatever waited. This time, Sher led the way and then Kaleem and Tzu, with Maruf at the rear. They approached the building warily. Once they were in front of the steel shutters, Sher attacked them using his magic. After a few seconds, the hinges broke and with a kick, the shutters fell inward. There were no lights. Kaleem remembered how luxurious the place was and how they had ensnared him. 
 
    “Here they come!” Tzu shouted as a band of men approached. “Leave them to me,” he said.  
 
    This was one of Tzu’s areas of expertise, the disabling of demonic forces. He stood still and focused on the opposing group as they attempted to attack the group of four. Tzu began to sweat and shake as, unseen by Kaleem, the battle against the demons raged. Tzu was immediately able to disable several assailants and Kaleem saw some attackers fall to the ground, unconscious. But many demons were attacking Tzu and he was slowly losing the battle. 
 
    Maruf joined the battle to take away some of the pressure from Tzu. Together, they began to gain an advantage as they disabled humans and destroyed their demons. Sher wisely abstained from fighting. They needed at least one member of the group to be magically fresh and strong for the battle with the Ifreet. Kaleem looked around for Nish and saw no sign of him. Suddenly, Tzu crouched down, exhausted, as a demon found his way through his defences and nearly killed him. Tzu tapped into his reserves and deflected the demonic attack and overcame it. 
 
    One after another, the attackers fell or their demons were destroyed. The magicians sighed with relief. Tzu had given everything in the battle. He had almost single-handedly defeated ten Brotherhood members and their demons. Tzu was unsure if he would be able to summon his magic again that night. With his power depleted, his telepathy had become less powerful, so they could no longer rely on him to warn of further dangers, particularly from the Ifreet when it would finally emerge to attack.  
 
    “I am ashamed I have to leave you at this crucial point, but I do not want to be the cause of defeat,” Tzu said and hugged the members of the group one by one. “I will make my way out of the building and will await your fate. May God grant you victory.” Then he turned to Kaleem. “Remember our lessons, remember your anger is the key. We rely and depend on you in this final battle.”  
 
    So they left Tzu behind. Kaleem had not wanted to leave him, but he realised the wisdom of Tzu’s decision. After his mental exertions, he would have to be shielded by Maruf or Sher, wasting valuable energy. The remaining three would have to use all their combined power if they were to have a chance of defeating their powerful foe.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
   W ith danger facing them from every side, they progressed through the huge building.  The objective was to find and neutralise Nish and any remaining higher members of the society. The Dalus branch of the Brotherhood had to be destroyed tonight, as this could be their only chance to do so. They had to rely mainly on their sense of sound, as there was barely any light. The Brotherhood had prepared well. Sher and Maruf were also able to use their telepathy to sense immediate danger, but not as effectively as Tzu had done. 
 
    “As Tzu said, they have used some form of magic to dampen our telepathic powers, otherwise we would have recognised the presence of the Ifreet earlier,” Maruf said anxiously. “They have left us with no time to prepare.”  
 
    The followers of Feroz had overcome the normal fighters relatively easily, and Tzu had faced the demon masters and defeated them. Now only the Ifreet awaited. They’re afraid. None of them had ever seen an Ifreet, let alone battled one. They had one slight advantage: Kaleem, a fire mage.  
 
    Sher had suspected this after Kaleem had told him about how he had burned Azad and then when he had defeated the cannibals, but he had not been certain of it. The final connection was made by Tzu. Kaleem’s initial manifestation had been one of fire and it was activated by rage, a type of fire.  
 
    Sher was feeling guilty. He had tried his best to instil self-control and discipline in Kaleem. He had emphasised the Laws of Feroz and trained him against succumbing to the magic, but now he was asking him to discard everything he had taught him. Only a fire magician could hope to defeat an Ifreet. Sher was a water mage but there was no water within reach to combat the powerful fire demon. He had hope that Kaleem could summon his overwhelming power one more time. Maybe, just maybe, that would be enough. 
 
    “Remember, Kaleem, every time they swore at you, every time they assaulted you, every time they humiliated you, every time people took advantage of you; remember well. You will have to tap into your hate and anger, hopefully for the last time in your life. The Ifreet, if I remember correctly, is able to breathe fire and can burn at will. It is physically powerful too, as strong as five men. In the past, when foolish men sought to control it, they were overcome and destroyed by it,” Sher told him. 
 
    Sher commanded: “We will engage it in physical battle, but it will be hard to stop it from burning us. Maruf, you will have to shield us as much as you are able to. Your job, Kaleem, will be to summon your own fire. This will be the battle of a lifetime.” 
 
