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Chapter 1


You’ve got to be kidding me…


I heard heavy breathing right behind me and didn’t
dare turn to look. Once again, I ran with everything I had. My injured ankle
made the agonizing exercise slower, but huge, snapping jaws was a fantastic
motivator. The beast was barely jogging; he was toying with me. 


It wasn’t long before I landed wrong on my uninjured
ankle and hit the ground hard. Small, sharp rocks dug into my back, but I
didn’t have the chance to get up before the beast had me pinned. I stared right
into pure blood-red, globe eyes.


The creature had the general appearance of a huge
wolf with matted black fur, and a flatter snout. Its ears were flat against its
head in anger, but its snarl looked more like a grin than a scowl. The beast
knew I was injured and out of strength. 


Bloody dribble dripped from its mouth onto my
shoulder and a large section of the skin went numb. Its saliva was venomous,
probably a paralyzing agent. With a loud growl, the animal opened its mouth
wide and---


 “Mr. Carter! Do you plan on joining us today?” Mr.
Luis’s voice woke me from my dream with all the subtlety of a hammer to glass.
I blinked against the bright florescent lighting and tried to recall what I had
just been dreaming. 


“No, sir,” I answered. When he glared at me, I
resisted the urge to shrug. “What was the question?”


“What were Freud’s shortcomings and achievements?”


“Freud’s psychoanalytical theory was shot down
because it didn’t predict anything, his ideas were implausible, and they were
invalidated. However, he drew attention to the unconscious, the struggle to
cope with anxiety and sexuality, and the conflict of biological impulses and
social control.”


“Very good. I should call on you more often.” 


“Whatever you want, sir.” Whatever you command,
Mr. Satan. My soul is yours for another… I checked my watch and groaned. Why
the hell does time move backwards in this dungeon? This is purgatory, I
swear.


Mr. Luis’s psychology class was a two-hour lecture
that seemed to last four hours on the best of days and always smelled of metal
and mold. The moldy smell was surely because Mr. Luis was at least three
hundred years old and the metallic smell was from all the blood he drank
between classes. The only window was small and high on the east wall, so by
this time of day, it was gloomy at best. The buzzing lights would occasionally
blink, giving everyone the feeling of being in a predictable horror movie. 


Unless a question was being asked or answered, the
classroom remained silent as the grave. The students soon began to prefer the
silence, as the alternative was Mr. Luis’s meaningless ranting. His thick
British accent, which was funny on the first day of school, very quickly became
painful to listen to. My body reacted to it by freezing up and shivering
uncontrollably. A poor young girl, Amy, was released from class after the first
week because his voice made her faint. It didn’t help that he had been cussing
her out in some foreign language for being a woman.


The most interesting distractions in the room were
the stories and graffiti on the desks, which, as the semester progressed,
involved fewer and fewer love notes and anime scribbles, and more and more
homicidal depictions and plans. There were still some interesting experiment
designs left over from when we studied antisocial personality disorder. We were
obviously all responsible adults who were very dedicated to our studies.


I must have fallen back to sleep, because the next
thing I knew, I was being shaken. I jerked up and found myself alone with my
girlfriend. “Hey, Vi.”


“I got worried; thought maybe Dracula had finally got
to you.” 


I stood up and stretched. Vivian was twenty-three
years old; a year older than me, and a couple inches shorter at five-eight. Her
thick, dark red hair was long, straight, and silky. It made her soft, light
green eyes look even softer and her porcelain, smooth skin look even more
flawless. She had the tall, naturally thin body of a model and looked really
good in the camouflage-patterned tank top she wore often, along with a denim
jacket, blue jeans, and high-heeled boots. 


“Are you hungry?” I asked.


She sighed. “Yeah, if only I had time to eat,” she
said. I grabbed my bag, put my arm around her shoulder, and we started walking
out. “I have to get to the library before the freshmen crowd. Pick me up
something, though. I’ll come over tonight and I’ll be hungry.” 


Vivian was a surprise and all around treasure. She
was beautiful, brilliant, and talented. Unlike most women who fit even one of
those descriptions, she was also extremely kind, pretty humble, and very
giving. 


I nodded and we walked up to the campus’s grand
waterfall, which was simple, very large, and loud. “I’ll be there.” I kissed
her for a few seconds before she broke it with a smile. The waterfall’s flow
was suddenly disturbed, but we both ignored it.


“Bye.” She walked off, pulling her jacket tighter.
That thick jacket was the reason I hated winter. I walked slowly off to my
apartment on campus.


I unlocked the door, closed it, and fell to the couch
only two steps away. My apartment was a depressing representation of my
minuscule paycheck. Who would’ve guessed that working at a fast-food restaurant
wasn’t the best way to get rich?


I stretched my hand out in the dark for the remote.
After failing to find it, I sighed and put my hands behind my head. The
television switched on and I watched. It was the news. As I didn’t care much
for horror shows, I sat up, grabbed the remote off the coffee table, and turned
the channel to cartoons. 


A large gray cat jumped up on the table and made a
sound I recognized as a cry- more like a demand- for attention. “Hey, Dorian.
How was the mate hunting?” I pet him and was rewarded with a half-hearted purr.
“Vi’s coming over tonight, so handsome yourself up.” I stood up and went into
the kitchen. A few seconds after I flipped the light switch, it flashed lazily
on.


A mint green mini-fridge from the seventies hummed
loudly beneath a precariously balanced ancient microwave. In the middle of the
long counter across from it was a rusty metal, single-bowl sink. To one side of
the sink was an electric skillet that worked at least half the time, and on the
other side was an electric pot that worked almost a couple days a month. 


I picked up Dorian’s metal food bowl and pulled his
food out of the cabinet above the fridge. Normally, the temperamental beast was
waiting impatiently when I got his food out, but when I filled his bowl and set
it on the floor, he was nowhere to be seen. I went to the door and flipped on
the living room light. Dorian was on the couch, hissing at the door with his
back arched, his hair standing on ends, and his claws outstretched. “What’s
wrong? Is it Mother? I don’t hear thunder or smell sulfur.” 


The door creaked ominously and twilight spilled into
the room, but nobody, no ghoul or person, stood at my apartment entrance. I
stepped out cautiously.


My apartment complex was definitely safer than
cheaper ones, since it was very close to the university. Living so close also
meant that I didn’t need a car, which I couldn’t have afforded anyway. Thanks
to my scholarships, secure job, and lack of any social life, I was one of the
rare students who were completely debt free. Living on ramen was worth the
extra security, because I could walk out into the hallway or stand in my tiny
lawn without being attacked or harassed. Being on the ground floor was
definitely a bonus, since we had no elevator. 


The wind howled and I was about to turn back when
something caught my attention. A small, thin, black book lay innocently on the
grass in front of my steps. It looked harmless, but I had the urge to run back
inside and leave it. It was like in a horror movie where you know you’re in an
evil place or that something evil is watching you. So, naturally, I picked it
up.


It made my skin tingle, but not necessarily in a bad
way. There was no writing or title on the black leather cover, which was
flexible, yet not flimsy. The pages were unusually stiff and cold and most of
them were blank. Only the first ten pages had anything on them, but it wasn’t a
story or even a journal; instead they were filled with what appeared to be words.
While some words were in familiar languages, most were incredibly bizarre. I
closed the book, glanced around, and went back inside.


Dorian took off to my bedroom at a run as I came in.
I didn’t want to bother him when he was being weird, so I just set the book on
the bookshelf beside my small television. My empty stomach, now riddled with
knots, growled and I grabbed my coat. I didn’t look back at the disturbing
book, nor did I think to wonder why I kept it. 


After a couple of days, I forgot about it completely.


 


*          *          *


 


Where do we go when we die? I was told that I would
go to Heaven if I was good, but I always found the concept of an afterlife
difficult. While I tried to always do what was right by never hurting anyone,
never stealing, and lying only when necessary to spare a person’s feelings,
such morals were subjective. It was entirely possible that my blatant sarcasm
would earn me a place in Hell. Then again, if I couldn’t be sarcastic in
Heaven, I didn’t belong there.


Unfortunately, very early on in my life, I realized
that nothing particularly exciting would ever happen to me. At least, not for
as long as I remained inside the moral boundaries I was taught. I woke up, went
to school, went to work, and went to bed; there was nothing to look forward to
in life. 


 


*          *          *


 


“As the death toll rises, people are turning to
self-protection. The crime rate is reaching its highest in a decade in Dallas.
Although it is still being investigated, authorities believe that fires started
at two police stations in both Dallas and Fort Worth are the result of arson.
Two people were arrested after trying to rob a bank. However, they were too
busy arguing to keep an eye on the witnesses… because they were not working
together, they had just chosen the same bank. They also were at a disadvantage
because the bank they were trying to rob was currently being investigated by
six on-duty police officers.”


It wasn’t difficult not to snicker, though I would
have any other day. I found it amusing if not hilarious when idiots get caught
doing wrong because of stupid mistakes. This time, however, I wanted the TV
off, or at least on mute. 


My head throbbed with a dull pain that scrambled
words into senseless pain. The cold laminate counter against my cheek felt good
but didn’t quite make up for the wall of noise that pressed in, suffocating me.
Feverish heat that made me both sweat and itch was horrible enough without my
pounding heart, dehydration, and unbearable nausea. I wished I hadn’t sat so
close to the TV, but there had been someone in my normal seat and I didn’t have
the strength to move. It was a bad idea to go to the cafeteria when in my
depleted condition, nevertheless I always found myself there anyway; my vampire
of a psychology teacher wouldn’t search for me in such a public place. 


“Hey.” I didn’t look at Vivian as she took a seat
next to me. “Are you okay?” she asked. I pulled myself up into a sitting
position and tried to give her a reassuring smile. The best I could do was
glare at her before returning to my spot. “Oh, no, it’s three already? I have
to go.” She jumped off her seat, checking her watch.  


I wasn’t sure how I found the strength or balance to
manage it, but I reached out and grabbed her wrist before she disappeared, then
pulled her around to sit in my lap as I started to fumble with her watch. “It
was daylight-savings time last night. You’re fine.” I fixed her watch and
turned back to the table, forcing her out of my lap, then noticed she had a
stack of files. “Working hard?”


“Yeah. Apparently some rich people moved in and
started trouble, so the vampire had to step in and pick up the money.” Vivian
was a lawyer’s assistant. “It’s not as bad as it will be soon, though.” 


“Why? What’s going to happen?” I asked. She stared at
me like I was being ridiculous, but I didn’t complain; as far as I knew, the
Wernicke’s area of my brain was burned out so I had no idea what I was really
saying. 


“Well, with the wave of murders and crime coming
closer, it’s only going to increase my workload.”


“What? What murders? What crime? What are we talking
about?” Okay, so I was a little slow, but it had been a hard day. Mondays are
grueling on a good day and after five hours of testing, bubble filling, and
essay writing, there was little left in my head that wasn’t raw. Trying to
carry on a conversation with Vivian when she was in her “working mode” was like
trying to solve a Rubik’s Cube with my eyes closed.


She sighed. “You’re impossible on Mondays. The news
is talking about it nonstop. There’s been a sharp increase in deaths, and
what’s more, it’s getting closer,” she said. I knew my expression was less than
polite, but I didn’t have a lot of control over meaningless muscle functions
like my face or mouth. “All the deaths are the same.” 


“They are?” That didn’t sound right.


“Yeah. They’re all accidents.”


“Run it by me again how that makes them murders.”
Again, I was a little slow, but Vivian was the kind of person who went on and
on out of a conversation she had in her head. Unfortunately, I often didn’t
know when she was or wasn’t doing that. 


“The number of confirmed murders hasn’t changed much,
and any positive correlation can be attributed to fear. That’s because everyone
can see what’s happening. There’s been a huge increase in accidents involving
everything from fires to collapsing buildings to massive traffic accidents.
This isn’t a coincidence, it’s just untraceable. All the same, people are going
to get blamed so money will be spilled. How was your test?”


It took a second to realize she’d changed the
subject. “Which test?”


“All of them.”


“Well, my anatomy test was fine and then my
psychology test was fine. My European/American history test was grueling. And
by the time that was over, I could barely read the questions on my bio test.”


“What about your chemistry test?” 


I checked my watch. “It’s not for another hour. I was
trying to take a nap when you came in.”


“Don’t take a nap in the cafeteria. Go home, eat some
bread, and get a coke.” 


I tried to sit up and was rewarded with a new wave of
nausea. “I’m not getting out of this seat. Do me a favor and bring me one of
the tests.” She was already standing and trying to pull me up. Normally, I
would have fought against her, but it wasn’t worth it. 


I managed to grab my book bag before it was out of
reach. She gave me a gentle kiss and pushed me away. Luckily, I made it home
with just enough time to eat before I had to go to class. It didn’t bother me
until much later what she had been saying about the accidents. 


 


*          *          *


 


There was someone at the door. I looked at my alarm
clock and jumped out of bed like it was on fire. It was seven in the evening
and I was half an hour late for work. My habit of turning off the alarm in my
sleep was going to get me fired for sure. I grabbed my pants, pulled them over
my baggy black shorts, and was putting my shirt on as I got to the door. Trying
to answer the door and dress while half asleep and late for work was a recipe
for disaster. I mean, there were four holes in my shirt, so it was a
hit-or-miss operation.


The knocking sounded light and unsure, thus I opened
the door expecting some cute young girl. Instead, there stood a man.


He had shaggy, dark brown hair, no facial hair, and
the darkest brown eyes I’d ever seen. His skin had an ambiguous tone that made
it difficult to determine his race, but I could guess he was in his
early-to-mid thirties. He was about six-foot-two, a good five inches taller
than me, and had an athletic build. All of that was hard to notice over his
slick sense of style. The man wore a thick, light brown tunic with baggy black
pants made of the same rough material and heavy-duty work boots. Strapped over
his right shoulder and hanging at his waist on the left side was a thin, black,
leather book bag. He was clearly a student at the college.


He gave me a tight, forced smile. “Hello, I’m Edward.”



Of course he was. His voice was startlingly gentle
for his feral appearance, though it was rather deep, and his accent sounded
almost Asian. There was enough self-confidence in his tone that felt like his
gentle manner was a façade, as if he were trying to lure an unsuspecting
animal. 


“Good for you. I’m an atheist. No bibles today,” I
said. His smile faltered with confusion and I got the idea that he might not
have been selling bibles. I sighed. “What is it you want?”


“Just to meet my new neighbors.” 


Did he say “meet,” or “eat”? Did it matter?
This guy looked like a predator. Not the pedophile kind, more like a wolf in a
sheep farm. Don’t mind me; I’m just reading the menu.


“Well, I’m late for work. Nice to meet you. See you
around.” I tried to shut the door, but he stopped it. Edward no longer wore a
forced smile and he wasn’t even looking at me. Despite that, his angry, excited
glare made me shake. People usually didn’t do that to me, save for Mr. Luis.
Then he turned his glare on me and his mien cooled… along with every organ in
my body. 


“I found you,” he said. My body shook violently.
Nobody could sound that psychotic and not be about to eat me. At least he got
me before Mr. Luis did.


I am not the sheep you are looking for. I was
about to say something, probably unintelligible, when he pushed me aside and
went to my bookshelf. I realized it had been the focus of his glare. He grabbed
the little black book and started flipping through it, then paused in his
inspection and frowned at me, puzzled. 


“You haven’t written your name in this?”


“Why would I have?” My voice came out a little
unsteady.


“Don’t you know what it is you have found?” He
glanced down at it. “No, I guess not.” 


I looked at my door pleadingly, silently begging it
to pull him back out. It didn’t. “Mr. Edward, you really do need to leave. I
have to go to work.”


“There are more important matters to attend to. Does
anyone else know of this book?” he asked, his expression calm.


“No. I’ve only had it for a couple of weeks. I hadn’t
even thought of it in days. What is it, some kind of gang heirloom or
something?” 


“I hope you are not lying. They would be able to
smell it on you and anyone you’ve come in recent contact with. It is
unfortunate for you, but soon they will realize it is gone again, and the
killing will stop.” His voice had slowly gone from gentle to harsh.


“What are you talking about?!” The lights flashed
violently with my frustration.


“You…” He watched the other head light for a moment.
“Did you do that?” he asked, his voice suddenly gentle again.


“Who the hell are ‘they’ and what’s unfortunate for
me?”


“Maybe this book didn’t come to you by accident.” 


I was angry then; I didn’t like that he was talking
to himself instead of me or that he was ignoring my questions. I closed the
door and tried to calm down, not wanting to provoke him into anger until I got
my answers. He acknowledged my conflict by setting the book down on the coffee
table with a sigh.


“Do you know that there are beasts after you?”


I was startled. “What beasts? Why?” He just stood
there as if he hadn’t heard me. “No, I didn’t.”


“There are three of them. I don’t know what they are,
but they want this book. They have tracked it down to this area, and very soon,
they will find you and kill whoever smells of it until they find it. This place
reeks of the book.”


“And you’re just gonna take the book and run off to
safety?”


“I was, yes, but now I’m not sure. If you are a
wizard then maybe it’s wrong to take it.”


That was the last thing I expected him to say and it
made me pause. I wasn’t really an atheist, just an agnostic, so I had no
religious grounds to reject the idea, but this was teetering on the line of
ridiculous. I figured that if there were monsters after a book, this man
wouldn’t be here. Nothing that interesting ever happened to me.


On the other hand, just in case he was telling the
truth… “If I’m not a wizard, you’d take the book and leave? How long before
they stop killing people here?” 


“They will stop when they realize it’s gone; when
everyone who smells like it is dead. Are you a wizard?” My first instinct was
to laugh at him, but I remained silent. What would he do if I said yes? “Answer
my question!”


I snarled. “It’s a stupid question. There are no such
things as wizards.” 


Edward nodded. “Then I will leave now.” He started
for the door and I blocked his path, getting angrier. 


“If they want this book so much, I can use it to get
rid of them!”


“I will not let this book fall into their hands. It’s
my job to protect it,” he argued.


His carefree voice made me shake with anger. The
lights finally gave out and we were bathed in darkness. My anger went out with
them and I opened the door to let light in. I was startled to see that Edward
was grinning. 


“So, you are a wizard. I can’t take the book
from you if it chose you and you accept it.” 


Part of me wanted to just walk out the door and go to
work, leaving him there, and the other part of me wanted to walk back into my
bedroom and sleep more. I had no intention of giving this man anymore of my
time, but the words came out of my mouth before I could stop them. “So if I
accept it, what happens then?”


“Your greatest priority in life becomes the
protection of this book. However, it is also my purpose to protect the books,
so I will have no choice but to protect you and the book until you are fully
capable of guarding it on your own, which may take several years. In other
words, you would become my apprentice in magic.” 


I stared at him. I wanted to say something, I just
didn’t know what. Magic. Surely this man was insane. The lights had nothing to
do with magic; the electric company just liked to mess with me. However, I’d
always thought it would explain things. This would also explain the recent
murders. 


“What does this book have to do with magic? Why are
those beasts after the book?” 


“I’m not allowed to tell you unless your name is in
the book.” 


I realized he had been holding the book when he
raised it, open, for me to sign. The devil wants me to sign his black book.
I studied it, as if it would give me the answers Edward wouldn’t. 


“It’s not polite to keep me waiting,” he said
impatiently.


I shook my head. “I’m not signing anything without
knowing what I’m getting myself into.” 


He closed the book and put it in his bag next to an
identical one. “That’s very wise of you,” he said, as if he had been expecting
my answer.


“Is that another book?”


“It is. I’m the Guardian of this book.” He pulled out
the other book, just a little, before sliding it back into hiding. “The
Guardian of the book you found died, and I was assigned to collect it. I was
supposed to find it a new Guardian, but now it seems it has already chosen
one.”


“You speak as though it has its own personality.”


“It does. Take three things into consideration before
I tell you anything more about the choice you have to make: These books and
their worlds are magical, the creatures that are after these books are very
strong, and I really have very little patience. I am pleased that you are
reluctant to sign your name in one of the books without knowing what you’re
getting into, but you need to decide quickly so we can leave.”


“Then get to explaining.” I checked my watch as he
sighed, annoyed. “Oh, shit. Explain on the way to my work. I’m gonna get boiled
alive.” Edward gave me the most confused stare. “Come on!” He followed me out
the door and I locked it behind us. Edward kept up with me easily as I
fast-walked across campus.


“Are you sure you want to get involved with this
book?”


“I’m already involved, right? The ‘beasts’ will kill
me if I don’t.” 


“There are dangers far worse than them.” 


I stopped and turned to him. “Like what? Wait, what
did you mean earlier by the books’ worlds?” 


He observed me with a gentle, patient countenance.
“I’ll explain it all to you, but I would prefer not do it in front of
witnesses,” he said. It was the typical university weeknight crowd, but there
was no one within twenty feet of us. “Also, you must really be sure you want to
get involved with this.”


We started walking again. “I thought you didn’t want to
waste time,” I said.


“It is never a waste of time to think before deciding
something that will change your future. I simply do not want to be here for
long; I want you to decide now. I am under a lot of pressure because as long as
I’m here, both the book in question and my own book are in danger.”


“Where do you come from?”


“You have never heard of it.”


“Is your outfit common there?” I felt impolite when
he looked down at his clothes with a frown. We arrived at the fast food
restaurant and the yellow arches beamed down at me, as if to mock me and my
miniature paycheck. 


“It’s not abnormal. It has been a long time since I
visited this world,” Edward finally answered when we got to the doors. 


“What do you mean? You’re telling me you’re not from
this world?” I asked, skeptically.


“Obviously.” 


Oh, sure, how silly of me. 


“A book can only represent one world, so obviously
mine is from another. It’s only reasonable that I be from that world. Honestly,
is it that unusual to you next to everything else?” 


The alien had a point. “You go get a seat. I’ll be
over when my shift ends. I’m covering for someone, so I’ll only be a couple
hours.” He took a seat without arguing, but I could feel impatience emanating
from him. I went behind the counter. “Hey, Jean,” I said. Jean stuck her head
out from behind the stove and smiled. 


Jean was seventeen in a fifteen-year-old body. Her
small, shapely body fit her personality quite well. Naturally platinum blond,
long, fluffy hair framed her youthful round face. Her eyes were dark blue and
her skin was fair for a teenager. Despite her trucker’s eating habits, inhuman
energy that made her unable to act like a normal person also kept her at a
healthy weight. 


“Malcolm was looking for you. I told him you had an
emergency dental appointment.” 


