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DEL LOOKED OUT OF THE house and saw Laura was outside walking among the garden of vegetables and fruit. He was alone for now because Master Mage Whitestone and his acolyte, Farrell, were checking on something. Master Whitestone said he sensed a darkness last night and wanted to check it out. 

Del sat on a wooden chair that creaked every time he moved. But he sat motionless for quite some time. He remembered his friends, John and Gabrielle, who were now dead and gone. He had felt the stirrings of his friends weighing on his thoughts. He missed them. Heck, he thought, he missed his life before he found out about magic and demons. His “old life” was not perfect, but it was manageable. 

Laura came inside the small home carrying a handful of vegetables: carrots, potatoes and string beans. The glowing of the vegetables made her face awash in an angelic glow. 

She said, “The food here in Pandora’s realm is amazing. They sparkle with light and make you feel great.”

Laura placed the group of fruits and vegetables on the table. She picked them one by one and placed them inside a large bowl. Del knew if he ate these magical fruits and vegetables. It would taste sweet and juicy and he would feel instantly better. Being in the Pandora world, he became a vegetarian. When they first got here a month ago, they caught and roasted rabbits and it was great. But eating these fruit and vegetables made him feel better and stronger. They both sat on the table and started to pick off the food from the bowl. 

Laura smiled at him several times while they ate. They didn’t have to talk. He felt comfortable in her presence. When she reached for a glowing purple fruit, Del touched her hand and held it. 

“I wanted to tell you thanks for helping me out,” Del said. 

She squeezed his hand. “Yes, we have been through a lot together.”

“Yes.”

“I know you still grieve for Gabrielle and I will wait for you.”

He nodded and knew what she meant. But they both didn’t want to voice it. Del had feelings for Gabrielle and for Laura. Yet, he understood. He didn’t want Laura to compete with a ghost. Del almost stood and went around to Laura’s side of the table to kiss her.

Yet, he sensed somebody was at the threshold of the house. Even though he felt relatively safe in this area, he knew of the monsters and creatures that stalked in the forest and only a powerful creature could approach this house. Del whirled around toward the front doorway. Fireballs appeared before him. 

“Ho,” a dwarf said from the doorway. 

Del recognized the man. He was one villager from the town from over beyond the hills in the distance. Del instantly extinguished his magic. 

“Hello,” he said. Del had met these villagers a few days after they entered the Pandora’s realm. The villagers had come from their town to give honor and respect to Pandora. They bore food and gifts. 

The Dwarf looked down and said, “Is the Goddess Pandora here?”

“No, she is out. You come from far away,” Del said, “Do you want some food?”

“I don’t want to impose?” The dwarf said.

“Come inside. We have plenty to share,” he said.

The dwarf walked inside and stood next to the table. 

Laura stood and said, “I’ll get more food and water. Here eat the rest of this.”

She walked out of the house.

Del said, “Sit, what’s your name?”

The dwarf merely stood. “My name is Barlen. When will the Goddess Pandora come back?”

Del said, “She’ll back within the day. Tell me Barlen why did you come so far to talk to her?”

Del grabbed the bowl filled with two more pieces of fruit and placed it in front of the dwarf. Hesitantly, the dwarf grabbed a fruit and started to eat. He seemed to sway where he stood. 

Del grabbed the man and led him to a chair. Laura came back with a bucket full of food. He grabbed a pitcher of water and poured it into a wooden cup. The dwarf drank greedily. 

Del said, “You’re starving. Tell me what’s happening.”

The dwarf nodded. “Yes, it’s bad. An evil omen is here.”

Barlen made little sense. 

Del said, “Eat and drink. We’ll talk afterwards.”

***
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THE DWARF ATE TWO BOWLS of fruits and vegetables and also drank several cups of water. After the dwarf was finished, he sat back in his chair and burped aloud.

“Sorry, I haven’t eaten for days,” he said.

Laura sat across from him. 

Del said,"Barlen, what’s happening in your village?”

“There’s a plague that destroyed all our food. And made people are going crazy. We didn’t know what to do.”

Laura said,”Is there an evil wizard who could do this?"

The dwarf shook his head. “We don’t know but the evil is strong. We need Pandora’s help.”

“Will you stay with us?” Del said.

“No, I have to go back. My family is at risk. People are dying. “

“Stay the night. It’s almost night,” Laura said.

“Yes, Pandora should be back,” Del said, “Just wait.”