    As they walked through the passageways, only deathly silence awaited them. It felt like they were travelling through mist in a jungle. They had to be careful as they walked because Sher, who was leading, sometimes stumbled and walked into walls. The endless corridors snaked right here, left there until they found a staircase and went to the next level. Kaleem recalled how busy it had been and wondered what had happened to all the busy, bustling people. As they climbed to the second floor of the building, they heard sounds coming from behind a door.  
 
    “Come inside,” someone said loudly. 
 
    They looked at each other with surprise, and entered the room. There was a man looking through a window with his back to them. The room was huge with a high ceiling and tables and chairs spaced out everywhere. There were candles flickering on the walls. As they entered, the man turned towards them. The masked man again! Kaleem remembered the brutal beating he had inflicted on him and felt adrenaline rushing through his body. This time I am fresh and ready for battle, and I have use of my magic if worse comes to worse. 
 
    “Welcome back, Kaleem, and to all of you too, I am Nish’s representative.” he said, turning to the two older magicians. “You have made a grave mistake coming here. Yes, you are powerful, but there are forces of far greater power than you.” 
 
    “You fool, you don't realize the danger of what you’re playing with,” Sher said furiously. 
 
    “So you know about my pet, my Ifreet?” 
 
    “It will overcome you and eat you alive. Others with more power than you have tried to control an Ifreet and failed miserably,” Maruf added. 
 
    “You can’t imagine how powerful I am. I sense your fear, great magicians. Today you will die,” he threatened. 
 
     “Kaleem is mine, this time I will kill you and my Ifreet will handle your comrades. I will watch as you lose everything,” the masked man said, unsheathing his sword and turning towards Kaleem. Maruf warned Kaleem, “He has a demon with him.” 
 
    Kaleem turned to the other magicians, “I will fight him. Please don’t get involved unless he attacks me with his demon.” 
 
    “Kaleem, I am prepared to take your place and battle with him,” Sher said. 
 
    “N-N-No, this is my fight. You need to be fresh for the bigger battle – with the Ifreet,” Kaleem said in a tone he hoped expressed confidence, though he remembered the beating he had suffered at the hands of the masked man. 
 
    So Kaleem unsheathed his sword and warily went into a defensive stance and assessed his foe. He balanced himself with his right leg forward and his sword held at an angle above his head. The masked man came at him incredibly fast, and tried to slash Kaleem, but he blocked it. He felt his bones jarring on impact, making a sound like thunder. The masked man was unnaturally strong. Kaleem’s training helped him to stay calm and judge his opponent’s strengths and weaknesses.  
 
    They both ran towards each other swords poised. There was a loud clap when their swords clashed. Kaleem’s sword arm felt wobbly; he hoped the strange man had felt it too. They slashed and sliced, each looking for a weakness, but they were almost equal in Swordart. His opponent was using movements Kaleem hadn’t seen before so he was having to improvise. Why does he want to kill me? 
 
    “Who are you? Why are you hiding behind your mask?” Kaleem wanted to see his foe’s face to better judge his next moves. 
 
    “You know me, and I know you...bitch.” 
 
    Kaleem was stunned. He recalled his hell at the orphanage and remembered the beatings he endured and the humiliation he faced. He’s from the orphanage. Kaleem was shocked and his opponent knew it. He was on his back foot as the mysterious man went on the offensive as fast as lightning. Kaleem could barely block the attacks. 
 
    “Before this night is over, before I take your life, you will know me,” the masked man growled. 
 
    As the fight progressed, Kaleem’s attacker realised that he had a slight advantage over Kaleem and wanted to decapitate him, but he made the mistake of wanting to prolong his victory. He wanted Kaleem to feel desperation before killing him. Kaleem held on as best as he could, but they were both tiring and started to make minor mistakes. Kaleem was fooled into attacking his opponent, but it was actually a trap. The masked man immediately slashed his calf, making him shout out in pain. 
 
    “Are you that ugly you have to hide b-b-behind a mask? Do women run away f-f-from you?” Kaleem attempted to gain a psychological advantage as it was obvious the masked man was hiding something. 
 
    “Ka- Ka,” the masked assailant roared and removed his mask.  
 
    Even in the midst of battle, Kaleem retched at the sight of Azad’s mutilated face. It felt like his tongue was made of stone – he couldn’t speak. The sword fell from his hand and clattered on the floor. 
 