“Thanks. Much better than the small pox you told him
I had last week or the rabies I had the week before.” She turned back to the
stove and her earbuds returned to her ears. Her short, school girl skirt shook
as she started dancing. Jean was interesting. She was smart without being too
smart, had a wild imagination, and liked certain things that I did.
Unfortunately, she tried too hard to make people happy. Still, having to work
with her was difficult because she tended to forget that she was barely a high
school student and I was a college student. Nevertheless, I had a girlfriend
and was much older than her, yet she seemed to make it her goal in life to
trick me into a date. 


 


*          *          *


 


Three hours of Hell later, I finally crawled out from
behind the counter and sat across from Edward, who seemed fascinated by the
cars. He studied me as I applied burn cream to my hand where the fries loved to
spit on me. The fries taunted me.


“So? Lay it on me.”


“Are you completely sure?”


“Another hour of this and I’m going to beg those book
hunters to put me out of my misery. Talk fast before I pass out.”


“I would prefer it if you didn’t pass out.” He
observed the cars again for a moment before turning his attention back to me.
“The story shall start as a history lesson.” 


Oh, God.


“Bear with me,” he said as if he heard my thoughts.
“Before the worlds even had life, the twelve gods; the Iadnah, took over twelve
worlds and made them able to sustain life. For each world, they created a book
in which they wrote their true name. Do you understand so far?”


“Twelve gods, books, true name. Got it. Why?” 


He blinked. “What?”


“Why do they need the books? They’re gods,” I said.
He laughed, completely open and honest, which was entirely contrary to my first
impression of him. 


“I just told you something that few people of your
world would swallow even if I had proof, and you want to question the motives
of gods? The books are…” He hesitated, thinking of the words. “They represent,
protect, and control the power of the worlds.” I was about to ask him to
elaborate, but he held up his hand. “Please try to contain the questions until
the end.”


“I’ll try.”


Edward nodded. “One of the Iadnah, Vretial, decided
his world was not powerful enough. He was the most risky, psychotic, and
malicious of the Iadnah, while his brother, Avoli, was very kind, but also
easily fooled. Vretial stole Avoli’s book and erased every name but his own.
The world became his. Out of fear, the other ten gods hid their books with
different warriors of each world.”


“One for each world or several?”


“There is only one warrior for each world and these
warriors were born with great powers of the mind. By the gods, we are called
Noquodi, but the more common name is Guardian. The two worlds that belong to
Vretial are called the Outlands, or outer worlds. The Guardians’ power was
passed down through their children, who were known as wizards. Though everyone
can do magic, every person born naturally gifted is a true wizard and a
descendant of the warriors.”


“So, if I am a wizard, which you seem to believe I
am, then I’m a descendant of a Guardian?”


“Yes, and when you sign your name, you will become
much more powerful than you are now. Any person who writes their name in a book
of the Iadnah will be marked with the symbol of that world and will be able to
learn to travel without the book. Their power will become much greater and they
will be linked to that world for as long as their name is in that book. They
take on a tiny bit of the responsibility of protecting that world, since their
magic is tied to it. When they die, their name remains in the book and no one
knows what happens to them.”


“Can you erase a person’s name from the book so they
can’t use the power anymore? Like, if they’re abusing it or something?”


“Only one of the Iadnah or one of the Guardians can
erase a person’s name from one of the books, but if they do, that person will
vanish.”


“What if someone else were to write my name?”


“A person can only write his own name in the books.
It’s like you’re signing a contract that can’t be forged.”


“So, if I write my name in this book, I will be its
Guardian and I can travel the worlds?” 


Edward shook his head. “You can only travel to the
worlds whose book your name is in. You can travel all the worlds if you can
sign all the books. They are spread out and hidden so it would be difficult to
do. Now, you do not have to be a Guardian of the book to sign it, and every
book, except for Vretial’s, has one and only one Guardian.”


“So this book, it belongs to Earth’s Guardian,
right?”


“It does.”


“How did the Guardian of this book die?”


“Vretial recently struck again. He sent very powerful
servants of his to track down the remaining books. They only found one
Guardian, and he discarded the book before they killed him.”


“That was the Guardian of the book I found? The
Guardian of Earth? And the servants are the monsters that are after me?”


“Not exactly. Wizards, servants of Vretial, killed
the previous Guardian of Earth, Ronez. Whatever is after this discarded book
isn’t a servant, but a beast, and there are three, as far as I can tell. When
Ronez was killed, the gods sent me to Earth to collect the book and protect it
until I could find a suitable Guardian. Apparently, I’m going to have to make
one.” 


“Hang on. If the books are needed to travel the
worlds, and the beasts are from what’s-his-name, how did they get here? And how
did the servants get here?”


“Therein lies the mystery. The gods thoroughly deny
the ability to travel without the books, but they give no explanation.”


“So the beasts could smell it all the way here?” I
asked. He shook his head.


“When the book was discarded, it began to emit an
energy pulse in order to be found by its new Guardian. Once close enough, they
can track its power like a scent. The signal will not stop until an appropriate
person claims it and becomes the new Guardian.”


“So, if I did sign the book and become your
apprentice in magic, what would that entail?”  I asked.


“You would have to end your education, as this is not
an appropriate place to study or perform magic. You would have to come live
with me on my world.” 


My eyes widened. “You want me to leave Earth? It’s
kind of the only place I know. Quitting college and my job is fine. I’m pretty
sure I can stand never seeing my psychotic psychology teacher again, but what
about my girlfriend?”


“Hey. Are you gonna introduce me to your friend?”
Jean asked, suddenly beside me. I was so wrapped up in the idea of leaving
Earth that her sweet, soft voice made me jump. I turned to her and Edward
stood. 


“Um… This is Edward. Edward, this is Jean.” Jean
reached out her hand for his and I got the irrational fear that he wouldn’t
know what to do. I had never met an alien before. To my great relief, he
reached out and shook her hand politely. “I’m going to get a couple
hamburgers,” I said, getting up. 


Jean took a step away from the table. “No, no, I’ll
get them. Sit back down.” She ran back off to the kitchen and I settled back
into my seat. 


Edward seemed more cautious of sitting back down, as
if afraid that another rambunctious girl would jump out of somewhere. “Is that
the ‘girlfriend’ you worried about leaving?” 


“No. And be careful around Jean; she can be tricky
when she wants something… like a boyfriend. What are women like on your
planet?”


He watched her over my shoulder. “Oh, there are all
different types of women. Like the women on your world, they tend to be more vicious
than men when angered. My world in general is not too much different than
yours, apart from for being simpler in some ways.”


“How so?” I asked. Jean came back and set down four
hamburgers; one for me, one for Edward, and two for herself. Before she could
sit down, her cell phone rang and she sighed. “I’ll be right back.” 


She walked away and I looked back at Edward, who was
grimacing at his unwrapped hamburger with disgust.


“What is this?” 


I rolled my eyes, for I had often wondered that
myself. “Food.” 


He looked at me. “No, seriously; what is this?” 


I picked up mine and took a bite out of it. He looked
even more disgusted, which somehow made the food taste worse. I swallowed the
fake meat and soggy sugar bread in my mouth. I was no food connoisseur, but
there was just something morose about dollar-menu fast-food burgers. “What’s
food like on your planet?”


“Edible.”


“Sounds like fun. Tell me about where you live.” 


“Well, my world is not as crowded as yours. We have
no cars or gasoline. Many places have no electricity and---”


“You have no electricity?!” I said, far too loud.
Luckily, there were no customers to overhear us.


“The people of my world accept magic and most are
practitioners, but magic can interfere with electricity. Our world is simpler in
our everyday lives. That being said, the technology we use greatly exceeds
yours. Like on your world, there are schools and jobs as well as small or large
cities and towns. However, many people are like me. I don’t work for the
public; I own a small cabin in a large forest and live alone, except for
Tibbit.” 


I blinked. “What is a Tibbit?” 


He smiled. “Tibbit is my pet. He is a bird, a cray,
which is similar to your world’s hawk.”


“How do you know of my world?”


“I never travel to a world without knowing what to
expect. I am several thousand years old; I have had enough time to learn about
your world. But mostly because I was very close to the Guardian of Earth.” 


Several thousand years old. So he was alive when Mr.
Luis was a kid. At least the centuries had been better to Edward. “And here I
was guessing late hundreds. What about marriage? It has to be hard to stay
married forever. I’m talking only about you.”


“The Guardians are encouraged have children,
especially on other worlds, to mix blood. Only Guardians are immortal, but the
people of my world live longer than those of Earth. Typical marriage on my
world is the same as yours, except that it only lasts a certain amount of time,
which is about twenty years, and there is no divorce.”


“So, you said that magic is used openly on your
world?”


“Yes. It’s even respected. Many wizards here on Earth
used their powers openly.”


“How come you look human?”


“Most of the worlds have a similar form. After many
experiments, the gods have found this form to be very efficient. In fact, my
world has used this form for longer than yours. However, my species’ bodies are
more adapted to my world. We are slightly denser than humans, so we’re heavier.
We have better survival instincts and we can go longer without food or water. The
average lifespan of people on my world is a hundred years. Of course, a
powerful wizard who uses his or her magic wisely can live for several hundreds
of years. And, there are other small differences.”


“So your world is harsher?”


“No, we just have different threats. We don’t have
the same technology so we must deal without its protection, and we usually deal
by means of magic. At least the people who practice do. We don’t have nuclear
weapons. We have machines that can destroy the sun, but we don’t use them on
ourselves.”


“What about religion?”


“It exists. Everyone knows about the gods and other
worlds, but not the books. They believe people can travel only with help from
the gods. Religion is not so important anymore on my world, which is one of the
reasons there’s much less war. However, much of our customs are based on the
old religions.” 


“Are there continents and countries on your world?”


“No, not like yours. There are eight great islands,
each of which has a king. There is no citizenship or land tax, except for
Mokii, but each island has its own means of collecting funds for things like
schools. My world is slightly larger than yours and there’s much more land, but
also a lot fewer people. The islands Canjii and Anoshii are both unsuitable for
growing food, so Anoshii is mostly for marketing and city living. Magic is
outlawed in most areas of Anoshii. Canjii is used mostly for imprisonment and
biological experiments. Canjii is a good place to avoid.”


“That’s real smart: Keep the biologically harmful stuff
and the bad people away from everyone else. Where do you live?”


“Shomodii. It is less populated than the other
islands because the weather is very unpredictable and it has more wizards, who
all need a lot more personal space. 


“How do you know English? Even contractions?”


“I’ve had plenty of time to learn.” 


“And germs? How come my planet’s germs don’t kill
you?” 


He just grinned again. “Do you think the gods would
be incompetent enough to let that happen?” He sat back suddenly; I realized we
had both been leaning forward.


“What about your atmosphere?”


“The atmospheres on all the worlds are much the same,
except for Enep, Mulo, and Dios. Your atmosphere is dryer, has much more
pollution, and is thinner than mine, but they have relatively the same ingredients.
Don’t worry about it, you’d adapt. There are three worlds on which people have
to live underground for one reason or another.” 


“Tell me truthfully, do you want me to be your
apprentice?” 


He frowned. “The book has---” 


“I know what the book wants. I want to know what you
want,” I said. 


Edward sighed. When he had an expression of extreme
concentration on his face for about three minutes, I started to doubt myself.
It occurred to me that he hadn’t even considered if he really wanted to be my
mentor. I checked my watch and was shocked to realize I had only known him for
a few hours.


And yet, I was taking in everything he said as if I
believed it, when none of it made any sense. Magic doesn’t exist, aliens that
look like humans sure as hell don’t exist, and Dorian was going to be pissed if
I didn’t get home and feed him soon. But the thought of getting away to a new
world was fun, and I always suspected that magic did exist. It often seemed
that weird things happened for my benefit, or went nuts when I got angry. Maybe
I just wanted to believe it all.


Before Edward could make up his mind, Jean came back
in, sat down at the table, and smiled brightly. “Sorry about that.” She frowned
a little at Edward’s hamburger. “Are you not hungry?”


“No, not really.” He stood again. “It was nice to
meet you, but I need to be leaving.” He touched his bag as if to be sure and
looked at me. “Are you coming?” 


I knew he was really asking if I was going to sign
the book. I grinned. “Do you want me to come?” He awarded me with an irritated
stare. Maybe it wasn’t so wise to tick off my possible future mentor. 


I stood up and followed him out, waving to Jean, who
was eating Edward’s untouched hamburger. I probably should have given her a
better farewell, seeing as how I didn’t know how long it would be before I saw
her again… but she might have thought it was a trick to get her food, resulting
in a violent protest. Getting between Jean and food was something a person only
did once.


When we were outside, Edward turned to me. The moonlight
behind him cast an eerie outline around him and blanketed his face in shadow.
“My last apprentice was a few years younger than you. I looked forward to
teaching him until I found he was frightfully boring and lacked the basics of
creativity. Sure, he did everything I told him and practiced his heart out, but
he couldn’t adapt. He couldn’t take one thing he learned and apply it to
something else.”


“Where is he now?” 


“He’s what you would call a lawyer.” He turned away
and started walking back to the campus. “It didn’t work out. As much as I
wanted to teach him, I wasn’t able to; he never trusted me, and I soon realized
I would never trust him. He had a different way of looking at things, and
eventually decided he didn’t like the way I was teaching him. So, you should
understand that I am hesitant to take on a new apprentice. However, my other
apprentices were all chosen by my decision alone; not one as a new Guardian.”


“Well, I can’t promise you I won’t be dull, and I’m
about as lazy as they come. I’m also sarcastic, irritable in the mornings, and
I’m pretty much an accident waiting to happen. But, I’m not gonna go all Darth
Vader on you. At least I don’t think I will. Power corrupts absolutely, which
is bad if you’re absolutely powerless.”


Edward stopped dead, suddenly rigid, and I realized
that we were completely alone; nobody and no cars were in sight. In Houston,
there was always someone around. The only noise was the wind and a distant car
alarm. “We need to leave.” His voice was very low.


“They’re here, aren’t they?” I asked quietly. 


He nodded. “They’re already hunting down the scent.”


“The people who’ve been around me? Like…” My blood
ran cold. Vivian. “My girlfriend. They’ll kill her.”


“Yes.” He was pulling out my book and I stepped back.
“There’s no more time to decide. Write your name or I’ll leave,” he warned,
clearly annoyed by my lack of cooperation.


“I will accept it.” My voice was softer and shakier
than I was comfortable with. He held out the book, but I didn’t take it. “When
my girlfriend is safe. I accept it and it chose me, so you can’t take it. You
have to help me by helping Vivian.” 


His growl made me shiver. “You would be endangering
the book.”


“I would be saving Vivian!”


“It is the sacrifice of a few humans for the lives of
billions.”


“It would be the sacrifice of innocent humans who
didn’t deserve to be endangered in the first place! Life involves risks.
Sometimes the safe way is the wrong way. Got to stick up for the little guy.
Any of this getting through to you?!” I thought he was going to melt me with
his glare, but when he shoved the book back into his bag, I saw a hint of humor
hidden deep in his cold eyes. 


“You’re going to be a stubborn pain, aren’t you? If
we go to your girlfriend, and they come, they can see us leave. Maybe they
wouldn’t see where we go. They would have no reason to kill your girlfriend.”


“No reason? That doesn’t mean they won’t!” I said. He
sighed but didn’t deny it. “I’m not signing the book before she’s safe. There’d
be nothing to stop you from dragging me off without making sure Vi’s safe.”


“You don’t trust me?”


“I have no reason to,” I said. He didn’t look angry
or amused, he simply looked thoughtful. “Maybe I will someday, and I can see
how that would make it difficult for me to be your apprentice, but I can’t just
blindly trust you when I only met you a few hours ago.”


“Fine. Then how do you suggest we save your
girlfriend?”


“We fight them. As soon as they’re done in, we take
off to your planet. By the time the big bad god sends more goons to hunt the
book, Vivian wouldn’t smell like me. But… If the bad guy is a god, why does he
even need to send his servants to get us? Shouldn’t he know what we’re going to
do already?”


“The books are protected from him by the other gods.
He can’t see where the books are or who they’re with. My guess is that whatever
god-evading power that allows the servants to cross the worlds, doesn’t work
for someone so powerful.”


Suddenly, I realized what had been bugging my
subconscious.


“Wait, if the book I sign is the one from Earth, and
the book is a portal to Earth, wouldn’t that… like… do nothing?” I asked. He
grinned at me, seemingly proud. “You knew that, you just wanted to see if I
could figure it out.”


“You will also have to sign my book. You are quick at
spotting holes in my information. That is a very good quality to have as a
Guardian.”


“So, are you testing me?” I asked, sounding more
shocked than I was. We were off to a great start; mistrust and deception. Oh,
hell, I’m recreating the relationship I had with Mother.


“I need to know as much as I can about how you think
as well as all your talents and faults. As your mentor, I will always be
testing you.” 


What fun. “You gave me fair warning that the book is
dangerous, so I’m telling you now to think hard about this. I have terrible
luck. I’m very sarcastic and I get bored easily. Mistakes happen when I get
bored. If you don’t want me as your apprentice, I won’t accept the book. You
can find a different Guardian, but help my girlfriend while you decide. How do
we kill these things? Magic?”


“It will take more than magic to kill them. We need
weapons and a plan. And I’m limited with my magic on this world. Every
practitioner has a world or two that is not suitable to their magic needs. This
world just doesn’t fit right for me. Its magical energy is too… thin and
delicate. The beasts are very strong, but I can probably destroy one even on
this world in a fair fight.”


“You don’t sound so sure.”


“Overconfidence is not a virtue.”


“So your magic is not as strong as it usually is, you
think you might possibly be able to take out one, and we must fight three?
Well, then, there’s nothing to worry about.” I wondered if he understood my
sarcasm, but his expression was unreadable. “Do they have any weaknesses?”


“In the time that I hunted them, they fought nothing,
so I don’t know. If there was a storm, I could draw lightning. Most beasts of
magic are weak to lightning.” 


I gazed up at the clear night sky. “Any minute now,”
I said. When standing next to an alien, anything is possible. 


Edward looked up. “Whatever we do, we must do it
now.”


 









Chapter 2


Vivian lived with her father, three sisters, and two brothers in a big
house near the university. Her father wasn’t “emotionally stable” enough to
continue working after his third wife, the mother of Vivian’s twin sisters,
died. Unfortunately, his disability check didn’t take care of the bills, so as
the oldest, Vivian had to work and help him take care of her siblings. 


Vivian’s house was two stories and made of brick, but
it still managed to look like it was coming down any day. In her driveway there
was an old, blotched pink Thunderbird that was once rose red.


“Why are we hiding here?” Edward asked me. He was
very good at whispering so his voice didn’t carry. We were hiding in the bushes
next to her house. I wasn’t worried about getting caught, because anyone who
saw us would just assume us to be perverts.


“I don’t want to come in contact with her or draw
them closer to her, but I need to see that she’s safe.”


“There is no scent of blood,” Edward assured me.


Stupid vampire alien; all knowing alien with your
books and magic. “Just hold your horses.” The porch light came on and
Cooper, the oldest brother at thirteen, pulled a black plastic trash bag out to
the dumpster on the street corner. Clearly, they hadn’t met any evil monsters
from another world. When Cooper went back into the house, I stood. 


“Would it be dangerous to see her again, with the
monsters so close?”


“Yes.” 


“What about after they’re dead?”


“Any contact would reinforce your scent on her, so
yes. If you want her to be safe, you mustn’t come in contact with her again,
just in case more of these beasts are sent to find the book. I also suggest
that we leave this place now. Wherever we go, we’re drawing them to us; they
can smell both your book and mine,” he said. 


I nodded and started back down the street. “How long
before they find us?”


“That depends on how much we confuse our tracks. If
we walk aimlessly around, it’ll be more difficult for them.”


“And if we just stay in one place? Say, if we stop
right here?”


“Then it’ll be an hour at the most.” 


“Okay. There’s a skateboard park down this street. If
we draw them there, people won’t get in the way. We can think of a plan and
hope to the gods it rains. Wait, can we ask the gods to make it storm?” 


A sour look appeared on Edward’s face. “We must never
ask for favors, only receive them gratefully when provided,” he said. I rolled
my eyes. Typical god. “If the god of this world wants it to storm, it will. I
could make it storm myself on my world, but the weather is more stable here and
I am not so…”


“I get it.” We walked for a moment in silence while
we both wondered what we would do. 


“I would like you to reconsider signing your book
now.” 


I grimaced. “We’ve already talked about this. Vivian
first.”


“Yes, I understand that you want your girlfriend to
be safe before you leave, but you’ve already realized that if you sign your
book, you still can’t leave. On the other hand, you will become the Guardian
and your power will become much stronger. Would you, for the sake of having the
power to fight them, sign your book now, and my book afterwards?” 


I thought quickly. “I don’t know any magic, so it
wouldn’t do any good.”


“Not correct. You may not know how to control magic,
but it responds to your emotions and strong will,” he said. 


We arrived at the park, where a ten-foot-tall fence
blocked our path. The huge park was broken into four sections; the walking
trails, the public pool, sports activities, and the junior center. The city was
in the process of building ramps and half pipes for the daring, idiotic boys
who wanted to show their friends how much they could do before they busted
their skulls in. The fenced in sports section had been locked down for several
months due to construction on the tennis court and the skateboard ramp, so I
didn’t bother to go to the gate. While it was only mildly bothersome, I hoped
it would give us the space and privacy we needed.


I started to climb and didn’t pay Edward any
attention until I dropped to the other side. He hadn’t started climbing. “This
is the park. You have to go over this fence. You know, to get over here.” 


He crouched slightly and then jumped. He only touched
the gate once going up and landed on his feet beside me. 


I gaped at him and he grinned. “You’re just showing
off.”


“If I were, you would not have seen me jump. Consider
signing your book.”


“When I do, you won’t have any more time to decide if
you really want me as your apprentice. Are you so adamant about me signing that
book because you think it’ll help me fight, or because you don’t trust me? If I
sign my name, I’m committed to it and I can’t back out of it when Vivian is
safe.” 


His expression was hard. “That has crossed my mind,
but if you were to stay, Vretial would send more beasts or servants and,
chances are, you will still smell a little like the book. That means you would
still be in danger. If anything, it would help to draw them away from the
books. No, the reason I want you to sign the book is because you are
unconsciously holding back a lot of power and with the powers of a Guardian,
even an untrained one, you could be a great asset in fighting.” 


“Would I be immortal?”


“Yes,” he said. 


I nodded to myself. Immortality. Eternal life. So
far, I’d lived through three things: my mother, school, and the fast-food
industry. Mother took my soul, school took my childhood, and french-fries took
my hope for a better future. That’s what life is. Do I want eternal
life? I peered up at the clear sky. The full moon lit up the concrete and
there were several stars visible despite the town lights. “What about Vivian?
Will I ever be able to see her again?” 