Two people came from the front. It was the Master Mage Whitestone and Farrell. The two elves saw the dwarf sitting in the kitchen. 

Whitestone said, “What’s this?”

“Aye,” the dwarf said. “My village is under a plague. We need your help.”

“I wonder if this is what I sense,” the Master Mage said. 

Del nodded and looked outside and saw the light of the day had finally faded into an inky darkness. As always, he was amazed at the stars in the sky. He wanted to know more about this realm. He didn’t think they were inside a box but inside a different place, a different planet. 

Del said, “Pandora is usually here. Let me contact her.”

Whitestone nodded. He moved inside the house with Farrell in tow. Standing, Del walked toward the entrance, he didn’t have to go outside to talk to Pandora but he felt he needed too. It was an old habit. He moved through the doorway and saw the glowing magical lights of the house turn on.  

The glade in which this house rested was enchanted with a protection spell created by Pandora herself. Monsters and dark creatures couldn’t come within several feet from this home. Unless, the beasts were powerful.

He stood outside close to a glowing light. Laura was behind him. She moved to his side. 

Del said, “Pandora! Can you hear me?”

Usually, he would hear her voice. It was usually clear and strong. But now all he got was garbled. 

“Pandora, what’s wrong? I cannot hear you,” he said. 

Whitestone joined them and Farrell and the dwarf. Whitestone held up his hand and light shot upwards. Del knew Whitestone was using a location spell. 

The master mage elf said, “Something is blocking my location spell. I cannot find her.”
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DEL LOOKED AT THE DWARF and said,  “I think you should stay the night and we’ll find Pandora tomorrow.”

Barlen said, “Okay, I’ll stay, but please if we cannot find her. Can one of you help us?”

“Sure,” Del said.

They went inside the house and had a quick dinner. The abode was bigger than it look. Nobody wanted to speak after their meal. Farrell created a fire into in the hearth and they all settled in. Each of them had their own rooms and one by one they left. Del had decided that the dwarf would sleep in his bed and he would sleep in the big chair in the living room by the fire. Laura still sat next to him. 

She said, “Del, you don’t have to sleep in the chair. You can sleep with me.”

He looked at her with longing and he wanted to sleep with her. The invitation was very tempting, but he knew it was not the right time. Laura touched his hand, and he held it for a while. 

He said, “Laura, I like you. But I’m not ready. You know about my past.”

Laura looked at him and nodded.

She nodded. “The offer still stands.”

She walked to her room and glanced at him before she exited. He noticed how she glanced at him with a yearning look. Del was aroused, but he didn’t move from his seat. He vowed after all this was over they would spend time together here in this realm. 

The fire in the hearth was dwindling. Del stood up and put a couple of logs onto the fire. Instantly, the flames grew. He sat back down in his leather chair. Del noted that the chair in Pandora’s realm is just as good as the chair’s back in his home in California. 

Del didn’t know if he wanted to go back to his old home, his old world. He was not sure if he could. But he knew he had to confront Zandora and the High demon Bolero. He was destined to do it. 

Yet, he was not in a rush to battle with them again. He wanted to have Pandora with him when he confronted those two. He didn’t know if he could take on both of them without her help.

He stared at the fire. The flames seem to beckon him to see fantastical creatures writhing in torment. Del closed his eyes and sleep came upon him. A dream or vision came to him. He stood on a freeway back home but something was different and wrong. Cars and bodies were littered all over the street as if a huge beast burnt the people inside the automobiles. Most of the vehicles were charred, and he saw the dead poking out of the rubble. 

He scanned around and couldn’t tell which city he was in. Standing in the shadow of a burnt out high rise building, he saw the area was crumbling, but the corpses were fresh. Was this an omen of things that would come to pass? He wasn’t sure. The sun mercifully showed him everything in stark vividness. He felt a sense of vertigo and he wanted to vomit. 

His body walked to the edge of the freeway and saw the scene of broken structures with missing windows gleaming in the light. Steel girders and wires poked out. The wave of nausea moved through his body. He saw for miles the destroyed city and hundred of bodies littering the streets and buildings. A smell of rotting eggs and death floated along the wind. 