    “I am sorry for w-w-what I did to you, Azad. You d-do realise it was involuntary. I didn’t mean to burn and disfigure you,” Kaleem said with difficulty. As he knelt to pick up his sword he said, “You shouldn’t have burnt my books and threatened me with the knife.” 
 
    “Sorry won’t bring my face back. You must pay. I have waited a long time for this. In my darkest hours, I remembered your face and planned this moment where you would lose everything before I killed you. I hear Mina and Shak are your good friends,” Azad hissed. 
 
    “Don’t you dare threaten them. They are innocent,” Kaleem said protectively. His ears went bright red. 
 
    Suddenly, they heard a thunderous sound...inhuman footsteps. Each step sounded like an explosion and the temperature in the room started to rise. With each step, the floor shook. They could hear a ferocious sound, like the screaming of many men. 
 
    It was the Ifreet. 
 
    It was huge, easily seven feet tall. Its figure was that of a human, but its head was demonic. The demon had large eyes on the sides of its head. They glowed brightly in the semi-darkness. In the place of a nose, it had a snout that flared and smoked as it breathed. The Ifreet had vicious looking claws and had muscles everywhere. It was covered with hair all over. Kaleem looked at it and his heart pumped faster. 
 
    Now that Kaleem could see Azad’s face, he was better able to judge his moves as he had been trained to do. He looked at Azad’s face with pity and saw him smiling with that strange glint in his eyes.  
 
         With enormous willpower Kaleem continued to fight. The battle swung both ways. Sometimes Kaleem would have the advantage and other times Azad would have the advantage. Azad managed to find a weakness in Kaleem’s defence and nearly stabbed him through the heart. But just at the last second Kaleem swerved out of the way. Azad’s sword nicked the right side of Kaleem’s face, causing slim tendrils of blood to squirt down his cheek. Kaleem tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword with renewed energy. Azad attempted a frenzied attack which Kaleem was barely able to deflect. They were both sweating and bleeding profusely. Suddenly Azad pulled out a dagger and staged a two-way attack, sword in one hand and dagger in the other. Kaleem realised in his present state it would be very difficult to defend against two weapons at the same time, so he made a choice. He would disarm Azad and fight him with his fists. With a moment of mental will, he disarmed Azad and threw his own sword on the floor. Azad was shocked at this display of Kaleem’s ability but still thought he had the advantage.      
 
    Meanwhile, Maruf and Sher were desperately fighting against the Ifreet. They were shouting and breathing heavily. Sher was mentally throwing chairs and tables at the demon, but it was healing almost as soon as it was injured. Sher roared like a dragon. “Begone, demon! This is not your fight!”  
 
    “Every fight is my fight, magician.”   
 
    “There is no need for further bloodshed. Leave us be and return to where you came from,” Sher added. 
 
    “Yes, there will be bloodshed - yours,” the Ifreet rasped. “My master, Azad, has promised me freedom in return for your heads.” 
 
    Sher and Maruf were amazed at Azad’s level of control over such a powerful demon. 
 
    Kaleem and Azad were wrestling on the hard floor, each trying to overcome the other. Azad grabbed Kaleem in an armlock and was attempting to break his arm. Kaleem twisted and landed a chop to his throat, leaving him gasping for breath. He let go immediately. They both stood again, equally matched, each learning the other’s style and looking for any weaknesses. 
 
    “You’re fighting well this time, Ka-Ka, but you’re still a little ‘gora’,” Azad mocked. 
 
        “You’re still the same even after all you went through,” Kaleem managed to say. 
 
         Azad ran towards Kaleem and launched himself into a flying knee attack, but Kaleem sidestepped and pushed him forcibly. Azad’s momentum made him crash onto a table, which smashed into splinters, and he groaned when he landed. He stood again. “You know how to fight but you’re still a bitch,” he goaded. Kaleem felt his anger rise, but he controlled it. Azad was trying to enrage him.  
 
         “I bet people are d-d-disgusted by you. You should never take that mask off.” Kaleem saw Azad’s expression change and knew he had hit a sensitive spot. Now it was Azad who was angry. 
 
         The tide of the battle changed, just as Kaleem planned. Azad’s hate and anger had surfaced, resulting in him losing control, the worst thing that can happen in a fight between trained warriors. He stopped defending and made rash attacks which Kaleem punished easily. Then Azad’s eyes glazed over and he seemed to focus on something, but nothing happened.  
 
               From the midst of battle, Maruf shouted, “Kaleem, he is trying to attack you with his demon. I’m shielding you.” 
 