Edward gave me a cold expression, but I could see in
the moonlight that it was masking sympathy. Or maybe even empathy.


“I doubt it, and I doubt more that it would be a good
idea.” He was not sugarcoating anything.


I gave him a sour frown, sat on a metal rail, and
waited for the hungry beasts to find me, and my little book, too. Edward sat
next to me without the frustrated sigh I had expected. I figured it had to be
hard on him, helping me save a woman he didn’t know. I was putting him and both
books in danger, and by doing so, both his world and Earth. 


“Can the monsters get over the fence?”


“If that fence can stop a creature sent by a god,
he’s not even trying. As far as I know, the beast can fly.”


“Why did they send you?” I asked. “Knowing that your
powers are faulty here, why did they send you and not a different Guardian?” 


“I asked them to send me. Like I said before, I knew
the previous Guardian of Earth, Ronez, very well,” he said. I didn’t speak, and
after a few minutes, he went on. “The idea of Guardians was not popular, and
there were many hundreds of years of experimentation. Ronez and I were not born
to be Guardians like the others; we were experimental. We are twin brothers. I
asked to come because it was possible I would find the ones who killed him.”


There was silence for a few minutes as I thought what
he must be feeling. I was his brother’s replacement. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


He nodded.


“Did you find the people who killed him?”


He shook his head. 


More silence.


I shyly looked at the bag and he pulled out my book
without being asked. I took it and searched through the thick pages. There were
many names, though some were difficult to determine if they were one name or
several clustered together. Some I could recognize were clearly human, but most
were not. There was one that was just three parallel lines. One was a symbol
around a pentagram.


“Which one is your name?” I asked. He tensed and I
gave him my most innocent smile. “I won’t erase yours if you won’t erase mine.”
He reached over and turned the page a few back, then pointed to a small,
elegant signature that I was sure before was Japanese or Chinese. “That’s how
you write Edward in your language?” 


He chuckled. “My name is not really Edward. I simply
needed a name you would find plausible,” he said. I laughed. “What?”


“Nobody has that name anymore. It’s like Frank or
Albert. I think that was the name of Vivian’s grandfather, and twenty other
grandfathers I know. I think that name is some universal old peoples’ name.”


“You’re very disrespectful to your elders,” he said
with mock scorn. 


“What is your name then?” 


“Kiro Yatunus,” he answered. 


I blinked. I expected it to be something I couldn’t
pronounce, but instead, it sounded to me like something between Japanese and
Latin. The three islands he had mentioned had sounded Japanese to me, and his
name even looked it. I started examining the other names closely. 


“What is it you are looking for?”


“Other Shomodians.”


“There is no citizenship, and there are only three
languages: Modo, Vido, and Sudo. My name is written in Sudo, which is most
standard. Everyone needs to know Sudo if they ever want to do any traveling or
marketing. You would have to learn. Sudo is more formally called Tzoku. Tzoku,
which loosely translates to ‘common’, is the universal language; every world
has at least one dialect version of it, though the dialect is often too adverse
to really communicate.” 


“Where is Ronez’s name?” I asked. I feared that the
question would upset him, but he seemed indifferent as he turned to the next
page and pointed to a signature in the middle of the page that was similar to
Edward’s. Ronez; my predecessor. “If the wizards are the descendants of
Guardians, and if I am a wizard as you believe, doesn’t that mean he was my
ancestor?”


“Not necessarily, for other Guardians have visited
Earth. Since you’re a wizard, you are a descendent of a Guardian, but
possibly one other than Ronez. He is most likely to be your ancestor, though,
since he has had many children. I can honestly that all of his children were
very gifted; however, they tended to be impertinent and loved to cause
trouble.” 


Good thing I’m not like that. “What is the
name of your planet?”


“Duran. The people are called sago.” 


I had to struggle to keep from laughing. “Seriously?”
He stared at me, confused and annoyed. “Duran Duran was a hugely popular
eighty’s band.” I didn’t feel the need to admit that I had a CD with “Hungry
Like the Wolf” on my coffee table any more than I felt the need to admit that I
still used CDs. I couldn’t afford an iPad or smartphone.


“Yes, Ronez informed me about them.” He observed my
book as spoke. “You know, I’ve not met you but a few hours ago and already I’m
doing foolish things for you. I doubt our time will ever really be boring. It
may sometimes even be fun. I can’t say that I will enjoy being your mentor in
magic.” He looked at me. “But I do know that I’ll come to regret not giving you
a chance if I don’t.” 


He reached into the bottom of the bag and pulled out
what looked like plain wood carved into a pencil shape. There was no eraser and
the pointed tip had no lead in it. I gave Edward a questioning stare and he
nodded. I took the pencil and he stopped my hand.


“You have to be sure. This is not something you can
ever go back on. If you sign it, you will forever be responsible for the safety
of this world. Your life will revolve around it forever.”


I studied at the odd pencil in my hand, just an inch
away from the paper. 


All my life, I tried desperately to overcome the hand
I had been dealt, and I wasn’t exactly successful at it. I hated my job, but I
dreaded graduating. I was working on a degree in psychology because I liked
psychology, not because I wanted a career in it. Honestly, I preferred taking
the classes and working at a fast food joint. There was nothing that ever felt
right, no career that I could look forward to. No calling. 


Of course I worried about the unknown; adventure was
dangerous and so was being a Guardian, obviously. But living this life was easy
and safe, and that was never my thing. I had a chance and I would take it.
Responsibility never frightened me. I would give it everything I had to protect
this world, whether the book made a mistake in choosing me or not. Maybe Edward
was wrong and the book fell to me on accident.


Right below his name, I signed my own. My name
appeared. 


Edward took me by surprise when he yanked the book
away and shoved it back into his bag. As I opened my mouth to speak, I fell
forward. Edward put his hand on my gut to keep me from pitching forward and his
other hand on my back to keep me from falling back. I couldn’t breathe. It was
like all my organs had been paralyzed except for my heart, which grew very loud
and frantic. 


Then a hole in my chest split open and let frigid air
in. The cold became a ball of ice in my chest that grew larger with every beat
of my heart. I felt like my stomach should have been heaving, but it was
paralyzed along with my other organs. I couldn’t scream.


“Don’t fight it,” Edward advised.


Yeah, easy for him to say. Not me, though; I couldn’t
breathe.


The thought popped into my head of vampires having to
die to be reborn, even though that was buried under the thought, I’m dying!
Oh… crap, which my body seemed to agree with. Somewhere deep inside, I was
sure I was going to die and become an undead. I would be an undead outcast,
forced to life on Shomodii locked in Edward’s shed like a leper. My head was
spinning and, though my organs seemed unable to move, my hands were clawing at
my chest, as if trying to force a path of oxygen to my lungs.


Then the biting, clawing cold started to retreat back
to that stinging part of my chest. When it once again felt like a small patch
of ice, it dulled to numbness. My internal body parts started doing their jobs
and I sucked in air for dear life. I tried to stand but Edward’s hand was as
steady as a brick wall. I was able to twist around to the grass to let my
flipping stomach do its job. I lost the hamburger I didn’t know I still had. 


Edward let me go and I fell, narrowly missing my
dinner. 


“Holy Hell, what was that?!” 


Edward crouched beside my head and I could feel him
staring with curiosity. “It was a lot quicker than it should’ve been. Then
again, most Guardians are born into it.” He sounded far less worried than the
situation called for.


It took a few minutes before I was able to sit up. I
opened the top button of my shirt and revealed a new symbol across my heart.
The symbol, about two inches across, had most of a pentagram with other lines
crossing it and looping around themselves. Despite being brand new, it was
faded black like an old tattoo. 


“Is that gonna go away?” I asked, still panting. The
skin around it was numb, but pink from irritation. 


“No.” Edward pulled the neck of his shirt down so I
could see his mark. It even managed to look slightly Japanese. “Can you stand?”



I nodded, but didn’t try. “Why didn’t you tell me it
was going to hurt like that?”


“The buildup for it is worse. I was warned about the
pain, but I was marked as a baby; I don’t remember. Do you still hurt?”


“No, it’s just numb. Is your book going to be that
bad?”


“The pain was caused by becoming a Guardian, so
signing other books will not be painful. You should try to stand.” 


I stood just fine… in my head. In reality, I got
halfway up before falling face first into the grass. I screamed out a few words
I would normally have been ashamed to say and Edward pulled me back into a
sitting position. 


“Magic really won’t help you fight if you can’t stand
up.”


“I can, just give me a minute,” I said. Edward looked
around, almost like a predator sensing another predator. “Do we have a minute?”


“At least a few, but they know we’re near. I believe
they’re searching for traps.”


“Maybe we should have set some. Do you feel a little
like a worm on a hook?” The stare he gave me made me roll my eyes. “Never mind.
Help me up.” I reached out my hand and he took it.


“I can help you get up, but I can’t help you stay
up.” He pulled me up to my feet with surprising ease, even when my body felt
like lead to me.


“Yeah, I know,” I said. 


Edward turned to peer into the woods behind him. He
didn’t need to tell me; I had heard the twig snap. I thought I heard leaves
rustle before thunder drowned everything out. I glanced up as thick raindrops
fell from the clouds. A storm had come. 


Edward grinned with relief while the rain made his
hair stick to his face. “The gods are good.” 


I nodded and scanned the forest. “So, how do I make
the lightning strike?” I asked. 


He looked horrified at the idea. “Don’t try; it takes
too much control. Just focus on defending yourself.” There was another sound
ahead, but Edward looked behind us, toward the skateboarding area. 


It was too late by the time I could turn around; the
creature was there. I could feel the cold radiating from it and suddenly, I was
back on the ground. Instead of it coming down on top of me, there was a
blinding light and deafening noise that sent the beast rolling away. Then it
caught its footing and was gone before I could even identify what had attacked
me. 


Edward grabbed my arm to pull me back up. “This was
possibly a very bad idea.”


“What’s the fun in life without a few bad ideas?
Mistakes and bad ideas caused a lot of scientific breakthroughs.” I knew I
would have rambled if I weren’t so out of breath. We looked around and judging
by Edward’s posture, we were surrounded. “How many are there?”


“Still only three. One is very angry.” There was
silence. “And one is walking away. The other two are circling.” 


How come I already knew that? “I think I can
feel them, Edward.” 


He spared me a doubtful look. “That’s very unlikely,
for it takes skill and training.”


“You were just saying I had one of those two. I don’t
feel any different, though, I just think I can sense them. It’s like that
feeling you get when you’re being watched, except it’s stronger.” I looked
behind me as he did. From the black shadows of the pine trees came forth a
beast I really wasn’t expecting.


I believed that if a dark god was going to send some
creature to retrieve something, the god would be creative. I was expecting a demon
of some horrifying disfigurement or even a shapeless spirit of black smoke. I
was wrong.


My first impression was that it looked like a giant,
scaly cat. However, as it came to a stop under a streetlight, I could see very
little resemblance. Its head was much flatter and its ears were sharp and to
the sides of its head, more like horns than anything else. Its lips curled up
rather like a canine’s to show ridiculously sharp, small teeth. A lot of sharp
teeth. Its body was also thinner, and more reptilian. Its scales ended with
wicked sharp edges and they glittered black in the rain.


It was actually much more frightening in its realism.
As opposed to the fear of the unknown or supernatural, I faced a giant,
carnivorous animal that wanted to eat my face. At the same time, it was alien
enough that I couldn’t predict how it would attack or what supernatural
advantage it might have.


Before Edward could do anything about the cat-like
beast, the other one emerged out of the small patch of forest from the opposite
direction. Running similar to a rabbit, but too fast to see clearly, the beast
took Edward down before he could react. 


I turned in time to see the first one in the air
above me. Fortunately, since I was already going down when it landed on me, its
attack was slightly off and it kept rolling forward, off of me and into the
metal rail I had been sitting on earlier. The pole snapped in half without even
slowing the creature down. 


Using my own momentum, I rolled back to my knees and
then up to my feet with rare agility. Normally I was a complete klutz. I
grabbed the smaller piece of the pole, about three feet long, and turned to
Edward. Weapon retrieved; five points. Please don’t level up. Edward was
dazed, still on the ground, and the cat grabbed the bag in his teeth. Driven by
instinct, I swung the bar like a bat into the cat’s face. The bag went flying
but the cat didn’t even falter. It snarled up at me as the scales on the
injured side of its face turned a pale shade of purple. 


The cat was on me before it even crossed my mind that
I made a mistake. I wanted Edward to use his lightning trick again so that if
the cat did eat my face, at least it would get fried as it feasted. I imagined
the lightning striking the beast and making it light up like a Christmas tree.
My fantasy was so vivid, I saw the blinding light that left spots in my eyes
and heard the thunder that made my ears ring. 


To my honest surprise, the cat released me and fell
to its side. I sat up, dumbfounded, as it lay there, twitching. Its eyes were
closed, but it still breathed. The growl from right behind me was my only
warning before I was swept right over the injured cat by a massive paw. The cat
that had rolled away didn’t miscalculate its landing again.


I put my arms up to protect my face and neck, but the
pain as it bit into my limb was much worse than I had anticipated. Its jaws
enclosed my entire forearm, my bone broke in several places, and the beast’s
cold saliva burned. It let go of my arm with a fierce jerk and I saw its teeth
coming down on my throat. I wanted to close my eyes, but couldn’t. When the
sound of metal on rock filled my ears, I didn’t understand what it was. I
didn’t even understand why I saw Edward standing over me instead of the beast. 


He had the longer part of the pole and had swung it
to knock the cat away from my throat. With the same momentum of the swing, he
struck the cat with the other end, forcing the cat up and away, but only a
couple feet. Edward turned away from the cat and slammed the jagged end into
its chest. Its screech was so alien I couldn’t compare it to the cry of any
animal or monster I knew. As if the pole weren’t plunged inside the huge body,
Edward pulled it back out to rise in front of him and drove it straight down
into the cooked cat at his feet. He turned back, grabbed my uninjured arm, and
pulled me up. And all that happened before I realized the monster wasn’t eating
my face. 


I remembered then that my body felt cold, drained,
and wet. He shook me as I wobbled. “Did you use the lightning to electrocute
that beast?” he asked. I nodded, unable to comprehend why he was spinning.
“What were you thinking?! That was very dangerous.” 


My following hysterical laugh would have gotten me
into any psych ward in the world. “I was being creative. Where is the other
one?”


“I don’t know. Quite possibly, it’s going for
reinforcements.” But then, as if to prove Edward wrong, it was back. 


My mind was quickly becoming clear, my body began to
return to normal, and I could feel it, waiting just out of sight. When it
didn’t come any closer, I looked at Edward for direction. “Why isn’t it
attacking?”


“It’s probably the little one who left in order to
stay out of the stronger ones’ way. It knows it isn’t strong enough to take on
two wizards when they can kill two of its superiors. That… or it’s much wiser
and more powerful than the other two.” He looked at me and I could tell there
was a plan forming in his head that I wasn’t going to like. “When you used the
lightning, you hit the beast perfectly. You have great power and great control
for such a young wizard who’s had no training at all. And the fact that you can
still stand is impressive.”


“No, killing two of those things with the speed
of lightning, like you did, is impressive. Will I be able to get that fast?” 


“Not on my world. The gravity of Duran is greater
than Earth’s; therefore, I weigh less here, so I can move much faster.
Normally, I wouldn’t ask this to someone who knows nothing about magic, but do
you think you could control the lightning again?”


“If it’s trying to eat my face, probably. I’m kind of
hoping you can.”


“I did what I could on this weak world and shocked
the stupid thing. You thought about it and burned its insides out. If I
could keep it off you and keep it in relatively the same place, do you think
you can fry it? And… try not to fry me?”


“I don’t know what I did, really, but I can try it.
If I burn your leg or arm off, you’re not gonna be mad at me, are you?” I
asked. 


“Not as long as you also get the beast.” At least he
had a sense of humor… somewhere in him. 


The rain was pouring harder now and the lightning
came more often, though it stayed in the sky. The moon was hidden by the thick
clouds, but the lightning and the light pollution from the city illuminated the
sky. 


The creature approached cautiously. I assumed it
would do something to throw us off so I was surprised when it treaded out of
the woods directly in front of us. Edward picked up his bag and handed it to
me. I shuddered as the cat’s eyes focused on it; obviously the beast knew where
the books were. I had a target pressed against my chest. When Edward took a few
steps forward, the cat started walking to the side. It was circling. 


The street light crackled, but the glow of the
city-lit sky made it all too easy to see the cat’s sparkling teeth. The instant
the street light went out, the cat sprang. It ran more like a feline than the
other two and was twice as fast. Somehow the cat seemed to appear to the sides,
like it was running from side to side, before it disappeared completely. The
ground exploded upward and the cat reappeared beside it, clearly having
stumbled over the debris.


It kept running. Though slower than before, it was
still coming too fast to even try the lightning trick. It stumbled again, this
time stopping cold with its head and back forced down. There was no time to
question Edward. I imagined the lightning striking the cat just like I had
before… Nothing happened.


“Kill it!” Edward demanded.


“I’m trying!” There was a loud crack and the cat was
suddenly running again. Once again, I found myself in the mud with a monstrous
alien cat above me and just barely enough time to put one arm up to protect
myself. The ground exploded beside me as it bit my arm like the other had.
Better my arm than my throat.


Then the cat was off me. Edward had his hands wrapped
firmly around its neck for a few seconds before the cat was on top and its
teeth were snapping mere inches from Edward’s face. Its snout was as big as his
face, and its body was longer than his. 


My mind felt disconnected, lost in so much fear that
I couldn’t form complete thoughts. I didn’t realize what the blinding light
meant, or the sound of the cat’s shriek. I did understand the pain I felt, like
every inch of my body was being ripped apart and burned, and I understood the
numbness that followed. I was struck by lightning. 


 


*          *          *


 


I hurt so badly, but I knew that was wrong. I
shouldn’t hurt. I always figured dead people didn’t feel pain. Suddenly, it
was clear to me, and my stomach turned over: I was in Hell. Mother was
right? No! I’ll never hear the end of this!


But I heard heavy breathing. 


That was odd. 


I opened my eyes. It was dark, but I saw Edward
crouched over me. He’d been giving me CPR. What a horrible person to bring me
back to the broken thing that used to be my body. 


He sat back, panting. “You are very fragile for
someone with so much raw power.”


“The cat!” I choked. I started coughing and couldn’t
stop. 


“You killed it. You didn’t even merely knock it out
like the other one; you killed it instantly and fried yourself. But the good
news is that you didn’t fry me.” 


“I thought I was supposed to be immortal!”


“Immortal in a sense. That just means you will never
age and are really difficult to kill. There are different levels of
immortality, and we are hardly indestructible. We will not die of age or
sickness. That’s pretty much it. 


I started laughing in between my coughs, but that
just made the coughing hurt worse, so I plopped down in the cool, muddy grass.
The coughing settled and I looked up at the clear sky. 


Hadn’t it just been storming? “How long was I
out?”


“You were dead for about a minute,” he answered. I
realized he was lying next to me when he sat up and climbed to his feet. “We
should go now.” He took my uninjured arm and pulled me to a sitting position,
then stopped when I involuntarily yelled. My entire body hurt so badly. 


“I need water. I need to go to a hospital,” I said. 


“No, that would take too long and there would be too
many questions.” He pulled out his book and put his leadless pencil in my hand.
I really tried to sign it, but my hand wouldn’t work and I could barely feel
the pencil. 


“I can’t,” I said. The pencil and book disappeared
and he was pulling me to my feet. I shouted again before my vision blurred. 


“Hush. We mustn’t stay here, for there was much noise
and someone may come to investigate.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, though I wasn’t sure about what.
My mind and body didn’t seem to be connected and everything was spinning. When
the ringing in my ears started, I knew I was going to pass out. Edward held me
up and forced me to walk. He was mostly dragging me, which I was fine with. I
wasn’t sure how long it was before he sat me up against a tree. “I’m sorry,” I
said again. 


“Don’t be. You did very well. Are you about to black
out? You’re sweating and very pale.” Without waiting for an answer, he pressed
a small bottle to my lips. “Drink,” he ordered. 


 I did, and nearly gagged. It was thick like medicine
and tasted like extremely sweet spinach. The instant the liquid hit my stomach,
my head stopped pounding, my temperature regulated, and the nausea and ringing
stopped.


“Better?”


“God, yes.”


He pulled my sleeve up on my injured arm to reveal big
welts of blood. “It would be a bad idea to splint this before we jump worlds.”
My eyes closed and I bit my lip until I tasted blood when he felt for breaks.
“Your bone’s broken in two places and cracked in three.” 


I couldn’t look until I felt my arm become numb with
cold. He was putting a mint-colored paste on my arm. “What is that?”


“A mixture of plants from my world.” He finished and
sealed a jar next to him. “This will hurt,” he warned. 


I covered my mouth with my free hand as he took a
white gauze out of his bag and wrapped it around my arm. When he tied it off, I
gritted my teeth, but the pain faded quickly. Whatever the medicinal paste was,
it was pretty fantastic.


“Is that better?”


“Yeah. Thanks.” I pulled myself up to sit a little
straighter and coughed a little. My lungs felt raw, which was ironic because
they were actually cooked. “Before we leave… can you help me get to my
apartment? I need to pick up a few things and I want to call Vivian.”


“We can’t stay for long and the less time we take,
the better.” But he helped me up anyway. “I don’t advise this.”


“I value your advice.” I just value clean
underwear more. “We can’t go until I get control back into my hand, so we
might as well take care of a few things.”


The walk home was nearly unbearable and when we
finally got there, Edward had to unlock the door because my hands still weren’t
cooperating. Luckily, none of my neighbors cared enough about me to check if
everything was all right.


After getting Edward and myself towels to dry off
with, I opened my dresser and started to shuffle through papers. I didn’t need
financial records or school papers, but it was safer not to leave my social
security card and birth record behind. I collected my favorite clothing and
headed back into the living room, where Edward stood at the edge of my couch,
petting my cat.


“That’s Dorian. Can we take him?”


“Not unless he can sign my book. Besides, it’d be
difficult for him to adapt to Duran.” 


I nodded. It was just one more goodbye. I picked him
up with my unbroken arm, ignoring the pain, and looked him in the face. “You
were there to help me through college. Maybe Vivian will find a good home for
you.” I set him down and he flounced away, annoyed I didn’t pet him. 


I stumbled to the kitchen and grabbed the phone above
the sink. It took several tries to stab the correct digits with my stinging
fingers. I put it to my ear and it rang several times before someone picked up.



“Hello? You have the wrong number.” 


I recognized the four-year-old’s voice. “Hanna, is
Vivian there?” I asked Vivian’s little sister.


“No, she’s in her room.”