He wondered how this disaster happened. Unreality washed over him. This was not real. This cannot be. This couldn’t be his Los Angeles or any city on earth. He started moving across the broken cityscape as if he was floating along the breeze. Del saw fires burning around the building with black smoke rising in the sky and he saw a flock of birds. Yet, they weren’t birds. They were too big. And as he got closer, he saw the things were large scaly demon creatures. They were dark red with large leather wings. The demonic beasts didn’t move toward his direction but shot downwards at a group of people running to take cover. He had seen these creatures in Bosch medieval paintings. 

Some demons sprouted fire from their mouths and other beasts sprouted green flames from their hands. 

Del saw the carnage on the ground. People were being eating alive.  People were being eviscerated and being ripped apart. He had to look away.

Suddenly, everything around him dimmed and became black. He felt a cold breeze moving coiling around him like a large python. He awoke. Del found that he was back in the house in Pandora’s realm. He shook with anger and fear.

Del sensed that he saw was not just a dream but a vision of what the Demon Bolero would do to his world if he conquered it. Then fear gripped him. He saw somebody in the room looking at him. Del instantly created a glowing sphere.

Master Whitestone stared at him. “You had a nightmare?”

“Yes, but I thought It was a vision or prophecy?”

“What did you see?” Master Whitestone said. 

Del told him everything. Master Whitestone nodded a few times. 

“What do you think?” Del said. 

“You saw a glimpse of a future,” Whitestone said. 

“What do we do?”

Whitestone sat across from him. “First, I need to tell you something. Then we’ll discuss what we should do. I wanted to tell you who I report too.”
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WHITESTONE SAID, “I worked for a group called the White Council. It is composed of magical beings from all the arcane races and some top heads of your government.”

Del said, “So you work for  this Council, why does it matter? They couldn’t help us before.”

Whitestone shook his head. “You don’t understand. This group doesn’t just oversee things. They guard and protect against all dark magic and black beings. But the same time there is one thing that we been protecting for eons and only a few people know about this.”

Whitestone waved his hand and a nimbus glowing shield came over them.  It was protective barrier. Nobody could hear their conversation. 

He said, “What are you guarding?”

Whitestone said, “Remember, I taught you about the five different magic: Earth, Fire, Water, Wind and Steel.”

Dell said, “Yes, I remember.”

Del wanted to tell Whitestone that he didn’t want a lesson on magic but to tell him about the Council. 

Whitestone continued. “There is a sixth magic that only a few people know about and can master. The only person who mastered this magic was Merlin, the first arch-mage. And Zandora and her lover, the High Demon Bolero want it.”

Whitestone paused and then said, “This magic goes by several names: Universe, Microcosm or Cosmos Magic. But we call it Cosmos Magic. I can show you a little. This magic is all powerful and strong and can obliterate planets and stars.”

Del was amazed he thought no magic was that strong and powerful.

He said, “Show me. I want to know.”

Whitestone held out his hand, and an image appeared. It was a depiction of the stars and planets. He recognized it as the constellation called the Milky Way. 

Whitestone said,  “This power can control everything around us, the planets and the powers of the universe.”

The image of the Milky Way changed to a black hole. He saw planets and stars getting stuck into the maw of the black hole.

Whitestone said, “The cosmos power can harness the destructive power of the black hole or the creative genesis of the universe itself to build or destroy. You are the creator or destroyer.”

Whitestone fell quiet and the image of the mini black hole disappeared in a flicker. 

Del said, “So this Counsel has been guarding this magic? And Zandora and Bolero wants to use this power that they cannot use?”

“Bolero might be powerful enough to use this power,” Whitestone said. 

“What do you want me to do?”

“It’s obvious. You must protect the Cosmos magic at all costs. You’re one of the strongest Mages still alive. You might be an ancestor to the lost Mages who could wield this power,” Whitestone said. 

“What does Pandora think about this?” Del said. “I can destroy Bolero.”

“I wish it was that easy. The Demon Bolero is safe in Zandora’s realm. He is even now amassing parts of his demon army.”

Del was angry and wanted to strike at something. “So, what do we do next?”

“We need to find Pandora and stop this plague,” Whitestone said. 

“Yes, I agree. But I’m not sure what we should do afterwards,” Del said. 

“We could seek Pandora’s guidance. Maybe, she would help you,” Whitestone said. 

Del said, “Why don’t you ask Pandora on using the Cosmos magic?”

“She cannot use it. She is part faerie, and she hates the Cosmos power. It repels her.”

Whitestone looked at Del and seemed to wrestle with some problem. Del was about to say something but the master mage held up his hand.