    Two can play at that game. 
 
    Kaleem used his telekinesis to lift Azad high and smashed him against the wall. Azad got up unsteadily and fell over again. With an immense effort, he stood. Again, Kaleem raised him high magically and dropped him. There was a loud snap as he landed. Azad groaned and rose up slowly realising he was defeated. 
 
              “This isn’t over, my pet will deal with you,” he screamed as he half limped, and half ran out of the room.  
 
     Kaleem turned towards the other battle that was raging with growing alarm. The Ifreet was recovering from all of Maruf and Sher’s attacks easily. He watched as Sher was thrown across the room like a bag of rice. Maruf meanwhile threw chairs and tables at the demon using a magical cyclone, barely leaving a scratch. Kaleem joined the battle, while the demon was busy with Maruf and Sher and had his back to him. He ran towards the demon and stabbed him from behind. His sword went in deep. The Ifreet swung with its arm and flung Kaleem as easily as a child throws a ball. Kaleem fell on the other side of the room and felt excruciating pain on his arm, but luckily it wasn’t his sword arm.  
 
    A fire had started in the room, maybe intentionally by the Ifreet, since fire was its natural habitat, so it was to its advantage. The battle still raged, but Kaleem could see that the two aged magicians were nearly drained of power. Sher was attempting to attack it with his sword, but his slices and cuts were having no effect. Kaleem used his magic to throw a stool towards the Ifreet like an arrow from a bow. It landed on its chest, but it didn’t blink an eye.  
 
    Kaleem desperately summoned his power over fire, but nothing happened. He was angry and desperate. It should be working by now. Meanwhile the two older magicians had nearly been overcome. The Ifreet was still fighting with no sign of slowing down or tiring. Then the worst happened. The demon threw Maruf and Sher at the same time. They both landed a distance away and Sher stopped moving. Maruf was trying to get up but was finding it difficult to do so. Kaleem ran to his teacher. Sher was unconscious and breathing heavily; he needed medical attention. While Kaleem was checking Sher, the Ifreet approached him from behind. Kaleem turned just as the demon was about to slash him with his sharp, dagger-like claws. Maruf appeared from nowhere and pushed Kaleem out of the way. In doing so, he exposed himself. The Ifreet viciously stabbed him.  
 
    Maruf fell, mortally injured. 
 
    As Kaleem saw this, the pouch around his neck containing the amulet given to him by Gul the Great became hot and he entered a new state of clarity. He wasn’t screaming or making any noise at all. He clearly surveyed the room and the fire raging everywhere. Sher was unconscious. He saw Maruf, who had given his life to save him and he felt blood rush to his head. 
 
    “Just you now, little boy,” the demon snarled. 
 
    Kaleem said nothing. He mentally threw two tables at the demon from different directions. But the Ifreet deflected them easily. Then the demon attempted to burn Kaleem with his will and was shocked when Kaleem’s body began to burn without harming him.  
 
    Kaleem was immune to fire. 
 
    The demon was shocked when Kaleem sent a huge fireball through his fingertips, strangely causing it pain. The Ifreet blew fire from its snout and engulfed Kaleem in a ball of fire. Kaleem barely felt it. His clothes were burning, but his body was intact. 
 
    “Who are you, boy?” the Ifreet asked, realising that he was facing a formidable foe. 
 
    Kaleem screamed with hate. “Leave while you still can.” 
 
    “I fear no one, little boy. Prepare to die!” The demon bellowed. 
 
    Kaleem didn’t respond. He worried for Sher. This needs to be finished quickly. He was burning but couldn’t feel it. The demon picked up a heavy table easily with one hand and hurled it towards Kaleem. With one thought from Kaleem, the table exploded. 
 
    Kaleem willed a flame to surround the Ifreet and immediately it was cocooned by fire. It made the strange noise of an animal in pain. Kaleem hammered into the demon telekinetically and sent huge fireballs towards it.  
 
    “I will kill you, boy,” the Ifreet howled in pain. 
 
    Kaleem’s magic was depleting although the talisman around his neck was still hot. He knew he only had half a minute at most, so he threw the Ifreet high against the ceiling and magically sent chair legs toward it like spears. One of them entered the demon’s body. It pulled the makeshift spear out of its body and managed to levitate down slowly. Apparently, it could fly. 
 