“Can you take the phone to her room, please?” I heard
Hanna climb up the stairs, a door open, and then Vivian’s loud protests about
Hanna entering without knocking. 


“Hello?” Her sweet voice was seeping exhaustion. 


“It’s me. How’s the studying doing?” I heard her sit
on the bed.


“Terrible. I haven’t even been able to start yet. I
have a paper due tomorrow that Mr. Brian swears he told us about two weeks ago.
He’s lying through his brown dentures, of course. And Dr. Doom wants me to go
over his ten-page speech. I guess that you don’t need to be able to spell as a
lawyer; you just have to get a good secretary.” 


I was a little disappointed that the last time I
would be able to talk to her was when she was in a bad mood. I glanced into the
living room at Edward, who was paying me no attention. “How was the movie with
Chelsi last weekend?” 


She paused for a second. “Awesome. Guess who we saw
there.” And she went on and on, telling me about her day. Five minutes later,
she took a breath and I was able to jump in. 


“Sounds like you had a fun day. Listen, you know
Mother’s new boyfriend?” 


“Yeah?” She sounded startled that I had brought my
mother and her idiot boyfriend into our conversation. “What about him? He’s not
back bothering you again, is he? I can probably pull a restraining order.”


“No, no. He’s… Well, he had an accident. He’s in a
hospital in Dallas and I need to be there for Mother. I’m leaving tonight and I
won’t be back for about a week. I’m going to let Dorian run free. I haven’t
gotten my check from work yet. If you’ll pick it up, you can have it. It’ll
just go to waste otherwise. My apartment’s a mess and I’m going to have them
bug bomb it sometime, so you definitely shouldn’t go in until I get back.”


“Okay… Well… I’ll see you when you get back then. Are
you sure everything is okay?”


“Yeah. It will be. I have to get going now. Bye.” I
hung up the phone, sighed, turned around, and jumped back, just barely holding
back an unmanly shriek. Edward was standing a foot away. “Jesus! Don’t do that!
You look like a freakin vampire!” 


Edward smirked. “No, I don’t. I’ll point out a real
vampire to you one of these days.”


“There is no such thing,” I told the alien. I dragged
myself back into the living room and gathered my stuff into a plastic bag. It
was pretty sad that everything that was important to me could fit in a grocery
store sack, and even sadder that it was almost all clothes.


“It’s not necessary for you to bring so much. You
needn’t bring any clothes; we will have to go to Anoshii to get some things. I
can lend you something of mine since it would be unwise for you to walk around
in such odd clothing; people cannot know you’re from another world. Why did you
tell your girlfriend you will be gone for a week?”


“If I didn’t, she’d come looking for me by tomorrow.
My apartment will still smell like me tomorrow, and I assume it’ll smell like
the book, too. It’ll be as bad as her being with me.” 


Edward nodded. “Very clever of you. Do you think
you’re ready to sign the book?”


“Maybe.” He pulled it and his pencil out. I was able
to clumsily wrap my fingers around it. He opened the book to the third page and
there was a small blank spot in the middle. I signed my name very slowly and it
turned out pretty good. If it was going to represent me eternally, I wanted it
to be good. “There. Wasn’t so hard.” My uninjured arm twitched and the skin
near my shoulder grew cold. It didn’t hurt, thankfully. I rolled my sleeve all
the way up and examined a new mark. It was in red, like an old wound, and was
the same that Edward had on him. It faded very quickly with the cold and was
gone.


“Are you ready to go?” he asked. 


I opened my door to let Dorian out, shut and locked
it, and then grabbed my papers, my toothbrush, toothpaste, and two outfits. “As
ready as I can be. How do we do this?”


“Can you remember the symbol on your arm?”


“Yeah. Surprisingly, yeah.”


“Good. Focus on that. Forget about everything else
and focus on the symbol. I don’t have the time to teach you how to travel on
your own yet, so I will do it for the both of us.” He took the bag from me.


I nodded and closed my eyes. A few minutes later, I
was able to clear everything from my mind except for the symbol. The fact that
I was completely exhausted actually helped. 


Then I felt like I was light as air, but also that I
was falling. There was no wind, but I couldn’t breathe, as if a great wind was
blowing in my face. I hated the feeling of falling, so it was surprising that
the overall sensation felt rather nice. My body didn’t ache so badly and I
didn’t even lose my stomach like the falling sense has made me do. I wasn’t
tired anymore.


Then it ended. The pain, the exhaustion, and a whole
new level of feeling like lead came over me with a rush. I hit ground all at
once and entirely too hard. It took a minute before I realized I could breathe,
and even then it was like I was breathing in half water, but the cool humidity
helped the pain in my lungs.


Edward turned me over onto my back, but it was dark
and I could barely see him. I was outside in the soft, wet grass. “Come on, you
should get in and dry off.” I tried to sit up; I was just too heavy and too
tired. At this point, I felt worse than when I accidentally consumed hemlock.
Edward sighed. “All right then. Just sleep.” That I could do. Edward picked me
up and I heard a door shut with a creak as I passed out.









Chapter 3


I woke up. What a stupid thing to do. My heart was in my head, my
stomach was a shriveled up pea, my body was aching, and my arm was itching. Is
it Monday already? Did I fall asleep in Luis’s class again?


A cold wet cloth on my forehead gently eased my
headache as I slowly remembered where I was and what happened. I sat up and
immediately flopped back down. It was harder than it should have been to merely
raise my hand and pull the cloth off my face. Gentle morning light filled the
room and unfamiliar birds sung in the distance. 


The room was small and dusky, but a two-foot by
three-foot window high in the wall let in plenty of light. It was simplistic
with sparse furniture and unpainted stone walls, but reasonably cozier than a
basement. I was in a twin sized bed with light brown covers that were made of
something between wool and short fur. The bed was very plush and pliant; not
made with springs. A matching bed sat empty across the room. Next to my bed was
a small ebony dresser with three drawers, about three feet tall. Beside the
other bed was an identical dresser in a red mahogany color. There were wooden
stairs that led to a trap door, starting about five feet from the foot of my
bed. Against the middle of the wall, opposite of the two dressers, was a large
mocha-colored wooden bookshelf.


I sat up again, prepared for my new heaviness. It
wasn’t so difficult after a few seconds when the vertigo faded. Although there
was a tan bandage around my arm, it didn’t hurt any more than the rest of my
body; it was more of an ache than an injury. My clothes were gone, probably
ruined by the sheer amount of blood I had shed, but a t-shirt and jeans were
folded up at the foot of my bed. My muscles protested every movement as I
carefully dressed.


I pulled myself to my feet, wobbled for a minute, and
headed up the stairs. Pushing the door up was a struggle that left me out of
breath. The air itself felt thick and wet, but definitely not short of oxygen. 


I entered a picture perfect cabin, both simplistic
and comfortable. The floor, walls, ceiling, and door were all made with dark
brown wood. It wasn’t a tall or a wide cabin, only about twelve-by-twelve. On
the far wall to my left was a heavy door with a brass knob. On the left side of
the door was a large window with durable shutters on the outside. To the right
of the door was a large, empty cage. 


In front of the trapdoor I was standing in was a dark
wooden table, four foot across, with three matching wooden chairs around it and
a strange brass lamp in the center. Across from the table was a wood-burning
stove. Against the wall to my right was a collection of shelves and cabinets. 


Beside the stove was a large chair that had the
general shape of an easy chair with dark red velvet cushioning. On the other
side of that was another bookshelf, full of old books and small jars. One clear
jar displayed an assortment of small bones. 


Where is the bathroom? Aliens have to go to the
bathroom, don’t they? I forced myself to stand relatively straight as I
staggered slowly to the door and opened it. I groaned at the bright light,
stumbled out onto the fair-sized porch, and took my first look at the foreign
world I would be living on.


The cabin was in a massive forest. And when I say
massive, I mean rainforest massive. The trees were huge and the branches were
high. Most of them had leaves that were different shades of green and bark that
was shades of brown, but one tree was completely silver. It was very beautiful.



The grass in the forest was taller than the grass in
the clearing, about a foot in height, and was darker and bluer than normal. The
sky was cerulean in color and the sun was just as bright and warm as the one on
Earth. The weather was warm and clear, and though the air was strange, it did
feel nice in my lungs. Or maybe my poor lungs were just happy to have oxygen
again. 


About four meters to my left was Edward, wearing an
outfit identical to the one he wore when I met him. He was chopping wood logs,
which in itself, wasn’t odd. What made me pause was that while the logs had
dark brown bark, the insides were bright green. 


He stopped chopping to examine me. His eyes didn’t
look so cold, or even as dark brown as before. Whether it was the light of day
or the fact that he was at his home, he appeared a great deal friendlier, which
was a definite relief seeing as how I would have to live with him for several
years.


 “How long was I out?” I asked. My voice was raw and
I thought I would have to say it again.


“Two days. I’m surprised to see you standing.” He
regarded me with concern when I made my way slowly down the stone steps to
stand in front of him. 


“You said something about there being more gravity?” 


“I wasn’t lying. With the same density and greater
size, the mass of Duran is greater.”


“Therefore, more gravity,” I concluded, nodding.  


“You’ll get used to it,” he assured me.


I noticed him chewing on something and remembered my
shriveled up stomach. “Is there anything to eat?”


“Well, apparently you don’t like volcram or milwyd.”
He made a face and I almost laughed. “You’ll probably like murk, but they’re
rare this time of year. We can find something when I’m done.” He bent over the
pile of split logs and snapped off a piece of bark. “Chew on this while you
wait. It’ll help you with your dizziness. How’s your arm?”


I looked at the bandage around my arm. “I had
actually forgotten about it. It doesn’t hurt.” I took the bark and eyed it
suspiciously. “What is this?”


“The bark of a Wigknot tree. It has excellent medical
properties, but it is an acquired taste. I used the leaves in the medicine I
put on your arm.” 


I cautiously stuck the small piece of bark in my
mouth. “Peppermint,” I said. It was the best bark I ever tried. Edward shrugged
and continued chopping. There was a dishearteningly large pile of wood left to
be chopped. “Is there another axe?” I asked. 


He glanced at me but continued to chop. “You’re not
ready for much physical labor. If you don’t remember it, I can describe to you
how you accidentally cooked yourself.” He stopped. “But don’t take me as
someone to let you slack off. When you’re healed, I expect you to be ready to
work harder than you ever have.”


“Mother said the same thing to me about fifty times.
You can’t be worse than her,” I said. He continued to chop with a new smirk on
his face. He must have had a long time to work on his expressions to perfect
such a smirk. “How old are you, exactly?” 


“Probably older than you will ever be.”


I sat on the steps of the porch and asked Edward
questions. The wood pile shrank quicker than I thought it would have, and by
the time it was very low, I had decided that I really liked Wigknot bark.


When I asked him about the other lands of Duran, he
gave me a bunch of names and descriptions that were challenging to remember.
Besides Shomodii, Anoshii, and Canjii, there was also Banjii, Tumordii, Mokii,
Mijii, and Zendii. Zendii was the Hawaii of Duran; it was the always sunny
place of beaches and paradise. In other words; a place to avoid. Tumordii was a
farm land, where it was sunny every day and rained every few nights. Banjii was
a place of military and strict discipline. The schools there were hard to get
through, and cost a fortune. The people in general tended to be jittery, stuck
up, and suspicious. Mokii was the only land with kingdoms, which sounded very
medieval when Edward described them. And Mijii was pretty much the opposite of
Banjii, sort of like Shomodii without all the wizards and erratic weather. 


Out of all of them, Shomodii sounded like the most
fun, minus the unpredictable weather that consisted of windstorms, rainstorms,
snowstorms, sandstorms, radiation storms, and firestorms. There were several
small villages here, but they were few and far between. 


I was also horrified when I found that on the other
side of the cabin was an outhouse. That was going to be aggravating. I was even
more horrified when I had to ask Edward where the bathtub was.


“What’s a bathtub?” he asked innocently. 


I thought I was going to break down again. “It’s a
tub you fill with water and clean yourself in. You know, with soap and all
that.” He stopped chopping and gave me a look. “You’re joking.”


“Of course I am. I know what a bathtub is.”


Thank god.


“I just don’t have one. On Shomodii, there is no
plumbing, so people must heat their bathwater manually.”


“So I’ll never get a warm bath again?” I asked, my
fried heart breaking. 


“There is a natural hot springs on my territory that
is warm and very sanitary,” he said. He continued chopping and had only a
couple logs left. 


I thought about what I would need at Anoshii other
than clothes and could only think of one thing. “Anoshii doesn’t have any
ketchup, does it?” I asked when Edward was finished chopping. “I’m going to
miss ketchup. Do you even have tomatoes here? Can we get food now?” 


He regarded the clear sky and leaned his axe against
the cabin wall. “Alright.” He went back into the house and I waited for a
moment before he came out with two shot guns. The look I gave him made him
frown. “You aim the barrel at the animal and push the little trigger. I know
you have guns on Earth.” 


“We do, it’s just… you have no indoor plumbing, and
yet you have high-powered guns. I find that ironic.” 


“How did you suppose I hunted?”


“Magic?” It felt silly coming out of my mouth and
Edward rolled his eyes. I guess some things really are universal. “What are we
hunting? Anything in particular?”


“No, nothing in particular. Avoid the… just ask me
before you shoot. Don’t even bother with things that fly.” 


“I think this is going to be a long hunt.”


We headed off into the woods. There were no bugs at
all that I could see, though there were many birds. Some were small, some were
large, and just about all of them were very colorful. The small ones flew like
bats from tree to tree while the larger one soared high above the trees like
hawks. Edward enjoyed pointing them out and naming them, but I only remembered
one; a dull black one called a phoenix. 


After an hour or so of strolling, I got tired of
Edward complaining that I walked too loudly, so we sat down by a tree.
“Perhaps, if you’re quiet, the animals will all come back. Seriously, you need
to work on your footing.”


“This world is so heavy I’m surprised I can walk at
all. How am I ever going to get used to this? I’m never going to be able to
hunt on my own here if I can barely walk fast. This will destroy my bone
structure.”


“You complain a lot. Give it time. After a few weeks,
you’ll still feel heavy, but if you were to go back to your world, you’d feel
much lighter than you did.”


“Can I see my book?” Edward shrugged and took it out
of his bag. He must have replaced the strap of the bag, because it didn’t look
sewn. I opened it and considered the names. “The god of Earth… What’s his
name?”


“Her name is Tiamat,” he answered. I stared at him
with wide eyes. “What?” he asked, startled by my reaction.


“I’ve heard of her.”


“Don’t believe anything you’ve heard about her. I’ve
never met her, but I hear she’s the most pleasant god. She doesn’t torture her
Guardian and she cares about her people more than the others do. Ronez knew
her, and he never had anything bad to say.”


“In mythology on my world, Tiamat, also known as
Thalattē, was the Sumerian dragon of chaos and the personification of
saltwater. She and Apsu, the personification of freshwater, were the creators
of the first gods, Lachmu and Lachamu, who went on to have more deities. Then
Apsu became frustrated with their children and decided to kill them. The deity
Ea killed him in his sleep before he could do this, though and Tiamat became
angry and decided to kill her descendants. She made an army of monsters and
convinced her new consort, the god Kingu, to lead the army. She gave him the
Tablet of Destiny. Supposedly, whoever possessed the tablet ruled the universe.



“The gods knew they couldn’t defeat Tiamat, so they
bribed Marduk, the storm god and son of Ea, to fight her army and destroy her,
with the promise that he will become their supreme ruler. He defeated Tiamat by
cutting her in half to make the sky and the earth. Out of Kingu’s blood he
created humans. He took the Tablet of Destiny, but gave it to Anu as a gift.” 


I understood the dead stare Edward gave me; it wasn’t
the first time I got that response. People usually couldn’t figure out if I was
a nerd or some history nut. Then, when they found out how prone I was to
accidents and natural disasters, they usually avoided me altogether.


“You…”


“I love psychology, philosophy, and mythology.” As
well as paleontology and ancient scripture. 


Edward thought for a moment. “I haven’t heard a
human’s version of this story in a few hundred years. The people of Duran, of
course, have a much better version, which is just as wrong. Supposedly, the
truth is as unpopular with the gods as the tales told.


“Tiamat was no dragon, but they were some of her most
beautiful creatures. She wanted to protect them, but the humans insisted on
killing them off. Tiamat was creative, smart, and was very protective of her
dragons. To some, this is enough to call her chaotic. She was much like a
brilliant child. She would destroy species not because it was logical but
because they didn’t work. 


“The Tablet of Destiny was actually a set of five
books. As an all-knowing god, she didn’t like keeping her knowledge to herself;
she wanted to share it with her world. When humans had advanced enough to
learn, she went to Earth, divided up the knowledge, and gave each part to four
humans. There was too much for any one of them to know it all. They wrote this
knowledge in four books, given to them by her, and gave them all the language
of Enochian. These are the Tablet of Destiny.”


“But you said there were five books.” He gave me a
deadpan stare until it dawned on me. “The book. Tiamat’s book was the
fifth?” 


He nodded. “After they were given the knowledge,
though, the humans realized she never told them one thing; how the gods were
created. They asked her but she refused to tell them. She had made the humans
too curious, however, and they kept asking. Tiamat became frustrated, so she
took the Tablet of Destiny and left Earth. The humans started teaching the
knowledge to others and that angered the gods. Apsu, who was a demon, decided
to kill the humans. Apsu was no consort to Tiamat but a foe. She gave the four
humans incredible powers- even more power than a Guardian had. One of the
humans, the one you call Kingu, was the leader, and she gave him her own book.
With their knowledge and power, they destroyed Apsu.


“Apsu’s companion was horrified, so she sent her son,
Murduk, after Tiamat and the humans. Tiamat didn’t want to fight Murduk because
the humans would then learn to kill, so she made a deal with him that if he
would forever leave the humans alone, she would take the four and leave to the
Land of the Gods.”


“Angels!” I said.


“That’s right. The four humans had children of their
own, though not many. Sometimes they would visit Earth and the humans began to
call them angels.


“Murduk was afraid to fight Tiamat and her humans, so
he took her deal under the condition that he got the Tablet of Destiny. Tiamat
added that he must stay on Earth to protect the humans from the other gods. He
agreed and Tiamat left with the four humans.”


“So she left a demon in charge of protecting humans?”


“According to mythology, she had many unorthodox
allies. But Murduk was not a pleasant demon and he was jealous of Tiamat. He
told many tales of Tiamat being a terrible creature. Many years later, the
daughter of Kingu came to Earth and met Murduk, who quickly fell in love with
her. He gave her the Tablet of Destiny and she returned it to Tiamat.”


“Well, that’s… a much cooler story.” I let it soak in
for a few minutes. “How do you know all that if you never met her?”


“Not even the Guardians know everything about the
gods. This is no more than one of the bedtime stories told to Ronez and me, but
it is far more accurate than the stories told on Earth and Duran. Even sago
know there are only twelve gods. On Duran, twelve is a number of magic, and a
child’s twelfth birthday is special.”


“So Tiamat was willing to give power to the humans
and side with them over another god. Is it unusual for the gods to turn against
each other like that?”


“As far as I’ve gathered, very. Sometimes it seems
like she is an innocent, playful, naive child compared to the other gods, and
sometimes it seems like she is much more powerful, lethal, beautiful, and wise
than them.” 


I considered this for a while. “What are the other
gods like?”


“The only god I’ve ever met was Erono, the god of
Duran.” He turned the pages in my book to the very front and pointed to a name.
It looked Hebrew. “That’s Tiamat’s signature. Each god signs their own book,
but no other god can sign his name in it. The gods don’t need the books to
travel between worlds.”


We sat in silence for a while. At first, it was a
comfortable silence, but then it slowly came over me just how different my life
would be. I didn’t know the culture, the language, the food… I couldn’t call
Vivian. “Vivian loved the rainforest. She would have loved to see this. She’s
going to be so mad at me when she finds out I’m not coming back.” 


Edward frowned. “I thought she would be upset, not
mad. Did you love her?” 


I leaned my head back against the tree. “I never said
it, but I think so.”


“You’ll fall in love again someday. The first time
you lose someone to old age, you’ll realize what immortality is.”


“Time is a great healer, but an even greater thief.
You gain the power and the history, your life becomes rich with the joys of the
world, and your soul becomes empty with the ripping away of everything that
made those joys enjoyable.” 


I couldn’t discern Edward’s frown. “Have you ever
tried seeking a therapist?” 


I laughed. “How do you deal with immortality?”


“What else would I do? There’s no way around it, so I
have to accept it.” He pointed to a spot deep in the woods, where a creature
resembling a deer-sized cow was grazing. It had the black-and-white pattern and
shape of a cow, but was much smaller and skinnier. “That’s a yorkie. It’s tough
and sweet, but very satisfying.” 


“A yorkie? Mother had a yorkie that tried to eat me.”
I nearly laughed at his startled expression. “A yorkie is a small dog on my
world.” I raised the gun at the animal and imagined it barking at me. I tried
to pull the trigger, but it wouldn’t budge. Edward’s gun went off and the
animal burst off at a run. 


I lowered the gun to examine it, but I couldn’t
understand why it hadn’t gone off. Edward very slowly reached for a little
button behind the trigger and pressed it. “That’s a safety button. You can’t
shoot with it on.”


“Why do guns even have safety buttons?” I growled,
completely humiliated.


“It’s safer. Let’s get the yorkie and get home.”


“Are you certain you got him? I was sure he took
off.” 


He started forward, so agile and light that I felt
even clumsier than I was. “I never miss,” he finally said.


Sure enough, the animal was only a few feet from
where it’d been shot. It looked more like a deer than it had from a distance.
Its fur was long and white with large black splotches. Luckily, it was actually
dead, because to see the animal suffering on the brink of death would have been
too much.


“What? Death doesn’t make you sick, does it?” Edward
asked regarding my mien, which must have expressed my pity.


Of course not; I welcome it with open arms.
“No, it’s just that Vivian was a tree hugger. She was anti-hunting.” And so was
I, even if I wouldn’t admit it. I thought hunting for food was different than
hunting for sport, but a dead animal was a dead animal, and I didn’t want to be
the cause of its death. I just didn’t want to starve, either. Besides, I was no
vegetarian.


Edward nodded his understanding. “This is different
than your world’s love of sport hunting. Meat is a necessary part of the diet,
but maybe you would prefer fishing,” he suggested.


“I hate fish.”


“That’s fine. There are no fish around Shomodii;
they’re afraid of the bigger sea creatures here.” He picked up the yorkie
easily. 


Once back at my new home, Edward started breaking
down the yorkie while I started trying to build a fire. Edward told me Duran
did have matches and lighters, but he didn’t have any since most wizards just
used magic. So I tried the stick method. Soon, I came to the conclusion there
was no such thing. Friction from sticks couldn’t really make fire; the
ancestors were lying. 