Whitestone said, “I’m sorry I had to lie to you before. But Pandora told me not to tell you. She didn’t want to alarm everybody. She couldn’t talk to you when you tried to contact her. She is stuck behind a gigantic, monstrous plant. It’s a plague. It had grown into a killer vine.”

“Why are you telling me this now?”

Whitestone said, “Aye, I don’t enjoy lying. And I want you to know what we’re fighting. Tomorrow, we must split up.”

Whitestone nodded and stood and walked away to his room. Del didn’t want to go back to sleep. He was still shock with all this information he was given. Too many thoughts crowded into his head. Del knew it was the right decision to split up; so, he could help the dwarf and Whitestone would find Pandora.

He closed his eyes and he finally slept a dreamless slumber.
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DEL IN THE MORNING picked several fruits and vegetables for breakfast. He had been awake several hours before anybody else. They came and started to eat. Pandora didn’t show this morning and the dwarf seemed sad that she wasn’t here. 

Del announced, “As you all know Pandora is not back and I decided. Barlen, we will go with you and Whitestone will find Pandora.”

Laura said, “Is this wise? Remember what happened last time?”

Del understood. The last time they split up Whitestone, Farrell and Laura were captured and they almost died. He looked over toward Whitestone. 

The Master Mage said, “Don’t worry about us. It shouldn’t take too long. After we find Pandora, we’ll meet you at the town. Everything will be fine.”

“Okay, if you say so,” she said. 

After their breakfast, they all get ready and took supplies. They didn’t have much to take except some clothes and a sack filled with food. The dwarf said he would carry an extra sack of food for his starving people. When they were ready, they met outside the small house. 

Farrell yelled from the back of the house, “Hey everybody come here!”

They ran to where the elf stood. Farrell stood at the very edge of the cliff and he was looking downward at the valley below. Del saw the awesome sight of a valley filled with trees that stretched to the horizons and a large roaring river at the center. Except now, something was different. He saw a darkness spreading. Del couldn’t tell what the darkness was but felt the taint of black magic.

Barlen said, “It’s the plague. It’s a flowing dark vine destroying everything. We tried to destroy it but the next day the dark vines came back.”

The dwarf coughed and hunched over.

Del said, “Are you okay, Barlen?”

“Yes, but I think I’m afflicted by the wasting disease the plague inflicts.”

“Your clerics cannot help you?” Laura said.

“No, he tried,” Barlen said. The dwarf coughed again. 

Del said, “We better go.”

Whitestone said, “We will meet you back at Barlen’s village. Good luck to you.”

Del grasped his hand. “Good luck to you.”

He watched as Whitestone and Farrell walked away. Del didn’t want to voice his opinion, but he was scared. He thought if Pandora was having trouble getting through the plague vines what success would he have destroying this demon vine. 

Laura said, “We should go.”

“Yes, Barlen lead the way.”

The dwarf nodded and started down the path toward the forest beyond the house. 

Barlen said, “Be careful mage, there're strange creatures about. I’m not sure if the beasts came from the plague vines, but I barely escape.”

Del nodded. Laura still had her gun, a 9mm glock and had it in her holster. She only had a few clips, so Del had to defend all of them with his magic. He was ready. Whitestone had  taught him well. 
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DEL AND LAURA FOLLOWED the dwarf through the thicket of plants and trees. The sunlight filtered through the trees and plants. It was silent, almost too quiet. Del had been in the Pandora Realm for several months and he was used to the sounds of the forest - animals and creatures moving around the forest and birds chirping in the trees. Yet, it was as if the world was scared. 

As they traveled, the dwarf wheezed and coughed in a strange way. And after walking for an hour, Barlen stopped moving and sat on a boulder.

He said, “Let me rest for a while.”

Del sat next to the dwarf. He said, “Sure. Are you fine?”

Barlen said, “I just feel a little faint.”

Laura moved closer to him and she touched the dwarf’s head.

She said, “Your head is boiling. You have a fever.”

Del looked into Barlen’s eyes. “Can you go on?”

The dwarf waved his hand. “Yes, I need to get home and my family.”

After a few minutes, the Dwarf stood up and started walking again. Del couldn’t see the pathway through the thick forest area, but the dwarf seemed to know where he was going. Del suddenly felt somebody or something looking at them. It was unnerving. He noticed that Laura had her gun out and was scanning the forest. The unnerving feeling persisted. Barlen kept walking and didn’t seem to notice.
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