    In this new state of clarity, Kaleem realised that the only way to stop the Ifreet was to destroy it. He remembered what Tzu had warned him about demons, that he may not have a choice but to kill them to stop them. As the Ifreet settled on the floor, it tried to rush Kaleem so it could use its dangerous claws, knowing that its only advantage would be physical combat, as opposed to a clash of magic and fire. The demon clawed Kaleem’s body, but, by dodging, Kaleem was able to avoid the full brunt of the attack.  
 
    Kaleem unsheathed his sword and decided to combine Swordart with magic. The Ifreet realised it was much stronger than Kaleem, so it was to its advantage to fight physically. Kaleem attacked, each of his blows magnified by his magic. The Ifreet was retreating. Kaleem realised with surprise that he should have been exhausted by now, but it seemed that the raging fire was giving him unexpected strength. Kaleem gave the demon one last warning, “Leave and you will live.” 
 
    The Ifreet had never faced a fire magician before and was awed at the power being shown by this mere boy. “No retreat, no surrender.”  
 
    The hall was burning now. Kaleem was safe from fire, but Sher wasn’t. Kaleem focused everything he had left, all his physical and magical reserves, into one final attack and smashed into the demon with fireballs. Then the demon fell to the ground, unmoving and defeated. He stood over his vicious foe and sighed. I had to break my vow. But I didn’t have a choice. He breathed heavily and his clothes were charred but damp. 
 
    Kaleem limped towards Sher and attempted to wake him.  
 
    After a few minutes of trying, with the fire spreading everywhere, Sher awoke. “We need to get out of here,” he said, looking at the crumpled form of Maruf.  
 
    With tears in his eyes Kaleem whispered, “He died saving me.” 
 
    “No time for regrets. We knew what we faced. Help me with the body and be quick. We will mourn later.” 
 
    So Kaleem and Sher escaped the building with Maruf’s body. They were both worn out and injured and needed food and sleep. They barely managed to carry the corpse through the huge building. The base was completely empty when they left, thankfully so; no one wanted more casualties in this war. They had successfully defeated the leaders of the Brotherhood. Effectively, they had destroyed the headquarters, although it had been the Ifreet who started the fire which was consuming the building. And the powerful demon had been killed by Kaleem. 
 
    As they ran through the building, flames licked the walls on every side, and the heat intensified. This heat must be hard for Sher. We need to get out as soon as possible. After what seemed like a very long time, they found their way out of the destroyed headquarters of the Brotherhood.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
   A zad coughed as he dizzily limped through the burning building. He could still hear the clamour of battle and the inhuman roar of his Ifreet. At the entrance of the building, there was an old man with a ponytail sitting cross-legged with his eyes shut near the entrance. He ignored the strange-looking man and trudged as fast as he could away from the orange flames that were swallowing the Brotherhood base. The fire was consuming everything in its path like an invading army, and heavy smoke billowed out of the building. Azad hoped the Ifreet would defeat Kaleem and the other magicians. He found it hard to believe that after five years of training, he had been unable to kill Ka-Ka. 
 
    Master, you nearly defeated him, but you hesitated at the last moment, his demon said to him telepathically.  
 
    If he survives, I want to make him suffer, like I suffered. I want him to lose everything like I did. I want to kill his teacher and his friends. Our headquarters are destroyed but our mission still remains - to kill the Leader and take over the Council of Elders. Our demon army is nearly ready. No one will be able to stand against us even without a magically endowed leader. Azad responded. 
 
      
 
    Sher and Kaleem found Tzu waiting for them near the entrance of the building. When he saw them, he immediately realised what had happened to Maruf. They had to get back and see to Sher’s injuries, which were extensive. He had been partially burnt and his leg wound was still open and bleeding profusely. Tzu bound a piece of cloth around his wound as a temporary measure. Kaleem’s arm was causing him severe pain as he had pulled a muscle, although he had hidden it from Sher while they carried Maruf’s body out of the building.  
 
    “Silly boy, you should have told me.”  
 
    “You were injured yourself, and we couldn’t leave Maruf’s body, so I didn’t tell you,” Kaleem told Sher. 
 
    Sher and Tzu carried Maruf’s dead body with honour and respect. The journey back seemed faster than their initial journey to the Brotherhood base. Kaleem sighed with relief on reaching Sher’s bungalow. Luckily, they hadn’t seen anyone on their return journey and avoided any suspicious passers-by. Fluffy rain clouds had appeared and hidden the luminous moon. 
 
    After returning to the bungalow, the first thing they did was to see to Sher’s wounds and dig a grave for Maruf. They had lost an irreplaceable friend and, for Kaleem, a teacher.  
 