Edward came to see my dry, cold logs. “Why haven’t
you started the fire?” 


“The logs are faulty. They’re not flammable.” 


Edward set the clumps of meat on the large rocks
surrounding the burn logs. He picked up the grill gate and set it down on top,
then arranged the meat on it. When he took his hands away, the wood suddenly
came alive with flames. He had set the fire without any work. 


“Show off.”


He grinned and sat down on the ring of logs placed
around the fire. “Fire is easy for most people, especially emotional people
like you.” I glared at him, but he ignored me. “There is magic energy, much
like the physical energy you know of, that is in everything. Your mind is able
to control this energy, which enables you to impact your surroundings. However,
you put your soul into what you do, so the magic you do shapes you. If you use
it to kill a person, you will be hurting or even destroying your soul.”


“What about that creature I killed?”


“It was not a person; it was a mindless killer with
no soul. You have a lot of raw power that you need to learn to control. The
energy reacts to your emotions when your mind is not in control.”


The yorkie was done by then and I got a decently
large chunk, but I waited to see if there was any weird Duran way of eating. He
raised it to his mouth and mumbled something before he bit into it, but
otherwise ignored me. He didn’t seem to like to talk while he ate. 


The food was tough, lean, and very red, though cooked
thoroughly. Edward had glass plates and knives, but no forks, and he didn’t
seem to notice that it was very hot. It was sweet, as Edward said it would be,
but he should have warned me that it was pretty salty. My eyes were watering
before my hunger had subsided enough to stop eating. 


“Is there anything to drink?”


“There’s water, milwyd juice, and Kamitsue juice. I
don’t suggest the milwyd juice; I think you’re allergic to it. Stay here.” He
got up and started for the porch.


“Do you think I’ll run off and get lost?”


“Possibly. If you do, an animal will take the food,
so don’t run off,” he said. I gave him a sour look as he went inside. He came
out a few minutes later with a large, black clay jar and two small matching
cups. When he handed me one of the cups, I was surprised to find it as heavy as
stone, and I imagined what the large carafe weighed. 


“How long is the daylight?”


“Duran’s system of time is different than yours. Your
world is divided into hours and minutes, ours is don and doned. They can sort
of be translated to hours and minutes. You need to learn how long they are
because it is difficult to compare them. Earth uses a base twelve for time and
ten for counting. We use base ten for both. There are twenty don in a day and
fifty doned in a don. Duran also spins slower than Earth, and it’s bigger, so
our days are longer than Earth’s. Earth’s year and Duran’s year is about the
same; Duran’s is slightly longer from an Earth-time standpoint. This time a
year, we have about ten don of light and ten of night.”


“I feel like I’m back in kindergarten.” 


“You’ll get used to it. When you are feeling up to
it, we can leave for Anoshii.”


“How long will that take?”


“Not too long. I live… we live not far from
the Shijo Ocean between Anoshii and Shomodii. It’ll take several days to get there
and get what we need.”


“I don’t have any money. At least not Duran money.”


“I do,” he said. 


I stared at the fire, trying to conceal my
discomfort. I didn’t like getting money for nothing. Growing up with no money
of my own, I learned what I needed in order to live and what I could do
without. Money was for food and shelter, and while it would have been nice to
have a computer, the school had perfectly good ones in the library. My one and
only computer had taken me a year to save up for, only to be confiscated and
sold by my mother for gambling money. I learned not to accumulate trinkets.
Still, it wasn’t like I could turn it down. 


Edward laughed at my expression. “In the many years
I’ve lived, I have collected more money than I would ever need. Furthermore,
you’ll be my apprentice so you’ll be earning it.”


“What kind of work will I be doing?” I asked,
slightly edgy. 


He shrugged and his smile faded. “Mostly just house
and yard work. Keep the house clean, wash clothes, help with the wood chopping,
and general stuff like that. Primarily I want you to focus on your studies.”


“It sounds easy enough.” 


“This isn’t a regular apprenticeship, where I teach
you magic in exchange for your hard labor. My top priority is protecting you
and your book and preparing you to protect your world on your own. Your top
priority must be to learn the skills you need to survive and protect Earth.”


“Can I practice magic on my chores? Like chopping
wood with magic?” I asked. 


He cringed. “Drink.” 


I hadn’t noticed him fill my cup, but when I looked
in it there was a thick, gold liquid. “Are you sure it’s safe?”


“There’s only one way to find out.” 


I suspected he was joking, so I took a tiny sip. It
was sweet like juice, but not any recognizable fruit, and was colder than the
liquid actually was. Edward finished his and poured himself another glass.
“This isn’t alcoholic, is it?”


“There are alcoholic drinks on Duran, but they’re
acidic and don’t taste very good. This is Kamitsue juice. You remember those
looping weeds with the big leaves that kept wrapping around your shoes?”


“Yeah. They could have cut me up real bad if I had
been running.”


“Those were Kamdka, or rattle weeds. They’re too
sweet to eat, but their roots make a good drink.”


I drank more of the thick drink and then continued to
eat. Once I knew I wasn’t going to fall over dead, I found the drink to be
fairly good. The meat was much more filling than I had expected it to be.


“I think I’m already getting used to the heaviness. I
want to hurry to Anoshii; I’m anxious to see what it’s like.”


“You’re much more curious than Kiro’s last
apprentice.” I jumped out of my skin and my skin hopped off the log onto the
cold, hard ground. “Clumsier, too.” 


The silky, cheerful voice belonged to a woman who was
entirely too beautiful to be real. Her long, shiny black hair contrasted her
porcelain complexion and light blue eyes that were like crystals. Her perfectly
symmetrical facial features were soft and young, but had the graceful beauty of
a woman. She was not as tall as Vivian, only about five-foot-six, and wasn’t as
thin, but had a slender, athletic figure. 


Her tight, dark blue tank top looked to be made of
thick, stretchy cotton and barely met her short black shorts. Her boots came up
to her knees. 


I could still feel her body heat on my right side
where she had appeared next to me. She was entirely too beautiful to be human.
And apparently too beautiful to be talked to by idiots. I tried not to stare. I
really tried. Okay, I didn’t try very hard; it would have been a waste of
energy and I hated wasting energy. 


Her smile faltered. “Don’t tell me you can’t talk to
a woman.” 


“Divina, you’re going to give him a heart attack and
I really don’t want to have to start it again.” She turned her beautiful smile
on Edward and I was able to breathe. “He’s recovering from a massive
electrocution.”


“He sounded like he was doing fine.” 


“What are you doing here?”


“I was just out hiking and I heard you, so I thought
I would come and visit.”


His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You’re never ‘just
out hiking’ in my territory.”


Ignoring his thinly veiled accusation, she awarded me
a dazzling smile. “He’s so cute. Not like your last apprentice.” She looked at
him again and I realized my heart was beating erratically. “Remember our deal?
I get to give every new apprentice a kiss for luck.” 


My heart skipped a beat or six.


There was uncalled for apprehension in Edward’s
voice. “Not yet! You almost killed one of my apprentices already with a kiss
and he was completely healthy.” 


What a way to die.


“You’ve gone boring in your old age,” she said.
Edward reached over, grabbed her arm, and pulled her to sit next to him instead
of me. He seemed completely immune to her mind-scrambling beauty. 


I forced myself up and, after a moment, got myself
sitting straight on the log. “Hi,” I said, my voice was shaky and high. Her
teeth sparkled through her lips and I thought I was going to pass out. Even her
teeth were gorgeous.


“So you can talk to women.” 


“I guess so,” I mumbled. I couldn’t look into her
eyes, but I no longer felt heavy; I was too light. While she was incredibly
beautiful, my own reaction surprised me. I wasn’t exactly smooth or practiced
at talking with women, but I wasn’t usually a goober, either. Hopefully, I
can chalk it up to having been electrocuted. 


“I’m Divina. Congratulations on being Kiro’s
apprentice. He doesn’t warm up to people lightly and he doesn’t take
apprentices very often. He’s a good tormentor- I mean mentor. How’s Duran
working for you?”


“How do you know I’m not from Duran?” I asked. “Oh,
right, because I speak English. How do you know English?”


“Divina is very good at magic and knows more than she
should. She is also very nosy with a penchant for sticky situations.”


“I’m not all that nosy; I only care about what is
interesting,” she said. “I had a dream about you coming, so I had to come meet
you. I’m not a seer, but I can see things as they happen. I saw that lightning
trick you pulled off. Very impressive.” She put her elbow on her knee and her
chin in her palm as if to convey her undivided attention. I think I turned the
color of her berry pink lips. 


Edward looked annoyed. “Eat,” he told me. 


I grabbed a small chunk of yorkie, but couldn’t eat
it. I couldn’t look away from Divina, who was studying me closely. 


She glanced back at Edward. “He could be
threateningly powerful when he’s trained, and even more so if he signs more
books. Especially if he stays pure.”


“What do you mean by ‘pure’?” I asked, finding my
voice.


Her teeth gleamed again with her smile. “You know.
Unsullied. Virgin.” 


I went a whole new shade of red. “You can tell?”


“Of course. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s rare
to find men your age who are still pure. It shows a sense of self control.”


“Or lack of social skills,” I told my food. Divina
laughed and my heart jumped into my throat. Whatever reason for my awkward
weakness to this woman, it was quite possibly hazards for my health.


“You better heal fast so I can give you your good
luck kiss.”


“Only one? I happen to be a very unlucky person,” I
said. I knew I shouldn’t have, but my brain-to-mouth filter was shot. 


“Well, we’ll just have to see about that.”


“So, I suppose you’re coming with us to Anoshii?”
Edward asked, sounding like he wasn’t completely thrilled at the idea. I hadn’t
known that Edward was completely out of his mind. 


“I need to go there anyway. I might as well make sure
you don’t scare the poor new guy off.”


“Child, be careful with him. He doesn’t control his
emotions well and he’s liable to get in trouble enough as it is without having
to spend all his energy resisting you,” he cautioned. 


I knew I was being insulted; I just couldn’t manage
to care when Divina crossed her legs and sat back, causing her shirt to stretch
tightly across her chest.


“I haven’t heard who you are, cutie,” she said. 


I looked at Edward for a few seconds before I could
remember my name. His annoyed expression had turned amused. “I’m Dylan. Dylan
Carter.”


“You’re very trusting, Dylan Carter,” she said.
Edward made an annoyed noise, aimed at me. 


“What? Why?” I asked.


“You gave me your name, your real name, so easily.” I
blinked and she smiled. “If I were secretly a Guardian, I could look in your
book, find your name, and erase it. You wouldn’t exist anymore. I’m just saying
you shouldn’t give out your name so easily. It is your identity and becomes
stronger as you learn magic. If you’re a powerful wizard and another wizard
knows your full name, they can use that to control you.”


“But I didn’t give you my full name,” I said. I
glanced questioningly at Edward. “I don’t know about Duran’s naming system, but
where I come from, we have three or four names. I didn’t tell you my middle
name. And if you were gonna erase my name, why wouldn’t you erase everyone’s
but your own?”


“Only a god can take the power of a world and not
lose their mind. Shouldn’t your mentor be teaching this to you?”


“But Vretial has two worlds.”


“He lost his mind trying to rule the first one.
Vretial is what you would call psychotic,” she explained.


“But if he erased the other god’s name, why didn’t
that god disappear?”


“It doesn’t work on them, but it probably does work
on a Guardian. Nobody really knows what happens to a Guardian if they die or
their name is erased. Ronez was the first one to die, as far as I know.”


“Erono likes to threaten me by promising to erase my
name. I don’t know what would happen, because I am immortal, but I don’t want
to risk it,” Edward said.


“You should know this,” Divina said, giving Edward an
accusing glance.


“He’s been unconscious most of the time he was here.
Every time I try to teach him something, he drags me off the subject by asking
a whole bunch of new and irrelevant questions,” Edward said. 


Divina smiled at him. “I know what you mean. He’s
just curious. He’s cute, too. Make sure you teach him some Sudo that can help
him in a sticky spot.” She turned to me. “Repeat after me.” I could only stare
at her as she said something in Sudo. The language that came out of her mouth
was made for her voice. 


 But even though my heart was frantic, my voice was
more sure of myself. “I know that game. What does that mean in English?” 


Edward smirked and Divina rolled her eyes. 


“Never mind. You’re more suspicious than Kiro’s last
apprentice.” Then she smiled again. “You’re going to be a lot of fun.” Well,
the bar was set. She stood up and I was really hoping for her to stretch. She
didn’t. “I must be going. I’ll be back in time to go with you to Anoshii. See
you soon.” She leaned down in front of me until her face was inches from mine. Her
sweet breath made me dizzy. “You get better quickly.” 


I nodded. 


Edward stood and Divina straightened. “Take care of
yourself,” she said to him.


“And you.” 


She started walking away, towards the woods
surrounding us. I glanced at Edward as he sat down, then back to where Divina
had been. She was gone. 


Edward sighed. “What do you think of her?” he asked.


“She has very pretty… everything.” 


Edward laughed. “Yes, she’s a cute little thing, but
you should try your hardest to resist her. She’s all pretty and sweet but
you’ll never get her. Divina is gifted in magic and learned from a young age to
use her beauty to get what she wants. She is extremely manipulative and would
not hesitate to use a man to her advantage.”


“Have you ever tried for her?” I asked. 


“Not in many years. She’s more like the daughter of a
friend to me. I think she’d be too wild even for an immortal man. Finish
eating,” he said. I did, but couldn’t get Divina’s voice out of my head. 


After eating, it was back to my lessons. First I had
to get a grip on the elements before I could start on the fun stuff. Edward put
the rest of the animal in a shed behind the house, and then locked it with what
looked like a combination lock. We started an hour hike to the springs. I would
have walked half as fast if Edward wasn’t behind me, pushing me the entire way.



After about twenty minutes I stopped tripping over
the rattle weeds, and after forty minutes, they weren’t even slowing me down. I
was adapting to the terrain and even the gravity a little bit. Edward, of
course, had to be light and quiet as the air. 


When the forest broke into a clearing around a wide
stream, I was bewildered. The water was crystal clear and I could see the
large, smooth rocks lining the bed. It was like a small river, about twelve
feet across, except the water moved very slowly and gently. It curled and
turned out of sight in both directions. The canal was surrounded by large
rocks, one of which Edward sat on. He started to unlace his boots and I joined
him, thankful for the chance to rest.


“Take off… those things.”


“They’re sneakers. And they were nice ones,
too.” Now they were destroyed ones. In one day on the new world, my shoes went
from very nice, barely worn, to tattered remnants. There was a hole right
through the side of my left one. I took them off. 


Edward stuck his feet in the water, but when he
lifted them out a minute later, they were dry. “Try it.”


“Try what?” I stuck my feet in the water, expecting
it to be freezing. It was hot. It was really a natural hot springs. “Is there
anything in there that’ll try to eat my feet?”


“No. Everything in the water has better taste than
that,” he said. I gave him my most intimidating glare, but he didn’t seem to
notice. “The waters are too warm for water dwellers, and land animals avoid
this place.”


“Do I want to know why?” The water was soothing to my
aching muscles, so I was willing to risk it. 


He smirked. “The spirits of the woods are choosy
about who they allow around here.”


“Oh… I don’t remember getting an invitation.” 


He rolled his pants up and stuck his feet in further.
“The spirits are fond of wizards. If you were not allowed, we would already
know. Do you feel the water on your skin? Can you imagine it?”


“Yeah. It feels wet. It’s supposed to feel wet,
right?” It was alien water after all.


“Yes. I want you to imagine your feet are not wet. I
want you to imagine that the water can’t touch your skin. Don’t let it. If you
can make lightning do your will, you can make water do it. Water is simple,
while your mind is very complex, so the water is nothing. Do not try to move
the water away, just don’t let it touch you. What makes up water?”


“Hydrogen and Oxygen.”


“No. Energy. How water is made is not
important with magic. Water is simple. It’s made of two kinds of energy. You
can feel the magic energy because you’re a wizard. Control it. Don’t think of
anything but controlling it.” 


I lay back on the hard rock and tried to imagine the
water not being able to touch me. It was a silly fantasy, so I drifted off to
the thought of magic. The mind controls the energy. Edward had pulled his feet
out of the water dry. I had controlled lightning with my mind. My poor,
half-baked brain.


“Maybe I can’t do it because my brain is fried.”


“You can do it. If you believe you can’t, you’re an
idiot. You just don’t want it. Make up a reason and believe it.”


“Like religion, okay.” I imagined the silliest
possibility there could be and played on that. The water was made of fish pee.
I wasn’t going to get many baths on Shomodii. I imagined first that the water
was yellow and warm, as it was already warm. I really wanted to pull my feet
out of the water, but I had the feeling Edward would just make me put them back
in.


So I imagined it couldn’t touch me, and I really,
really didn’t want it to. Nothing happened. 


“You’re not using the energy. You’re a wizard, so you
can feel it; you just have to know what it is you’re feeling. We’re going to do
a very relaxing exercise of meditation,” he said. I didn’t like the sounds of
that. “Pull your feet out of the water and sit cross-legged.”


“Why?” I asked, but did as he said.


“It’s just the way it is done.”


“So, if I were to… lay down… it wouldn’t work?”


“You must learn to walk before you can run. It’s not
easy to do,” he insisted. 


That’s funny; I thought sitting and doing nothing was
relatively easy. It was an American inborn talent. 


“Clear your mind completely. Focus on your own
breathing.” 


So we sat there in silence. I desperately wanted to
tell him my leg was cramping, but he looked deep within his own mind and I was
easily within throttling distance. Still, as the time went on endlessly, I was
finding it harder and harder to concentrate. 


“Edward? You really enjoy this?” I asked, trying to
keep my voice low-pitched.


“Yes.” His voice was too calm to argue with. After a
few more minutes, I fell to the side with my legs still crossed. Edward didn’t
respond so I tried again to focus.


I realized that I could feel something around me,
like air, but not. It felt new, and also familiar. I couldn’t compare it to
anything I knew because it was like nothing else. This was a sense in itself, a
sixth sense; it wouldn’t fit into any of my others.


I sat up, stuck my feet back into the water, and
imagined again that it was fish pee. As I did, I made sure to focus my mind
both on that energy and keeping the water off my skin.


I wanted it to keep the water off me. That was its
job; to do what it was told. And then my feet were dry. I pulled them out
quickly and examined them. I wasn’t just imagining it; the energy had done as I
wanted it to. I looked at Edward, who didn’t seem surprised at all. I felt
sudden joy at my success a second before a large amount of water burst out of
the middle of the springs to form a ten foot wave in the air. Then it came down
and soaked Edward and me. 


“Did I do that?” 


“Yes,” Edward said with irritation.


“Sorry. How come I can huff and puff and barely move
water, but when I don’t try, I blow something up? I didn’t want to do that, or
imagine it.”


“You allow your mind to gather energy, but you don’t
know how to let it out. When you don’t think of it, you’re not controlling it,
so it responds to your emotions wildly. People can’t just take in any amount of
energy. Your mind and body has to be able to handle the energy you take in. You
can kill yourself by trying to use too much magic. However, gradually, you can
become very powerful. Your natural threshold for how much power you can take in
is very high, you just need to learn to control it. Of course, how powerful you
are also depends on how magic reacts to you and how well you are able to
control it.”


“Divina said that I would be more powerful if I
signed other books.”


“Every book you sign gives you a little bit of its
power. It makes you able to handle more energy, but it doesn’t make you
automatically able to control it. When you became a Guardian of your book, your
threshold grew greatly. You then signed my book and became slightly more powerful.
I can’t stress enough how much you need to gain control of your emotions before
we go to Anoshii. I told you that they don’t tolerate magic there; they won’t
let you slide on by with it. I worry you will not be able to control your magic
if Divina comes with us.”


“How does she know about Vretial and the books?”


“She has the tendency to be in the right place at the
right time to overhear everything. She also has a knack for tricking men into
telling her anything she wants to know. That, and she’s very smart. When
Guardians visit, she always senses it and comes over. Her territory is not far
from mine. Divina has signed four books that I know of. She’s very good at
staying out of danger and covering her tracks, and she always has an escape
plan.” I looked at his bag, wanting to look up her signature that I knew would
be as beautiful as her voice. “She has not signed the book for Earth or Duran.”


“If she doesn’t write her name in your book, how does
she get back here when she travels to the other worlds?”


“She doesn’t travel. Signing the other books is part
of her escape plan, and as far as I know, she only signed them for emergencies.
If she ever needs a quick escape, she has four worlds to choose from. Divina
isn’t her real name, either; it was a nickname she acquired. Most wizards who
are extremely powerful, or exceptionally arrogant, will take a nickname to
protect themselves from magic.”


“It sounds like she fits into both categories. You
don’t have a nickname?” I asked. 


“I do. My name is Kirosado, but I give the name Kiro.
I have gone by Kiro for so long that it would have the same power as my
original name. However, I am a Guardian, so I am too powerful to be controlled
by my name.”


“Do I need a nickname?”


“That is a very low priority right now. You need to
learn Sudo and how to become a functioning Guardian. More importantly, you need
to worry about holding yourself together in front of Divina. You may not have
any information she wants, but she obviously wants something from you.”


I had a few suggestions for her. “Was she serious
about giving me a kiss?” I asked foolishly. Edward sighed. I stuck my feet back
into the water, no longer imagining it as fish pee.


“Yes, she is serious. Ever since she kissed an
apprentice of mine and he blew up a building full of rotten snervs, she
believes every one of my apprentices need of a kiss of luck. She’ll not give up
until she does. Try not to pass out when it happens.”


What the Hell is a snerv? “It’s best to get it
over with.” 


He laughed. “Get it out of your head? It won’t be
that simple. She can be very addictive.” That wasn’t hard to believe. “We
should go back now. Tibbit’s probably home and will want to get inside.”


“Whenever Dorian came home, he always wanted food,” I
said.


“Tibbit hunts for himself, which is good because he
eats only live food, and a lot of it. I assume you’ll need more food today.”


“Yeah, humans do normally eat more than one meal a
day.”


“Well, we have enough. Later, you can learn how to
preserve meat.”


“Sounds lovely,” I said dryly. I heard of those
people on homesteads who had to hunt and preserve food, and had outhouses. I
never thought I’d be one. Of course, I never thought I’d be a wizard, either.









Chapter 4


The last thing I expected when Edward and I emerged from the forest and
saw the cabin was to be ambushed. A huge black bird swooped down as if to
attack, but when Edward raised his arm, he landed on it. Tibbit was a raven; in
every way, a normal Earth raven. And he stared at me like Edward wasn’t even
there. 