    “He had no children or wife as far as I know, and his parents and siblings passed on a long time ago,” Sher informed them. “We will dig a grave in my garden for him so he will always be remembered and honoured for his sacrifice.”  
 
    They worked together for the rest of the night to dig a grave. Tzu, not being physically injured, did most of the digging, but Sher and Kaleem made sure he had breaks and enough to drink. They washed the body and wrapped it in a shroud and lowered it into the grave. Kaleem’s tears wet his tunic, thinking it should have been his body being lowered into a grave.  
 
    “From God we came and to him do we return,” Sher prayed. 
 
    The older magicians had questions for Kaleem, but they decided to leave the questions for later. So, for now, they would eat and rest. Tzu, who was in better condition than Sher and Kaleem, went to the kitchen to cook a hot meal for everyone. He made a rice dish mixed with vegetables and chicken with a lentil soup. 
 
    It was the best meal of Kaleem’s life. He hadn’t realised how hungry he was as he stuffed his mouth with food and drink. After they finished eating, they all went to bed, grieving and exhausted. But they had accomplished their mission. 
 
    They all slept for the whole day and the following night and woke up the morning after, refreshed and rejuvenated. Kaleem’s arm felt better, though sore, and Sher’s injuries had been patched up well by Tzu who had rubbed honey on his burns and stitched his leg wound, but apart from these injuries, they had gotten off lightly. 
 
    Sher and Tzu questioned Kaleem intensely about the battle and how he had defeated the Ifreet. Kaleem described everything as well as he could remember. He hid nothing from them. He described how Maruf had paid the ultimate price to defend him, about how he had magically exploded, and how the talisman had activated and everything had been different with his magic. Kaleem had been aware of everything and was in complete control. The older magicians were especially curious when he told them how his body had been burning but he had felt no pain and how the fire boosted his energy when he should have been exhausted. He finished the story by describing how he had defeated the Ifreet. 
 
    “The gift from Gul must be a threat talisman which activates only when the bearer is in serious danger and hones magic ability. Indeed, Gul the Great is a man of foresight,” Sher said. 
 
    He has the potential to change magic as we know it, but with humility, Tzu communicated telepathically with Sher as Kaleem related the story.  
 
    He will grow to maybe equal Feroz himself, Sher replied.  
 
    He has become humble, but he is powerful. He doesn’t realise how powerful he will become. He defeated an Ifreet at his age. You have picked a worthy disciple, Tzu thought. Train him well. 
 
    For Tzu’s sake, Kaleem related the story of his childhood at the orphanage and what he went through for two years, and he told him all about Azad, his worst tormentor. He notified him about the circumstances of how he burned half of his face during his first ever episode of fire magic. “I realise now how important the Laws of Feroz are. I made an enemy for life because of my hate and anger.” 
 
    Now that the Brotherhood was vastly diminished in power, and had hopefully learned their lesson, Tzu mentioned that he would soon have to depart. Kaleem had grown to like the little energetic man who was far wiser than he appeared. He had helped Kaleem to gain control over his magic, something he could never thank him enough for. If it hadn’t been for Tzu, he would have never been able defeat the Ifreet.   
 
    For the next few days, they rested, ate good food and remembered Maruf. Sher and Tzu knew that unless another grave situation arose, it was unlikely they would see each other again. Tzu wrote down an address for Kaleem if he ever decided to visit. 
 
    “When you come to Sharul, my home will be your home, my food will be your food,” he smiled. “Come to visit an old man and I will show you hospitality like you have never seen.” 
 
    On the day of his departure, Tzu advised Kaleem, “Remember our lessons well. You nearly have control of your power now, so always apply the Laws of Feroz. Never forget where you came from and what you were: from a victim to a beggar, to a thief, then a magician. A life of responsibility and control is difficult indeed. A life Sher has lived by strictly. He has much to teach you still, so obey him in all matters.” 
 
    Kaleem and Sher walked Tzu to his carriage. Indeed, the little man had foresight, due to which he was able to help Kaleem unlock his power. Kaleem hoped to visit Tzu in the Kingdom of Sharul one day. After Tzu left, the house felt empty as life went back to normality. Initially they were wary in case of a counterattack by the Brotherhood, but it seemed with the destruction of their base and the killing of the Ifreet, they had either lost interest in them or were too scared to attack them again. 
 
      
 
    Kaleem had been thinking often about Mina and Shak, so he decided to visit the bazaar in the hope of seeing them. He wrapped up warm with a scarf and a heavy cloak and walked briskly to the bazaar. He kept looking around warily, checking every direction to make sure he wasn’t followed. The bazaar was as busy as ever, but now heavy cloaks and coats were sold alongside hot drinks. Trade was brisk and the vendors as loud as ever. 
 
    He looked around and watched as a child of about ten years expertly stole from unwary customers. The child reminded Kaleem of his days of thieving, so he approached him and proficiently picked his pocket. Then he grabbed him by the arm and took him away from the crowd.  
 
    “What’s your name, boy?” he asked gently. 
 
    “My name is Faris, sir. Please don’t hit me.” 
 
    Kaleem looked at the pitiful child and wondered what kind of hardships he had faced in his short life. He handed his loot back to him. “D-D-Don’t get caught.” 
 
    The child was surprised that his pocket had been picked, so he said, “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Do you work for Abid? Do you know Mina and Shak?” 
 
    “Yes sir, I know Mina and Shak,” his eyes shone with fear when Abid was mentioned. “They still work for Abid, but they are at the other bazaar across town. I can give them a message if you like.”  
 
    “Tell them Kaleem is looking for them. Tell them to be at Tya’s stall this time tomorrow.” He handed some money to the child and said, “Buy a sweet d-d-drink for yourself.” 
 
    The following day, Kaleem waited at Tya’s stall drinking cups of sugarcane juice as he related what had happened when he had been ambushed by the street urchins. Tya found it hard to believe that Kaleem had fought them off single-handedly, but Kaleem informed him of his training. 
 
    “I have learned the martial arts and sword fighting from my teacher,” he explained. “I am quite p-p-proficient now.” 
 
    “Maybe you could train me some day. The situation in the other parts of the empire is dire. Looting and highway robberies are increasing, the murder rates are increasing too, according to a government official who comes for my honey tea sometimes. If the situation gets worse here, we may need to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “I will happily teach you, Tya.” 
 
    Kaleem waited patiently, but it seemed that his two friends wouldn’t make an appearance. Just as he was about to leave, someone rammed into him. He immediately prepared for battle, then realised it was Mina holding on to him. She was hugging him tightly, in a surprisingly strong grip. 
 
    “Kaleem!” she shouted. “It’s so good to see you. I missed you so much. How are you? You’ve grown. Where have you been?”  
 
        Kaleem couldn’t help smiling widely. Shak also joined them, and they decided to go to an eatery. Kaleem ordered a huge feast for his friends. They had lamb and chicken curry with paratha and rice and a potato and spinach side dish and vegetable soup. His friends ate the king’s banquet hungrily and once they were satisfied, they discussed life. Unfortunately, they were still stuck in the life of thieving. Now that the law enforcers were clamping down on pickpockets, life had become harder. Food and drink weren’t as plentiful as they had been, and Abid regularly beat members of his gang. 
 
    Kaleem became angry when he heard this and thought maybe Abid needed to be taught a lesson, but he remembered Sher’s advice: Violence was the last resort.  
 
    “Our lives are the same as before. We earn or starve. But times are hard,” Mina informed him. “Gangs are vying for mastery over bazaar territory.” 
 
    “My life is good. I have learned much from my t-t-teacher and hope to learn more. I’m lucky to have someone to guide me,” Kaleem informed them in between chewing his food. 
 
    He kept his magical talents secret for now. They spent an hour just discussing different topics like they used to. Kaleem was aware of the time, too. He didn’t want them to get into trouble with Abid. 
 
    Eventually, he got to the point of the meeting. “I want to b-b-buy you from Abid.”  
 
    “Where will we live? We have no skill; how will we earn money? How can you pay for us?” Mina asked hurriedly. 
 
    Kaleem explained that his teacher was wealthy and would handle the financial side of things in terms of actually buying them. Once they were free from Abid, they could pursue education or proper work, not thieving. Kaleem also had an invaluable ring from his time with the Brotherhood so he could easily pay their expenses. But he didn’t mention this to them. 
 
    “I will find it hard to leave the little ones,” Mina said emotionally. 
 
    “They look up to us. We make life bearable for them,” Shak explained. 
 
    “Once you’re settled, we can think of buying the others from Abid, b-b-but you need to leave the street life yourself before you can do that,” Kaleem replied persuasively. They discussed and they planned and eventually Mina and Shak reluctantly agreed to Kaleems’s offer. 
 