“What?” Edward asked me when he saw my horror.


“That’s your housemate? You sleep around that thing?
You’re not terrified it will eat your eyes while you sleep? Or that it will
turn into an evil man who will spread a disease that causes a war? Or eat your
eyes while you sleep? Or taunt you about your long lost loves. Or eat your eyes
while you sleep? Pick, pick, pick…” 


Edward’s eyes were wide. “What kind of birds do they
have on your world?”


“We have Tibbits. Tibbits that eat eyes out of your
sockets while you sleep. We’re going to need to have a movie night.”


“I don’t think I would enjoy that type of movie. You
know, you’re a little paranoid.” He turned and took the black bird of death
inside.


I followed cautiously as Edward poured himself a drink.
When he put the clay-like bottle in a cabinet, I saw several other carafes. I
couldn’t imagine how that cabinet supported the weight. The crow perched on the
back of the reading chair, which gave the entire cabin a more mystical
atmosphere. The more closely I scrutinized the jars and books, the more I
realized it screamed “old wizard in the woods.”


“If you want anything to drink, there is water, tea,
and juice. Help yourself whenever, just let me know if you empty one and don’t
touch this one,” he said, pointing to a particular carafe, identical to the
others. “This is a juice from milwyd berries. They are a good source of
antioxidants and very gentle on weak stomachs, but you threw them up and your
fever increased when I gave them to you. Other than soup, there was really
nothing I could get you to keep down.”


It occurred to me for the first time that Edward had
worked really hard to take care of me. He was probably worried and doing
everything he could to keep me alive for two days. Hell, my mother never even
took care of me when I was hurt. 


I wanted to thank him, but it felt awkward to do so.
Instead, I focused on Tibbit, who was staring at me intently… with death in his
beady black eyes.


“He’s just trying to freak you out. He’s curious
about you,” Edward said, moving to sit in the red chair beneath his pet, who
paid him no mind. I went to sit on the stool across the room. “Tibbit isn’t
usually friendly to visitors, except for Divina. Everyone loves her; including
the animals. Tibbit’s an interesting and intelligent companion. He listens when
you talk and sometimes there’s no doubt that he understands.” 


“Do you ever get bored here, alone?” I asked. 


He shrugged. “I get the occasional friendly visit
from a neighboring wizard who wants to trade ideas. Divina comes whenever she
feels like it, which might be every few months to every few days. Once every
few decades or so, I might go visit another Guardian to see what they have been
up to. I’ve lived for a long time and spent most of it alone. It has gotten to
the point that I hate being around many people. I don’t usually wish for
company, but I also don’t usually turn down the occasional visit.”


“Do you think you’ll get sick of my company?”


“I never get tired of the company of an apprentice or
child. And you? Do you think you’ll get ‘sick’ of my company?”


I looked down at his drink. “I have the habit of
getting frustrated with authority figures. I don’t like them. Mother treated me
with very little respect, gave me a lot of responsibility, and gave me very little
opportunity.”


“The line between responsibility and opportunity is
very thin.”


“Mother had a knack for not crossing it. Also, I’ve
had three horrible stepfathers. Two were drunks, two were druggies, and all
were abusive. The on-again, off-again stepbrother liked to torture smaller
things, such as little brothers. Oh, and the dreaded boarding-school teachers.
Talk about false hope. Trade Mother in for fifteen better-than-everyone-else
governesses on power-trips and a school full of stuck-up bullies. No matter
where I went, or how old I got, or how far I got, it seemed almost everyone
thought they were better than me and could push me around.”


“I can see how that would be very irritating.”


“Have you ever had that problem?” 


Edward smirked. “I’m older by far than the oldest
person on your world and the oldest person on my world put together, and I
still meet people who think they’re bigger and badder than me. I never had
parents, though; Ronez and I lost our parents at birth. We grew up on Duran and
were separated when we were old enough to become Guardians. It took thirty
years before we learned to travel and were able to reunite.” He shrugged again,
clearly trying to shake the emotion that made his voice grow quiet. 


“Were you two identical twins?” I asked cautiously.
Even though I didn’t want to upset him, I wanted to hear about Ronez, my
predecessor. I inherited his book, his responsibility. I felt like I should at
least try to live up to his name, especially when his brother had to teach me
from scratch.


“Yes. We were very close. At times, at least.” He
tried to keep his face neutral, but failed. “About three years ago, we got in a
bad fight. He left and I never saw him again. When he was killed, I didn’t
understand at first. I felt his death, but didn’t know what I was feeling. Of
course, the gods already knew of it and I was furious they didn’t tell me when
it happened. I shouldn’t have been so shocked.” There was resentment in his
tone. “I kind of always felt that the gods were running the game and I was
their disposable pawn. Anything I do is for them and they don’t even have to
tell me when my brother has been murdered. I asked to hunt down his book
myself, and at least they granted me that.”


“Are you alright?” I asked. He was fighting anger and
pain. He closed his eyes, breathed, and drank down the rest of his drink. 


I wasn’t good with emotional people, especially
emotional men, but I did know when someone needed to talk, and I knew there was
nothing wrong with that. It was the feedback I had trouble with. Since I was
getting a degree in psychology, a lot of my friends expected me to offer them
sound advice. In reality, I loved psychology, but I didn’t want a job in it.
Me, trying to help others get their lives straight after my screwed up
childhood? Talk about the blind leading the blind.


He opened his eyes and gave me a neutral expression,
almost a sad grin. “Yes. I’m fine,” he answered. I was surprised by his sudden
change in tone. He stood up and set his cup on the table. It was clear that the
conversation was over.


“What are we going to do now?”


“I’ll go put the firewood away. You should practice
what you learned today.”


“You want me to go down to the haunted lake by
myself?”


“It’s important that you practice the lessons you
learn without me there to affect your concentration. And I thought you might
want to take a bath,” he said. 


I blinked and looked down at myself. “I’m not that
bad.”


“I came very close to throwing you into the springs
at least twenty times. I’m very sensitive to odors,” he insisted. “Besides,
you’re not going to impress Divina much if you stink.” Seeing his point, I
huffed and went over to the trap door. I tried to lift it, but ended up on my
knees. Edward came up beside me, pushed my hand away, and lifted it with no
trouble at all. I tried to ignore his smug grin. “Again; you’ll get used to the
gravity.”


I went down the stairs, stopped in front of the
dresser beside my bed, and opened it to find my last outfit folded neatly in
the first drawer. After gathering the green t-shirt and blue jeans, I climbed
clumsily back up to the empty cabin. Edward had moved very quietly out the door
and was already gathering wood. Tibbit was perched inside his cage with his
door wide open and, not to my surprise, he gave me his death stare. 


I hurried out, not eager to have my eyes melted.
Edward didn’t pay any attention as I started off into the forest. However, when
I almost instantly tripped over a rattle weed, I saw him smirk. I stood up,
annoyed, and stomped off, only to fall again four steps later. 


It got easier to walk soon and my trail of blood
thinned. After passing the same tree with dark orange bark for the third time,
I changed directions and soon came across the springs. The waters were very
calm and, without insects, very quiet. I set my clean clothes on a rock by the
water and peeled the bandage off of my arm. There were definite teeth marks,
but they looked months old, with ugly scabs instead of welling blood. I could
see where each cat sunk their teeth, as well as other scratches where they
didn’t have a deep grip, but at least it wasn’t bleeding out and it didn’t look
infected. For the fact that they were only a few days old, that was pretty
amazing. 


Next, I stripped my sweaty, bloody clothes off and realized
they did stink quite badly, to the point I considered burning them before
getting into the water. I had nothing to burn them with, though. On the other
hand…


I sat down a few feet in front of my clothes and
concentrated on the energy. I imagined it like a cloud around me that I could
push into the clothes with my mind. Trying to envision the energy in the
clothes becoming hot only made me dizzy. I started to recall memories of fire
and pushed more energy into the clothes, only to become very nauseous and when
I felt a sickening heat growing in my chest, I immediately stopped. The heat
faded within a few minutes but the dizziness took longer to subside.


I didn’t think the best thing to do when I was very
dizzy was get in a large body of hot water, so I waited for a while. The air
had become slightly cool, which was more comfortable, and the sun was low
enough in the sky that I no longer had to worry about getting sunburned. It was
a very good chance to think about everything that had happened to me. 


Pretty soon, I wasn’t nauseous anymore, so I got in
the springs, carefully testing my footing.


The water was very hot, and though it stung the
scrapes all over my legs, arms, and palms, it felt great on my sore muscles. In
most places, the water level reached my shoulders, but there were spots that
were deeper or shallower. The bed of the springs was made up of smooth pebbles.
I rubbed the dirt out of my scratches, but then realized they would get dirt in
them again. With a plan in mind, I grabbed my filthy clothes and scrubbed at
them until they smelled more like the water than myself, then rung them out and
set them on rocks to dry. 


When I was laying out my shirt, I saw someone from
the corner of my eye. I turned to discover a girl watching me, sitting crisscross
on a very large, flat rock about six feet away. Luckily I was still in the
water. She was seven or eight and wore a white, lacy nightgown. Her hair was
long, white-blond, with very light blue highlights that went well with her very
dark blue eyes. Her skin was inhumanly white and seemed to sparkle slightly in
the sunlight. She frowned with curiosity, but didn’t seem to see me; it was
more like she was deep in thought. I was frozen for at least a minute; neither
of us moved at all. 


Then she gazed up at something far behind me and out
of reflex, I followed her gaze. There was only forest. I looked back at her and
she was gone. There’d been no noise nor movement, but she was not there. She’d
disappeared. Or perhaps she was never there at all. “Maybe I’m going crazy from
lack of air pollution,” I said aloud. “I’ve got the ‘talking to myself’ thing
down.”


I stayed as long as I dared without knowing when or
how quickly the sun would set. I would never have been able to find my way back
in the dark, and I didn’t know if Edward would come to find me or make me learn
to fend for myself. I decided he would search for me; I would make a lousy
Guardian if I got lost and went delirious on my first day. I have to hold
out at least until my second day at my new home before I start doing things
like talking to myself and hallucinating little girls. Hallucinating people who
sparkle… in a haunted springs.


I quickly got out and dressed in my clean clothes.
Then I wrapped my dirty clothes, now dry, around my legs and injured arm. It
was uncomfortable, but I really didn’t want to get cut up anymore and the
padding would help. Then I started off through the forest. Despite my
determination not to get lost, the sun was very low by the time I found myself
back at the house. Edward wasn’t in sight and I was glad of it; I was a mess
and didn’t want him to know I had such trouble. I took off the dirty clothes
and walked up onto the porch, then stopped. I didn’t know whether to knock, go
in, or both. I stood there for five minutes trying to decide what I should do
when Edward opened the door, looking somewhere between amused and annoyed.


“Just come in, you don’t have to knock.” I nodded and
stepped in. “You were out a long while. Were you lost most of the time?”


“No.” He frowned disbelievingly. “About half the
time. When I was down at the springs, I saw a girl. I think she was a ghost.”


“Did you? They must be curious about you. Did you
practice what I taught you?”


“Yeah. I couldn’t do it again.”


“Keep working at it. I’m sure you have a lot on your
mind right now,” he said. 


I wasn’t sure whether or not I should tell him about
my attempt at fire, but I did anyway. He listened thoughtfully as I told him
how I became nauseous and warm. 


“It’s a good thing you stopped,” he said when I was
finished explaining. “You were heating the energy efficiently; however, you
were heating it inside your body.”


“Oh…” I said. “That could have ended badly.”


“Well, you probably would have passed out before you
attained any serious damage.” He went over to the table and grabbed a small,
light brown, clay jar and handed it to me. “Your arm looks much better, but you
should put this on before you go to bed,” he said. I popped off the lid to see
the same paste he put on my arm the first night. “It’s best when fresh. The
bark of the Wigknot tree isn’t flammable at all, though the wood underneath
burns hot and long. I peel off the bark for its medical benefits and use the
rest for firewood.”


“That’s really smart of the tree; its bark can
protect it from a forest fire. Are you going to show me how to prepare the dev…
the meat?” I asked.


“I have already done it, for I didn’t know when you
would be back and it couldn’t just sit in there for long. Are you hungry
already?”


“I should be, but I’m not.”


“Perhaps it’s the quality of food. I’m sure the
yorkie is better for you than your ‘fast food.’”


“Road kill is better than fast food. At least road
kill involves real meat.”


“You are joking, right? The food did look rather
unsanitary.”


“That depends on what day it is. They cook it up
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, so if you get in early on one of those days, you
should be safe. If you get in late Sunday night, you might as well drive to the
ER afterwards.”


“I’ll keep that in mind. Ronez had warned me about
Earth’s fast food.”


“The burger place I worked at is neither fast, nor
food. You’re going to take a bath?” I asked. Edward had grabbed a bundle of
clothing identical to the one he was wearing out of the chair. He must have
prepared it before I came back. “But it’ll be dark soon, won’t it?”


“Yes, it will, but I can find my way in the dark and
there’ll be plenty of moonlight. There’s a bag under my bed downstairs for
dirty laundry. I’ll show you tomorrow how to wash clothes. I assume you don’t
know because your world has machines that do it for you.”


“I didn’t; I had to go to a Laundromat.”


“What is a---”


“A big place full of washing machines and you pay
money to use them. Can I look at your books?”


“Of course.” After considering the sinking sun
through the window, he went over to the small lantern on the table, opened the
cover, and pinched the wick. When he removed his hand, the wick lit and filled
the room with light.


“Thanks,” I said. 


He nodded and went to the door, then paused and turned
back to me. “There’s a gun under my bed with the safety on and another behind
the stove with the safety off. Both are loaded. There’re three axes and many
blunt objects in the shed. The rafters can support your weight if you need to
get off the ground. Just a precaution,” he promised as my eyes grew wide.


“Do you think I’ll need two guns, three axes, blunt
objects, and a hideaway?”


“No. I’m just telling you in case something does
attack. Every once in a while, a vampire, a hungry animal, or a drunk wizard
will come by and cause trouble. It’s very rare but you seem to attract that
kind of trouble. I’ll be back soon.”


“Don’t rush. But before you go… how do you kill a
vampire?” I asked. Of course, I was not serious; there was no such thing as an
undead person. I was sure Edward was joking about the vampire, but the other
two threats sounded very likely.


“A bullet between the eyes, stake through the heart,
burning him alive… on the other hand, just run. You should run and call for
help. I’ll be back soon.” He left. 


I took the lamp and went downstairs. 


After putting my clothes in the bag under Edward’s
bed, I went to the bookshelf. Most of the books Edward had weren’t written in a
language I could read. There were a few hand written in Edward’s language with
no titles, which I was pretty sure were grimoires. He did have several books in
English, however. One was about the religions of the world and in the very
front, Ronez wrote “Happy 2000th Birthday,” signed it, and dated the
year beneath his name. I wondered why Ronez wrote in English but signed his
name like Edward’s. Well, Edward had said they were both raised on Duran… But
if they signed their names in Sudo, it meant the language was over two thousand
years old. 


Several of the books were stories and poems written
in Anglo-Saxon (Old English), which also seemed to be given by Ronez as gifts.
Authors I recognized were Cynewulf, Cædmon, and Bede. Most of the books written
in modern English were magic books. Some were bibles. I recognized names like
Aleister Crowley and H. P. Lovecraft. Two books were hand written in Old Norse,
one of which talked about seiðr so I assumed they were both magic books.


None of the books in modern English were actual
stories, so I left the bedroom without one. 


I explored the cabin for a minute before my eyes
locked on Tibbit, whose eyes were always on me. I went outside to escape his
dark glare. The sun had set, but when I looked up, there was a huge white moon
that gave off plenty of light. I went to sit around the cold firewood and
flopped back in the grass. The moon was very bright in my eyes so I turned onto
my side… and still saw a moon. There were two moons! The one to the side was
significantly smaller than the one straight above, but it was there
nonetheless. 


“I’m not on Earth,” I whispered pathetically. I’d
never been out of the country and suddenly I was looking up at the foreign sky
of another world. A Japanese-like world full of haunted springs, wizards,
yorkie cows, and creepy crows that stare. There was too much gravity and too
many moons. 


It was never more than in that one moment that I felt
out of place in life. At least on Earth, I knew what to expect and what was
expected of me. I lived in the city, had a job and apartment, and I went to
school. That was all that life was for me, and I had a place to be. I had
friends and family. Only two people on Duran even knew I existed. 


It must have been hard for Edward and Ronez to
live two worlds apart.


There was a disturbance in the shadows of the forest
when two trees began to shake. They were huge trees, yet something was bigger
or stronger than them. I could see a shadow move and it looked massive.


Don’t move. He can’t see you if you don’t move,
I told myself. Or was that the T-Rex? Edward was right when he said I attract danger:
I must smell like a small, defenseless, juicy animal. Maybe it’s just
Edward. Or Edward’s pet troll. Quick! Play dead! I slowly sat up instead. I
hadn’t brought a gun and with the gravity, I certainly couldn’t run to the shed
without tripping a bunch of times. Kind of like a woman in a horror movie.
That thought kept me glued to the ground. Then the moving abruptly stopped and
the monstrous shape shrunk away.


I sat there for a few minutes before Edward came out
of the woods only a few feet from where the tree-shaker had been. I jumped up
and resisted the urge to run to him, pointing at the trees like an idiot. “Did
you see that thing?” I asked. He frowned, confused. “There was something in the
woods, over there. It was shaking the trees.” 


He stopped in front of me. “You were out here at
night without a gun? All the biggest predators are nocturnal,” he said, as if I
were insane.


“You were in there without a gun,” I pointed out.


“I am not human, nor am I a monster magnet. It’s
going to be challenging to keep you alive,” he predicted. 


Only the repeated experience of being kicked out on
the street for the night kept me from responding to the offense with sarcasm.
He never told me it was dangerous at night, so how could he be mad at me? I
came from Houston, where the only monsters that came out at night were people. 


I wasn’t sure if my face revealed how offended I was,
but he sighed. “Sit down.” I did and he sat next to me with his dirty clothes
in his lap. “I have only taken apprentices from Earth a couple of times, and
they were orphaned children who were afraid of their own shadows.” He leaned
forward and moved a log, which lit up in flames. “I shouldn’t have assumed you
would stay inside, so I am sorry that I didn’t warn you.” He adjusted the grill
and sat back.


“Why do you have to touch it to make it burn?” I
asked.


“To command fire and earth, you have to use a lot of
energy. Touching what I want helps to focus energy on it.”


“So things around you won’t blow up?”


“Yes. Any person can learn to do magic, but it comes
easier for some. The magical energy we use is called nominal energy and is
actually produced by the worlds. Each book protects not only transportation to
its world, but the magic.”


“So if one of the books is destroyed…”


“The world would be destroyed. It is a delicate
balance between the gods, their worlds, and the magic. We are here to protect
that balance.”


“That’s a lot more pressure than I was prepared for.
Why are you teaching me to control water when I need to learn to turn myself in
visible or create huge diversions?”


“Diversions never protected my brother. Mastering the
four base elements is fundamental before learning any other magic. For wizards,
controlling nominal energy will come easier, but you may still have a difficult
time with one or two of the elements.”


“So which are you better at, fire and earth, or air
and water?”


“I’m best with earth. You probably will be, too.
Ronez was always best with air, which is odd because air is what most wizards
find the hardest. He seemed to make an art form out of his work. He wrote books
on magic that sounded more like philosophies. He liked to learn about
everything. That was his favorite thing to do; learn.”


“And you?” 


“I like to know. I’m much more impatient than him. “I
kind of agree with your way of seeing it. I spent all my life being forced to
learn stuff I will never use, like the Pythagorean Theorem, war history, and
cursive. Physics, psychology, ancient languages… stuff like that I enjoy
learning about. Everything I learned that was important I learned on my own and
through experience. I learned that stepparents are evil, little dogs are evil,
and older brothers are evil. You’re not older than Ronez, are you? Because then
you’d be the older brother and you don’t look evil.”


“I don’t know, but I once tied Ronez to a tree so I
could use him as bait for hunting, so I probably am.” He grinned wickedly. I
made a mental note to hide all the rope I find.


I cleared my throat and went on. “I also discovered
that most laws are unjust- including the laws of nature, boys are crueler to
animals than girls, girls are crueler to boys than anything, bug bites itch,
it’s not a good idea to stick a wet plug into a socket---”


“How many times have you been electrocuted?” Edward
interrupted. 


I thought aloud and counted off on my fingers. “Sixth
birthday… School fieldtrip… Teacher’s meeting… Seventh birthday… Sleepover with
Stacie Briggan… TV room… Stacie’s basement…” I smiled at the memory. “Vivian’s
house… and then the lightning strike.”


“Nine times?!”


“Most of them were just little shocks: Only three of
them got me into the ER,” I said.


“And one of them stopped your heart,” he pointed out.


I looked down. “Actually… Two did.” I could feel his
stare. “The field trip incident was at a science museum and I’ve never had good
luck at those. I remember once getting bitten by a dog there and I was pretty
sure it had rabies.”


“Did it?” he asked. 


I looked up at him. “No, it had its rabies shots, so
I suppose it didn’t. The owner of the dog was pretty mad at me, though. I
thought she was gonna give me rabies. The one time I ever went to a zoo was on
a school trip. I fell into the alligator pit, and then the polar bear habitat.
Luckily, the bears were swimming and the alligators were busy chasing the guy
who was supposed to feed them. How ironic.”


“Remind me not to take you to a zoo.”


“Then there was a fieldtrip where we went to the
beach and I drowned. Twice. And I was bitten by a crab. The teacher didn’t want
me to go near the water or touch the sand, and she practically shoved water
down my throat to keep me hydrated. She didn’t want to deal with the lawyers
again.”


“How are you even alive?”


“Three trips to the ER, two CPRs, and one creepy
doctor who wouldn’t let a patient die on his time. He didn’t want to deal with
the lawyers again, either. So, I have had a few medical incidents.”


“Any broken bones?” he asked.


“Not including cracks, all my fingers, most of them
two or more times… both arms, the right one twice plus the cat-monster bites…
all my toes accept one… Both my feet, one of them shattered all to hell by the
Jacob, the aforementioned stepbrother… both my legs…. several of my ribs… And I
cracked my skull real bad. I couldn’t break anything else because Mother
refused to pay anymore hospital bills. Do you know how discouraging it is to
have life insurance at six years old?”


“What is life insurance?”


“If I die, she gets a lot of money. You know, I used
to think someone was out to get me. Mother would tell me God was testing or
punishing me and that if I behaved badly, he would send me off to Hell. That’s
probably why I never believed it; I was in Hell much of the time and I couldn’t
imagine anyone, not even God, could do anything worse.”