    After Kaleem went back home, it was agreed that it would be Sher who would make the offer to Abid, and he would oversee the purchase. Abid was a criminal, so it would be too much to expect him to honour a deal with Kaleem. The deal had to be carried out by a rich benefactor. The transaction would take place in a week, so his friends had to arrange a meeting. Mina and Shak notified Abid that someone wanted to buy them for whatever price he asked and that he needed to meet the wealthy buyer. The meeting was held a few days later and everything was agreed. Abid asked for a huge sum of money which Kaleeem and Sher happily paid. Mina and Shak were free. 
 
    Kaleem sold his last ring for a fair price and paid one year’s rent to the owner of a nearby apartment. It had two bedrooms, a bathroom and toilet and a kitchen. It was also fully furnished. Kaleem made two sets of keys for them. A day after Sher bought them from Abid, he took them to the flat and handed them the keys.  
 
    “Yours for a year, rent fully paid,” he told them, and handed them the remainder of the money made from selling the ring. “This will help you until you can get a job.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you Kaleem,” Mina said with rivers of tears rushing down her face. The pair also notified Kaleem of good news that, although they were still young, they were going to marry. Kaleem was delighted at their news and hugged them both. Deep down, he felt jealous, even though Shak was his closest friend. 
 
    He had fulfilled his promise to them, so now it was up to them to build a life away from the bazaar and street life. They would have to work hard to establish themselves, but the money he had given them would be enough for at least a few months. Hopefully, in that time, they would get proper jobs or some form of legal income.  
 
    Sher and Kaleem understood that although the Brotherhood had been disabled in Dalus, it could easily regroup in a different town or city.  
 
    “I take responsibility for what has happened to Azad. Due to m-m-me, he has been overcome by hate. All he now wants is vengeance. I fear he may harm you or M-M-Mina and Shak just to get to me. In his present state he has no limits, he just wants to hurt me or kill me,” Kaleem told Sher. 
 
    “What you did was unintentional, but he has succumbed to the dark side of magic. I don’t think anyone can help him now. He has been training with the Brotherhood with revenge in his heart motivating him. He is powerful in his own right, as he was able to summon the Ifreet and maintain his control over it. I fear this is not the last we hear of Azad, as he is a powerful member of the society. We will have to approach the Council of Elders to warn them of the Brotherhood’s plans. I believe they will carry on working towards their objective of killing the Leader and taking control of the Council of Elders. And we have to further investigate their plan of creating a demon army.” 
 
    After their conversation, Kaleem decided to write a letter to Maya. He wrote: 
 
      
 
    Dear Maya, 
 
    I hope you and your father are well. I want to invite you once again to join me here in Dalus. We have every facility here, many hospitals and famous doctors who may be able to help your father. You are both welcome should you decide to visit or move here. You were so curious about Dalus. I think it’s time you saw it for real. You will be amazed at the pace of city life and the huge buildings and the delicious street food. 
 
    I will wait impatiently for your reply, 
 
    Kaleem. 
 
      
 
    He went to the bazaar and sent the letter to Maya’s home address and hoped for a prompt response. Later on, after he returned to the bungalow, he found Sher pacing up and down and muttering to himself. What is wrong with him? I hope he is okay. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I am fine. I have been researching intensively about a lost object of power that allows its user to magnify telepathic powers a thousand-fold. From my research, it was lost in Urobba. The user of the talisman could become telepathically aware of what was happening hundreds, even thousands, of miles away. I think if we can retrieve it, we can search for your parents. That’s why I am learning the Urobban language. We will travel there soon.” 
 
    Kaleem began to shake his knee and couldn’t help smiling, as now they were a step closer to finding his parents and discovering if his lineage was indeed Urobban. He was also faced with the fact that his mother had been a member of the Brotherhood. He would have to investigate why she left the secret society and why he had been left at the orphanage. 
 
    He was also curious to learn where Azad would turn up next. 
 
    Mina and Shak married in a simple ceremony, with only Kaleem, Sher and Tya as witnesses. A huge feast was prepared with an assortment of dishes and desserts, which they gave out for free at the bazaar, including to Faris and other pickpockets and beggars. Kaleem presented them an all-expense paid trip to any place they wished to visit in Salama or Sharul. It was a joyous occasion, leaving the bride, groom and the guests with huge smiles on their faces. 
 
    “Thank you so much Kaleem, we are indebted to you,” Mina said to him. Her face shone like the sun. 
 
    “We can never repay you for what you have done for us,” Shak added. 
 
    What does the future hold?  
 
    After the grief of losing Maruf, Kaleem was finally happy again, but soon the world itself would be engulfed in tragedy. 
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