“Tiamat was never out to get you, or anyone. Ronez
told me that’s not her way. However, it does sound like someone was. I have not
seen any sign of bad luck, though. It sounds like your misfortune is less
subtle.”


“You haven’t known me that long, and most of the time
here, I was asleep. Things tend to happen when I’m around. A bolt would come
loose or a rope would snap. Several of my mother’s boyfriends thought I was
being haunted by poltergeists. I had a cat because even the most docile dogs
hated me.”


“Actually, that is odd. Most dogs like wizards. How’s
your immune system?”


“I once was sure I had the chicken pox, the Bubonic
plague, and an ear infection all on top of my asthma and double pneumonia. When
she heard about the Avian flu, Mother wouldn’t let me out of the house except
to go to school four days a week. My immune system is why Mother never let me
out of the country and made me keep my room cleaner than a hospital. I’ve run
over black cats that had better luck than me,” I complained. 


Edward looked amused. “Perhaps you’ll have better
luck here.” He pulled a piece of Wigknot bark out of his bag and handed it to
me. “You should probably keep a little of this with you at all times. Eat it
like candy.” 


I took it, broke it in half, and put half in my
mouth. Eating bark is frowned on in most parts of America. But so is eating
yorkies, at least outside of a Chinese restaurant. 


“I wonder if I’ll outlive you. You’re much older than
me.”


“We’re both immortal; we’ll only die if killed, and I
seem to be better at not getting killed than you,” he said. 


I knew he was right. “Have you ever been married?” I
asked. “You’ve lived a long time and had kids. Have you ever loved a woman or
were you just… obligated to have kids.” 


He frowned thoughtfully at the fire. “A bit of both.
I have loved. There were several women I liked and who I got along well with. I
had several children before I discovered love.” He pulled out his book, opened
it to a page, and then pointed out a signature written in something that didn’t
quite look Sudo, though it still looked a little Japanese or Chinese. “Milia, a
human. She wasn’t a witch, but she had visions of the future, so they tried to
burn her as one. I was visiting Ronez. Ronez was a real gentleman with women
and would not give up the chance to help one. I always found humans to be
irritating and cruel. They very rarely ever did burn a real wizard and when
they did, it was by accident; the person hadn’t even discovered his or her
powers. Milia never denied her powers. She took the punishment bravely, though
she did not deserve it.


“They took her up and tightened the rope around her
neck. Our eyes locked and something in me… I knew I couldn’t let them kill her.
I don’t know why even to this day, but I couldn’t let it happen. Ronez was off
saving someone else so it was up to me to help her. In front of all those people.
But luck came when needed most. She had a vision, right there. Her eyes rolled
back, her skin paled… she looked like she was having a seizure. She called out
my name as if she knew me. It scared people, some of them into running away.
Everyone was too surprised and confused to react. I used that distraction to
get up there and cut her down. She passed out as soon as her vision ended. I
pulled her away and got her back to Ronez’s house without anyone following.


“Ronez called me an idiot many times, but he seemed
to understand why I did it, too. I didn’t understand the look he gave me until
much later. When she awoke, she wanted to sign my book before I even told her
about it. Then she came to live with me and for many years, it was great. I was
happy with her, even when we got in little arguments, usually involving the
kids. She was only able to have two, both of which gave her a lot of trouble.
But after about twenty years, she grew depressed. I am immortal and she kept
getting older.” His face remained indecipherable but his voice was despondent. 


“She left me so I wouldn’t see her get older. Despite
all her visions, she believed I was better off without her. I begged her not to
go. She died alone many years later. I said I would never let myself love
another mortal. 


“Life was different when I was young. I was never
surrounded by girls or given the opportunity to explore what was out there,
including heartache. I thought the feelings I had for Milia was the strongest
type of love, and so I was miserable for several years. I actually went into a
depressed state in which Ronez had to take care of me. But I learned to keep
living. My life was going to last until I ended it, which would leave my world
and everyone in it in danger. Eventually, there came women I loved even more,
and the older I got, the more deep the love and painful the loss when they died
or left.”


There were a few minutes of silence. I didn’t want to
bring up the other women he loved, not because I didn’t want to hear about it;
I just didn’t want to bring up more bad memories. He had a long life of loss.
The only one he loved who wouldn’t die was Ronez. Ronez was killed very
recently and I am a reminder of that. That thought made me miserable. So we
both sat there in misery, his much stronger than mine, and mine considerably
more guilt related.  


“Did you find any books you were interested in?” he
asked, his voice neutral. I shook my head at the fire. 


“No. Not that I’m interested in yet. Did Ronez like
religion?” I asked. 


He looked at me. “Yes, he was fascinated by most of
them. He loved myths, religions, and philosophies, much more than magic even.
He said it was a great way to learn the best about people.” 


There was silence for another moment. 


“Listen.” His voice was different, almost grave, as
he stared at the fire. “Whatever happens in your life, your utmost priority has
to be the protection of that book. Ronez always took foolish risks. He put his
book and himself in danger too often. In the end, though, he made the right
decision, even though it meant his death. Understand you may have to make the
same decision.” 


“I know. I’m not sure I really know what that means,
but I know what I would have to do.” 


We stood up simultaneously. Edward brought his hands
together as if in prayer, opened his hands very quickly, and then made a motion
like he was pushing something into the fire. The fire lashed out angrily and
died. 


“Cool,” I said. “Do you always show off for your
apprentices?”


“New apprentices are always awed by the simple
tricks. It’s nothing special; all I did was blow out the fire. Most of my
apprentices have been young teens who lose interest quickly if the magic seems
unobtainable.” 


He started for the porch and I grabbed the lantern
before joining him. 


After putting his dirty clothes away, Edward stayed
up to read a book while I went off to bed, not knowing how much longer my legs
could last. The bath had been nice, but my muscles really hurt. I sat down and
kicked off my shoes, then got up and moved them so Edward wouldn’t trip over
them. It was very dark and quiet; even Tibbit made no sound.


I thought about the book and how I would possibly
have to risk my life for it. Everything I would ever do would have to include
the book’s best interests. Why didn’t that bother me? 


 


*          *          *


 


It wasn’t long before I drifted into a dream.
However, this dream wasn’t normal; it didn’t involve Vivian or Mother, or
college. Nor did it involve Edward, the yorkie, Tibbit, Ronez, or the haunted
springs. 


It was pitch black for a few minutes before my eyes
started to adapt. Even then I couldn’t see the walls or floor, only the outline
of a tall man who stood between me and a light. I realized why I hadn’t seen
anything before; he had just lit a lantern. Because of the position of the
light, I could barely make out anything about the man other than that he faced
away from me. 


“Are you sure?” His voice was cold and calm with no
emotion, but at the same time it was deep and menacing. 


I couldn’t look around; I didn’t seem to be able to
move. It was so vivid, but I didn’t feel anything, not even the temperature of
the room.


“Yes, my Lord, there were two of them.” The new voice
was light and worried; a child’s voice. “The book of Earth had a Guardian. Shio
told us he killed the Guardian of Earth, but maybe he lied. Do you trust the
one he killed was a Guardian?” 


“I do not trust Shio, but I know the wizard he killed
was a Guardian. There must be a new Guardian. I’m disappointed that it found
one so quickly, but I’m more interested in the other Guardian. Two books are
together. Now is the time to hunt them.”


“But… two Guardians, my Lord? With you unable to
leave… we might be outmatched,” the child said, apprehensive.


“You don’t understand. One is new, practically a
child. The other Guardian must be protecting them both. That means both the
Guardians and their books are vulnerable. Send Shio to find them. Tell him not
to attack, only report back.”


“Where shall he start the search?”


“I don’t care. He defeated one Guardian already, so
he can find them. If he finds another Guardian, not the two I’m looking for, he
is to take the Guardian’s book anyway and return it to me. Go now.” The man
started to look over his shoulder, but before I could see his face, my body lit
up with pain.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke from my dream and sat up, but I had no breath
to scream. My body felt suffocated even as the pain immediately dulled. After a
few seconds, whatever was constricting my body released me and I sucked cold
air into my aching lung. I was sweating profusely. 


The bedroom was lit with sunlight, which went a long
way in helping me to get my bearings. With the understanding that it was just a
dream, I tried to calm my pounding heart. Edward, who had been holding the
bookshelf up, approached me cautiously, as if I was freaking out. 


“What did you see?” he asked carefully, for he was
trying not to panic me. 


Tibbit was screeching his lungs out. I leaned back,
clutching my ears. “Turn it off!” I cried. 


Edward looked up. “Shut up!” His voice wasn’t very
loud, but it was deep and seeped authority. It even had a hint of growling in
it. The bird stopped dead. Edward must have known how horrible I felt, since he
leaned down and handed me a piece of Wigknot bark. I raised it weakly to my
mouth, my hand shaking. “What did you see?” he asked again, calmly. 


“I had a dream. It was just a dream. What happened in
here?” I asked, indicating several fallen books.


He sat beside me on the bed. “Tell me what you saw.”


“I was in a room with a man… I couldn’t see him
because he was turned away and there was a light on the other side of him. He
spoke to someone. I don’t know where she was, but she was a child, I’m sure. He
asked about two Guardians; a new one and another one. The girl was telling him
about us. She knew about me and that you’re with me. The guy told her that our
books are vulnerable together and ordered the girl to send someone named Shio
to find us. I think Shio was the one who found Ronez. When Shio finds us, he’s
got to report back without attacking. The girl was worried about taking on two
Guardians because of something about him not able to leave, but he told her we
wouldn’t be a problem. He turned but before I could see his face, I felt pain
and woke up. What happened here?”


“I woke with the cabin shaking. You were soaking up
energy and lashing out. As a Guardian of the book, you’ll have visions when the
book is threatened, but if you can see him, he can see you. You were taken out
of it by the book so you wouldn’t be seen.”


I was feeling fairly back to normal by then. “How can
they track our books?”


“Like the servants and me, they can hunt the scent of
the books. However, that only works for a small distance. They wouldn’t be able
to find it here unless they were near my territory.”


“I forgot about that. So, the books stink?”


“No. They have a distinct aura that can supposedly
drive big animals away and smaller ones out of their minds. When you first
approached it, did you want to leave it and get away?” he asked. I nodded.
“That was for its own protection. The fact that you did pick it up and keep it
without becoming its Guardian is… interesting. Then again, I have never seen a
book unclaimed. I imagine the instinct to sign it would be strong whether you
were meant to be its Guardian or not.”


“Aren’t you taking a big risk protecting and teaching
me?”


“It is a worse risk to leave you and your book
defenseless. I’ve already thought this over before you signed your book. How
they travel the worlds is the real mystery.”


“The man made it sound like that wouldn’t be a
problem. They got to Ronez. What if Vretial found a way around the books? And
if he did, why does he want the books?”


“The gods are all watching him, keeping him
restrained. If he did find a way for his servants to travel without the books,
he would still want more books to take control of more worlds. As for Ronez…
Most likely, he let the wrong people sign it.”


“But you?”


“I have trust issues.” 


I frowned. “You trusted me pretty quickly. How do you
know I’m not with them? That I didn’t find the book before you and play dumb to
get you to let me sign your book?” 


He chuckled. “You are smart. Pretty paranoid, too.”


Just because I’m paranoid doesn’t mean there isn’t an
evil god out to get me. And my little book, too. 


“I thought of that. Ronez and I told each other every
new name put in and why it was done. He only had two humans in his book, and
both died over a hundred years before your birth. You’re clearly human and I
knew you couldn’t leave Earth to serve Vretial and travel back to kill him
without your name in his book.”


“So you think Vretial’s servants had signed his
book?”


“I don’t see any other way to travel,” he said. 


“If that’s the case, we have nothing to worry about,
because their names are not in your book, right?” I asked. He frowned and
nodded. “Was Ronez ever without his book?”


“No.”


“You said he told you every new name. Did he ever
mention Shio or did you see the name in your book,” I asked. 


He shook his head, thinking. “Ninety percent of the
names I can’t read, but he never mentioned Shio. We always familiarized
ourselves with each other’s books, and I examined it while you slept the first
night you got here.”


“Ronez was killed on Earth? For sure?”


“Yes. His body was never found, but Erono, god of
Duran, said he was on Earth when he died. I spoke with Ronez’s boss, who said
that he was hanging out with an employee, who also went missing at the same time.
I assume he was killed as well. I checked his house and found nothing out of
order except for his guitar on the floor. That was how I found you so quickly;
he lived in Austin, Texas. Though, I must say, it was hard work to track you
down in such a populated city.”


“Did you look into the employee?”


“Yes. There was nothing unusual. He was a recent
college graduate who wanted to fix cars before he started his real career.”


“The man in the dream said that Shio was the one to
kill the Guardian, so if Ronez was on Earth, and Shio’s name was not in his
book, then he is either human, or the god has found a way for his servants to
travel.”


He sighed. “The gods are sure the answer is simple,
but they speak very little of it to the Guardians. It’s your book; you must
follow your instincts. If you feel it’s not safe, you must do whatever you have
to in order to make it so.” He reached into his bag and pulled my book out. 


It looked so innocent, which was ironic because it
could kill me, Edward, everyone on my world, and everyone who’s ever signed it.
He handed the book to me. It’s very light for something that could do more
damage than an atomic bomb. 


“What do your instincts tell you to do with it?” he
asked. 


I thought about it, lightly rubbing my fingers over
the soft black leather. “My instincts say to trust you.” I handed it back to
him, surprised by how much I didn’t want to let it go, and he put it back next
to his. 


He went to his bed, pulled out the potato-sack-thing
of clothes, and then paused, frowning. “Do you need to eat?” 


“I can’t eat when I first wake up; I don’t get hungry
for several hours. How come I can’t feel the magic? You said a Guardian can
feel his magic. I can’t.”


“You can, you just aren’t trying. You may be a
Guardian, but you’re also an untrained wizard with potential. When you learn
what magic feels like, you will learn to be aware of it at all times.”


“How come Vretial and the child were speaking
English?” 


“They weren’t; you just heard it as if they were
because your book made you hear it that way.” He carried the bag up the stairs.



I tested my legs before getting up and found they
were sore, but not too badly. The rest of my body’s pain took some of the focus
away. I moaned when I reached the stairs. He expects me to walk up every one
of those steps? I crawled up the stairs, trying desperately to get up there
before he could see my method. I made it through the door and saw Edward was
already heading out for the forest. I hurried after him, shutting the front
door behind me. 


I was not a good runner. Edward slowed after
the third time I tripped. “Lift your feet around the weeds. Don’t stomp.” 


I tried to do as he said, I really did. The monstrous
rattle weeds, like prehistoric ferns, wrapped around my feet and every time I
moved, they got worse. I fell with a grunt. 


Edward sighed, picked me up by the back of the shirt,
and yanked me out of the weeds’ grasp. “At least learn to fall right. If you
fall on your hands, you will injure your wrists. You need to fall on your arm.”
He indicated from his elbow to his wrist. 


“Down…” I choked. He released me and I somehow landed
on my feet. I coughed and rubbed my neck. “You can’t do that to me in this kind
of clothing.” 


“You’ll need a lot of new clothes until you stop
tripping. You must ruin a lot of clothing.”


“I’m not really used to walking through the woods and
weighing two hundred something pounds. I’m usually not this klutzy. Do you have
any bark left?” I asked. 


He pulled a particularly large piece out of his bag
and handed it to me. “You’re not swallowing it, are you? It could be too strong
for you.”


“I’m not as weak as I seem to be. I think I’m
adapting well. But no, I haven’t been eating it.” It had a peculiar texture
because when the fibers broke apart by my chewing, they became spongy and fused
together like sticky gum. I figured it was some kind of sap, and it was
definitely not something I wanted sticking to my stomach lining.


Edward shrugged and looked at me. “You’re adapting
fast. At least you’re walking up right now. I suppose if you feel well enough,
we can go to Anoshii tomorrow. That is, if you think you can control yourself
around Divina.”


“You can; I’m sure I can find a way to.”


“When I first met her, I found myself in a death duel
with another wizard who, at the time, was not easy to fight. Ronez had to fight
me himself to get me to act rational. She tends to make it hard to think, and
her behavior only makes it worse. You would fall less without those things on
your feet,” he advised, looking at my shoes. 


I would have no choice, soon. “You talk about Divina
as if you’ve known her for a long time.”


“I have. I’ve known her for about seventy years now.”
He smirked at my disbelief. “She is so powerful that I have not seen her age a
day since I met her. Actually, it’s potions that she is exceptional at. If
there are three things that woman is never without, they are a plan, a potion,
and an alibi.”


We made it to the springs without too much falling;
but still, my arms were red and scraped. I realized that we weren’t in the
usual spot. This part looked rougher, the water was faster, and there was a
natural rock bridge across it. Edward was headed for the bridge but I waited
back to watch him pull a washboard out of the bag. It was a panel of glass, one
side corrugated, with a wooded frame. He stuck it halfway into the water to
rest on a rock, took one of his shirts out of the bag, and started scrubbing it
against the ribbed side. It wasn’t difficult to figure out how it worked.


“Shouldn’t I do that seeing as how you’re teaching me
magic and stuff?” I asked. He looked up, his frown worried and unsure.


“This is hard to break, but I’m sure you could manage
it. Either you’ll break it or you’ll fall into the water… or both.” 


I rolled my eyes. “I could burn myself while lighting
a fire. I could chop my head open while chopping firewood. Tibbit could eat me
while I clean his cage. I could try not to go near the woods for fear of
injury, trip over a hole in the ground, and bust my head open. I know how bad
my luck is, but I can’t fear everything forever. It would be pointless.”


He sighed, but gave in and I took over washing the
clothes while he hung them up. There was a long line Edward had strung between
two trees to hang clothes on for drying. He insisted on tying it higher so it
wouldn’t be at my neck height. It was frustrating mostly because I understood
his point in doing it; he wouldn’t have bothered had I not been so clumsy in
the woods. It wasn’t my fault there was so much ridiculous gravity. Still, I
sat back while I scrubbed so I didn’t fall in because of the gravity. I
don’t like gravity. Or water. Or cleaning.


After the clothes were all done, I looked around for
the little girl. Sure, she was a figment of my imagination, but that was no a
reason I shouldn’t introduce myself; I like to be familiar with every person in
my head.


“Edward?” 


He sighed. “You do remember that isn’t my name,
right?”


“Kiwiyamiwhatever. Have any of the spirits around
here ever talked to you?” 


He sat on a rock by the edge. “I’m not sure. I’ve
heard them talking, but it’s hard to be sure who they’re speaking to, or even
what they’re saying. Usually I hear only random words. Speaking of which…” he
said, looking at me expectantly.


“How do you say ‘yes’ in Sudo?”


“Mowa. ‘No’ is ‘labonora’, but is usually pronounced
‘laba’. ‘No, thank you’ is normally said ‘labayan’. ‘How much’ is ‘mitawa’.” He
went on and on with many different words and phrases, making my head hurt. I
could only remember a few of the words, but I hoped I would recognize the rest
when necessary. 


After pounding my poor brain with words, he insisted
that I practice the water trick. It took a while to focus my mind and even
longer to feel the energy. When I did feel it, though, it felt so obvious. I
could feel it in me. 


I didn’t imagine the water as fish pee, I just didn’t
want the water to touch me because I knew I could control it; I already did
once. Like Edward said, water was simple. I needed to do it in order to get
good with magic so I could protect my book. 


So I did it. My feet were dry when I pulled them out
of the water. “Good. Now release the energy before you blow up something,”
Edward said. 


I closed my eyes and focused on the energy in me.
“How?”


“Imagine it draining. However you imagine it is your
choice,” he said. 


So I imagined it rising out of me like the little
stink lines on a cartoon character or like I was evaporating in the sun. I
could feel the energy in me grow thinner until it was mostly gone. 


“That’s enough. If you rid yourself of all energy,
you won’t be ready if you’re attacked. You only have to get rid of enough so
that you won’t make the house shake when you have a Guardian dream or do
something stupid when you see Divina.”


“How do you know how much energy I have in me?”


“I can feel energy better than you, like a seventh
sense. I can feel it all around me well enough to know how much is in one area
or person and when it’s being gathered.”


“A seventh sense? What’s the sixth?” I asked.


“The books and their wellbeing. Do it again.” 


I rolled my eyes and started again. It was quicker
the third time. Afterwards, Edward told me to do it again and I did a fourth
and fifth time, both faster than the time before. After I made my feet dry for
the fifth time, I found it harder to drain myself of the energy. I had to work
much harder for less of an effect. 


I was tired. 


I started again without being told, but Edward stood.
“That’s enough of that. Rest quickly and I’ll show you something new. It’s not
good to practice something to the point of crippling yourself. You can destroy
your body by wearing it out with magic.”


“But I’m immortal. You’ve been at it forever and you
look healthy.”


“My strength came with age and wisdom, for I learned
to work myself without pushing too hard. Your own limit and how much you can
push it is something you’ll have to learn on your own. I can teach you spells
and how they work. Many spells have similar roots; you can apply what you know
of one spell to another. I don’t really like to call magic ‘spells’.”


“But you just gather magic energy and it makes things
happen? That sounds very easy.”


“Not quite. Nominal energy is controlled by your
spirit. You can control the four base elements by controlling nominal energy
directly. Other magic is used by controlling things through the energy.
Electricity is an element made with nominal and physical energies together.
There are some spells that need a physical root, like a ritual, and some that
can be controlled with the mind. What do you want to learn?” 


I couldn’t help myself. “I want to blow stuff up with
my mind!”


“Something else.”


“I want to be able to turn invisible.”


“Something else.”


“I want to be able to choke someone by raising my
hand ten feet away and saying, ‘I find your lack of faith disturbing’.”


“Something else.”


“I want to…” I stopped myself when I saw his thinly
veiled frustration. He wasn’t going to teach me anything like that yet, but he
was giving me a choice. “I want to lift stuff. Like… telepathy.”


“You mean telekinesis?”


“Yeah, that too. That sounds good to know and easy to
learn.” 


“I wouldn’t call it easy, but it is simple. All
right. Rest while we walk home. How are you adjusting to the gravity and air?”


“I’m adapting to the gravity, my muscles are sore is
all. The air is good; it feels very thick and very clean. I never really
considered Earth’s air to be polluted, but I lived in a big city, so I was used
to it.”


“It’s not as bad as some worlds I’ve heard of,” he
said. I opened my mouth to ask what worlds there were, but he interrupted me,
knowing what I would ask. “There is Duran and Earth, as you know, then there is
Dios, Mulo, Vaigda, Malta, Enep, Dayo, Kahún, and Skrev. Vaigda makes Earth
look positively stupid. It was easy to study Earth with Ronez, but other than
to Earth, I haven’t traveled much in a very long time. I like Duran.”


“You’d be the minority,” I said, referring to the
band. He gave me a sour look and I sighed as I started helping him pull down
clothes and bagging them. My shirt was sagging sadly; the fabric was not meant
for Duran. When we were done, Edward picked up the bag and we started off for
the house. 


Nothing in the forest was noticeably distinguishable,
but Edward seemed to have no trouble navigating it. Even though I felt very
tired, I managed to stay on my feet through most of the journey. 


When we got to the house, Edward told me to wait for
him, so I went to sit at the fireplace while he went inside. He came out a few
minutes later and sat three very large rocks in front of me. I frowned. “So,
Yoda, you keep rocks in your house?” 


He rolled his eyes. “If you arrange these in a
certain way across your home, it brings luck, keeps out threatening forces, and
warns you when someone is being untrustworthy. Now, there are two ways to do
this; move the wind, or move the rock. I will not teach you to use wind on it
today because it takes too much control and wind really requires a larger
target.”  


“I don’t have to---”


“No, you don’t have to stand on your head,” he
answered. My eyes were wide. “I’ve seen ‘Star Wars,’ and Ronez was crazy about
it. He once referred to it as man’s greatest idea. One of his greatest wishes
was to find his Padmé Amidala. He was too obsessive.”


“There’s no such thing as too obsessive over ‘Star
Wars’. Don’t get me wrong; I’m far from a star-nerd, and I’ve never been a
trekkie. I am a Whovian through and through.”


“Good for you. Now pay attention.” He held out one of
the rocks and I took it. “It’s not heavy,” he said.


I looked at him. “Uh… yeah it is.” 


He sighed. “No, it’s not. Your hand is telling your
brain it is, and your hand is wrong. I’m trying to make this simple for you.
Your mind controls everything in your body, including your spirit, which
controls nominal energy, which controls everything. Got it?”


“Yeah. Mind controls body and spirit, to energy, to
everything, so mind controls everything.”


“Yes.” 


The mind is God. 


“Your mind has to make your body think the rock has
no weight.”


“How am I supposed to think the rock has no weight?”


“Be creative.” 


I sighed and thought for a second, but then my arm
hurt and I set the rock down. When I did so, I remembered how a suspiciously
large number of teachers would make me hold out my arms during class until they
became unbearably sore for punishment. I picked up two of the rocks, one in
each hand, and held my arms out. My arms felt sore very quickly, just like they
had in school. From there, it was easy to ignore the feel of the smooth stone
in my hand.


“Okay.”


“I want you to imagine the rocks lifting out of your
hands. They can do that because they weigh nothing. Your mind can make them
rise if you want them to and if you can see it. Take in energy. The rocks are
physical energy, so you can move it with the nominal energy you’ve gathered.”


I felt the energy around me and gathered it before
imagining the rocks floating slowly. Five minutes passed, then ten, and then
fifteen, and I could still feel the cold, smooth stone as well as my scorching
muscles. It was frustrating and my arms were getting unbearably tired. 


“Open your eyes,” Edward said. 


I opened my eyes slowly, careful to keep focus on the
stones. When I opened my eyes, much of the pain in my arms vanished along with
the feeling of stone and I looked up. Both rocks were several feet above my
hands; I had felt them even when they weren’t there. And then they both
plummeted to the ground. I couldn’t tell if Edward was disappointed that I let
them fall. 


“Why did it take longer than it did to control the
water?”


“It was harder?” 


“Why?” 


I thought really hard about it, but Edward didn’t
move a muscle as the minutes passed.


“The water took less energy. It was simpler. It was
like… The water did what I wanted it to, but the rock had to… I had to make it
do what I wanted it to. I could feel it obey more when I got frustrated.”


“Because you focused on it and wanted it more. You
learn much more quickly than the majority of the students I’ve had. You’re
right; the water does what you want it too. The four elements, compared to
other magic, seem as if they want to obey.”


“So does that mean you have to force other magic?”


“It’s subjective. For most wizards, the four elements
will always be their strength. For some, potions are their strong point, or
manipulating the mind. Some people develop their powers around a chosen career.
For example, I knew a woman who, realizing her natural talent for illusion-type
magic, honed her skills until she became the most successful assassin Duran has
ever known.”


“What happened to her?” I asked.


“She was paid to assassinate me.”


“Did you have her arrested?”


“No, I married her.” I gaped at him as he continued.
“After I decided she couldn’t change her ways, I told her to leave or I would
drag her to Canjii myself. She refused and spent the next six years
assassinating other inmates.”


“Why the hell did you marry her?” 


“It was actually Ronez’s fault. He was angry at me
over something and when he found out about her, he pretended to be me and
married her under my name. I couldn’t very well tell her she was actually
married to my twin brother who lived on another world.”


Ronez sounded like a born troublemaker.


Edward gathered the three rocks into a pile. “Now
that you’ve learned to levitate an object, you can levitate anything. But do
you know what’s ironic about the rocks you levitated?” he asked. 


I did; I’d already thought of it. “Rocks are part of
earth, so it should have been as easy as the water.” 


His smile was unmistakable; he was pleased with how I
was keeping up. “Very good.” He stood. “You’re right, and you’re also wrong. If
these were regular rocks, it would have been; however, these are synthetic.” 


I examined them and tried to be annoyed. Instead, I
found myself laughing. 


When I stood to go back inside, I noticed Divina
standing about twenty feet behind us. She was just as incredibly beautiful as
before, but she wasn’t smiling, nor was she even looking at me. 


“Bad news, Kiro. Mallet’s ship is down and the next
one to Anoshii isn’t for another three weeks. We’ll have to take a ship to west
Mijii.” 


Edward sighed and I was sure I was going to learn a
new cuss word. I also knew Divina was only speaking in English for my benefit.
“That means we have to go through the Aradlin,” he said, his voice low with
frustration.


“What’s the Aradlin?” I asked cautiously.


“A very dangerous place.” He looked at me. “It
appears you are going to get your request granted.” 


It was difficult to focus on what he was saying as
Divina approached. “Which one?”


“Were you serious about wanting to blow stuff up with
your mind?” he asked.  


“There’s no time. The ship leaves for Mijii in
roughly three hours.” Divina glanced at me before continuing. “After Mijii, it
will head to Moshi, Zendii before returning here. If you refuse to go through
the Aradlin after last time, we can probably just go to Zendii and find
transportation to Magwai.”


“Moshi to Magwai?” Edward’s face was almost pained.
“Then we would have to take a ship through the Togi and into the swamps of
Buron. We will probably get stuck, searched, robbed, and if we are very, very
lucky, not eaten. We might as well wait for Mallet to fix his ship.” Divina stopped
a few feet in front of him and bit her lip in doubt. I knew they were speaking
English for me, and I appreciated it, but all the place names blew right over
my head.


“The ship was hit by a pack of dasekikuma; it’ll be a
while before he can get it fixed up, especially while on Shomodii. Now, it is
the dry seasons, Buron may be dry.”


“Yes, but that just makes it harder to get through
the Togi. We’ll have to go through the Aradlin. Is going to Anoshii worth it?”
Edward asked.


“I can’t decide for you two, but I need to go. I’ve
needed to go for weeks now, but I haven’t gotten the chance. I can’t put it off
any longer,” Divina said. 


Since I had thought of Anoshii as only a shopping
mall up until then, I wondered what could be so important.


“You’re not going through the Aradlin alone. Whatever
we do, we must go now; the kid does no good in forests.” He left for the house
and I turned to Divina, feeling like I should be insulted. Instead, I was just
confused. 


She smiled at me. “Just make a list of words and put
them in a bag. Every night, have Edward draw one out and explain what it is or
means,” she said. 


Edward returned a few minutes later carrying a bag
similar to the one he kept his clothes in. “Got what you need?” he asked
Divina. 


She pointed over her shoulder and I realized that she
had a strange version of a backpack. It had straps similar to a backpack but
was shaped more like a tote bag, made of the same, not-quite-cloth material as
the clothes-bag. 


That also brought my attention off her face and onto
her body… her clothing. Her peach-colored halter top barely covered her front
and only three straps tied them on; two around the back and one around the
neck. Her perfect skin was completely exposed on her back, except where it was
hidden by her backpack. She wore tight, black, shiny pants. Her black leather
boots reached up to her knees. 


“Are you sure you’re ready?” Edward asked me. 


“I’m sure I don’t want to wait three weeks to see
Anoshii.” They both turned away, but I could see Divina smirk at Edward. 


Divina started for the woods in the direction she had
come from, but Edward handed me the bag, picked up the three rocks, and headed
back into the house. I looked from one to the other, unsure what to do. 


Divina stopped and gave me a reassuring smile. “He’s
just letting Tibbit out. Come on; he’ll catch up.” 


That was all the encouragement I needed to go running
after her. When we got to the woods, we had to slow down, but I was determined
not to fall in front of her. It worked for about ten minutes. Divina pulled me
up by the back of the shirt as easily as Edward had, but I couldn’t manage to
be as upset that she was choking me.


“Are you sure Edward knows where we’ll be?” I asked
after twenty minutes of walking through the endless forest. 


“He knows. It’s just outside his territory.”


“Where is your territory? Where do you live?” I
asked, hoping she wouldn’t call off a bunch of new words I didn’t know. 


“I live on the outskirts of Ronus, about an hour and
a half north of Kiro’s territory. Keep in mind, I mean a don, so it is longer
than the Earth hour. Just so you know, Kiro lives on east Shomodii. Anoshii is
southeast of Shomodii. We’re going to head northwest to Mijii.” 


“Oh. So how long will it take to get to Anoshii?” 


“That depends. Kiro probably won’t let us even take a
rest in the Aradlin.”


“What happened there? What happened last time that
has him so edgy?”


“Well, the Aradlin is a forest full of dangerous
creatures and the land itself is very treacherous. The last time we were there,
it was with two travelers, one of which was eaten, and the other died from
being chased into a pit lined with spikes. Kiro’s arm was broken and he was
almost eaten. It bothers him most that he doesn’t know how he got out. That,
and he lost track of me and feared that he wouldn’t be able to save me.”


“How come you got out, when the super powerful
Guardian barely did.”


Her expression was almost grave. “I have the tendency
to get away alive, like Ronez did.” 


I frowned. “Did you know Ronez? Were you close?” I
asked. She nodded, but quickened her pace slightly. It occurred to me that I
was upsetting her. I found that odd because Divina didn’t seem like the girl
who would be upset over death; the way she mentioned the two dead travelers was
so indifferent. On the other hand, she seemed rather close to Edward, so
perhaps she was just as close to Ronez.


After a while, I got the hang of walking through the
forest. It took about an hour before we got to the edge of the forest, and by
then I was out of breath and bent over. Finally the grass disappeared and the
ground evened out as we came upon a beach. The ocean looked identical to the
ones on Earth except for the sand color, which was slightly darker and redder
than normal sand.


There were fewer passengers than I had thought there
would be; only about thirty people. Some were socializing on the beach, but
most were already on the ship, which looked like a small version of the
Titanic. “Um… Are there any icebergs?” I asked. 


“Of course,” she answered. Nothing good could come
out of me getting on that ship. “But they’re nowhere near where we’re going.”


“Does that really matter? The icebergs will come to
him.” Edward’s loud voice didn’t even get a little jump out of me as he
appeared beside Divina. He hadn’t literally appeared, but I hadn’t noticed him
walking up to us. “I got us a room down low so people will not need to pass our
door often.”


“How did you get a room? Didn’t you just get here?” I
asked.


“Kid, I could have taken a nap, read a couple of
books, had breakfast and still made it back here in time to get a room before
you got here.” 


I scoffed and it just made him smirk. 


“Come on.” Divina wrapped her arm around mine and I
had no choice but to follow her to the ship, not that I was about to refuse
her. She led me up a wooden platform onto the ship, which looked much bigger
from the deck than it did from the beach. It occurred to me that I could get
seasick.


Edward then took the lead and we went below the deck.
The halls were made of a simple, dark wood. Little candles were mounted about
fifteen feet apart from each other on the walls, but they didn’t appear to
melt. On the right of each candle was a sliding door with an indent for a
handle. 


We finally stopped at a door and Edward slid it open.
The room was about ten-by-six with dark wood walls, which made it look smaller.
There was one bed against the wall, about three feet off the floor. The blanket
and pillow were identical to the ones on my bed, back on Shomodii. Next to the
bed was a wooden table, no bigger than an average four-person card table, and a
chair. An unlit lamp was lying on its side on the table. Against the far wall
was a two-by-two foot window with wooden shutters.


“Don’t stare. Go in,” Edward said. I did and sat on
the bed to try to stay out of the way. Divina sat next to me and Edward started
shuffling through his pack. He retrieved a pile of clothes and handed them to
me. “Get this on; you’re attracting stares.” 


I looked at Divina expectantly, but she just smiled
back. “Don’t you want to leave?” I asked.


“Why? Do you have something to hide? I’ve seen what
men have.” 


I just stared at her until she got up and left
without another word. Edward started shuffling through the bag again and I
quickly changed clothes. 


I didn’t look right in Edward’s clothes. The
tan-colored shirt and dark brown pants seemed to clash with my skin. Not to
mention they were too big, which made me look small. Despite the size, they
were very comfortable. The shirt was a little stretchy but seemingly strong,
very soft, and light.


Edward pulled out a pair of boots identical to his
and there was no hope at all that they would fit. Still, he handed them to me
and I put them on without complaining. They fit better than I thought they
would, because the leather material was thick. 


“You don’t need to wear those right now. It’s going
to be a while before we get to Mijii.”


“Can I wear my shoes in the forest since there won’t
be anyone there?”


“No. Your shoes would never hold up there. I’m
surprised they still stick to your feet.” Edward then pulled a book out of the
bag and sat down. With nothing else to do, I rolled over and daydreamed.









Chapter 5


The ship ride was interesting. I had never been on a ship; Mother was
sure I would fall off. Edward and Divina decided to take turns babysitting me
in our little compartment to avoid any unnecessary problems with language. 


As there were only three languages on Duran, none of
which were anything like English, Edward suggested I played mute. They both
argued over whether or not I should play deaf or mute or both. Playing deaf
could end badly if I accidently reacted to a noise, but playing mute could go
down the same way if I accidently said something. 


They decided to hide me instead.


Divina spent most of the time reading a book from her
backpack, while Edward spent most of his time sharpening his daggers and
twitching at every unexpected sound. In a ship full of people, there were a lot
of unexpected sounds. 


“What was Ronez like? Where did he work and live?” I
asked Edward when I couldn’t take the quiet scratching anymore. 


Edward frowned for a second but stopped his
sharpening. “His hobbies and talents were very diverse. Ronez was the kind of
man who had a three-car garage next to the trailer he lived in. He had a 1980
Corvette, 1967 CougarXR7-GT, and a 1952 Studebaker Commander Regal Coup. He
went to Oxford University, Tokyo University, Ritsumeikan University, and a
bunch of other ones I can’t recall; those three were his favorite. In just a
few years, he collected three doctorates’, five masters’, four bachelors’, and
several associates’ degrees, yet he worked at a small shop where he fixed up
cars for people. He wore clothes that make yours look fancy, which usually
consisted of grime and rips, and liked to change his hair color when he got
bored.


“He owned a large black dog named Cutie, and a little
toy munchkin named Cujo, both of which are long dead. Several times he told me
that if he died before me, he wanted to be mummified. That’s not an option
because of… the way he was killed. He had started several cults and convinced
many people that he was the god who made food in the icebox get moldy. My
brother had the tendency to be very persuasive.”


“Were you?”


“I’ve had my moments, but mostly, I just intimidate people
into doing or believing what I want. He’s gotten us both into a lot of trouble,
which he always got out of by fooling everyone involved, on his side or against
him. Nobody could stay mad at him. He liked to gamble and try everything. He
was a fantastic cook, oddly enough. Everyone thought he lived only in the
moment, but I could see that, while he was very spontaneous, he was always
planning and working for a better future. He knew more Earth languages than all
the languages I know, of all the different worlds. Ronez was very unique.” 


“He sounds awesome. What was his favorite food?” He
rolled his eyes, though at me or the memory, I’m not sure.


“Pizza. He liked pizza and a certain soda I can’t
recall. The older he got, the younger he was until he reentered the teenage
stage. When he actually was a teenager, he was a hardworking, wealthy, family
man. When he died, he was a single, soda addict living paycheck to paycheck
with his guitar and cars, who spent his weekends playing video games on a
television set that had to stay in his garage because it wouldn’t fit in his
house. He was always very fun and uplifting to be around. In his entire life,
he never once said goodbye.”


“And Divina was friends with him?”


“Yes. Why?”


“I think I upset her by bringing him up on the way
here.”


“Divina and Ronez were somewhat friends, but if his
death has upset her, it’s not very much. She never considered death to be
anything more than a long period of absence. Even when a very good friend died,
she always acted like that person had just moved away and they could hang out
if that person ever decided to come and visit. I told her what happened to
Ronez before I left for Earth. She clearly felt sorry for me, but didn’t know
why I was so upset. I’m not sure if she even gets it or knows that he is not
coming back.” After that, he went back to his knife sharpening, but I kept
thinking about it. 


What if she does know? I had read about so
many types of defense mechanisms, several that involved the death of loved
ones. Denial was a bad way to cope with a pain. What if she misses him, and
I did make her upset? 


Neither seemed interested in talking, and soon their
brooding preparation rubbed off and I lay there, imagining how bad the Aradlin
was going to be. Then I remembered that I had no breakfast and probably
wouldn’t get any until we got to Anoshii… in several days.


I’m going to die at sea by starvation. With
that thought, I lapsed into depression. 


 


*          *          *


 


After about five hours of boredom, during which I
played Sudoku in my head, Edward entered the room and Divina stood. “They’re
serving dinner now,” Edward declared. I jumped up and he frowned. “Perhaps I
should bring yours to you.”


I shook my head suddenly enough to make it hurt.
“Boredom causes bad things to happen around me. I have to get out of this room
before I start seeing things. I have to eat before I shrivel up and die. I have
to---”


“Okay! Just don’t say anything to anyone. If someone
asks you a question, look down or pretend you didn’t hear them. I mean it- not
a word, not a sound. Got it?”


“Uh,” I said wisely. Divina grabbed my arm to turn me
to face her. She raised a dark blue, round, glass squirt bottle, about three
inches tall and an inch in diameter.


“Hold still and open your mouth,” she said. 


I had a really, really bad feeling about it, but
since it was Divina, I did what any good dog would do. She sprayed the ice-cold
liquid, which had the consistency of water, down my throat carefully. The small
amount that touched my tongue was about the worst thing I had ever tasted. I
coughed and choked, but the foul liquid seemed to stick to the lining of my
throat. 


“What is that?” I coughed. 


Edward did the most frightful thing so far; he
started counting down. 


“Just a little home mixture,” Divina said cheerfully.
It was a potion. Nothing except forcing her control down a man’s throat can
make a girl that happy. 


Edward looked at Divina when he finished counting.
“How long does it last?” he asked her. 


She smiled. “Until I give him the antidote.” Her
smile faltered and she glanced at her bag next to the bed. “I’m sure I brought
it.”


I opened my mouth to demand what she did, but nothing
came out. My voice wouldn’t work! While I could breathe and hyperventilate
(which I did plenty of), I couldn’t make a sound, not even a whine.


Edward shrugged. “If you didn’t, I’m sure it won’t
hurt him to go a while without asking a question.”


I nodded violently that it would, yet neither took
any notice of me. Edward left and Divina wrapped her arm around mine. I tried
to be angry, but I failed when she gave me her unnaturally beautiful smile. 


“I was just cheering Edward up; I did bring the
antidote. This is just so nothing will slip out. Come on.” 


With great relief, I followed her. We found our way
back on deck, where there was already a crowd of twenty men, half who were
twice my size and all who were at least twice my age. There were no lamps
because the sun was still up. Divina pulled me along to sit beside Edward and
then sat on the other side of me like protective parents. It was very frustrating,
but I couldn’t complain… I mean, I was physically unable to complain. 


Everyone was speaking either a language that was
smooth and delicate, which I was sure was Sudo, or something that sounded
harsher, like German. I recognized a few of the Sudo words that Edward taught
me, but other than that, it was impossible to guess what they were saying. 


Their body language was odd, too. None of them
touched each other. No one was left out of anything, except me, who couldn’t be
in any proper conversation even if I could talk. The men didn’t strike me as
the rough sailors I saw in movies; they were more polite. If one would raise
his voice too loud, he would give Divina an apologetic look before continuing
quieter. 


However, the biggest difference I saw between them
and humans was their appearance. While they were all humanoid, I noticed some
people had odd coloring, such as the three people with white hair. They didn’t
look old enough to have pure white hair, so it occurred to me that white hair
could be a natural color on Duran. Another odd appearance was purple eyes,
which several people had. Though I expected beings to look different on other
planets, I never expected to see a young alien that looked human with purple
eyes and white hair.


“Yatunus.” I noticed a man arrive as he called out
Edward’s last name. I was surprised when everyone fell silent and Edward stood
up with a bright smile. This man was a few inches larger in every direction
than Edward. While the majority of the men on the ship looked to be no more
than working men, Edward had a predatory look to him. The man standing in front
of us looked like a bodyguard. 


The man was heavily built and had a rather flat head,
a square jaw, and small eyes the color of worn money. His nose was flattened
from being shattered several times and there was a scar above his lip, which
made his unshaven stubble look lopsided. He wore a closed gray leather vest, a
black sleeveless T-shirt underneath it, black denim-like pants, and black
boots. The overall effect was something like a retired or undercover mobster. 


“Rhade. Nonjide imedae,” Edward said in greeting.
Rhade took a seat across from Edward. Everyone started talking again, even
quieter than before, but a few gave the man secretive glances. Edward said
something else and I heard, very clearly, my first name and Divina’s name. 


As he introduced us, I noticed that he didn’t point
or indicate either of us. I was trying my best to soak up all the rules and
taboos, but they were all the same on Earth. 


Rhade said something to Divina that she repeated back
to him. When he said the phrase to me, Edward leaned forward and quietly
explained my silence. Rhade nodded with a pitying expression and evidently
changed the subject. I was left out while everyone was enjoying themselves. I
only wanted dinner to come. 


Finally, it did, and I stood when everyone else did
as three men about my age entered, carrying large bowls and plates of food.
They set them on the table and left, but everyone remained silent and standing.
The three men returned three more times to bring food before finally returning
with plates and other dining utensils. They distributed them and said a phrase
before leaving. Everyone sat and I examined what was in front of me. 


The dark green plates were the same clay stuff that
Edward’s jars were made of. There was a tan cloth that looked like Edward’s bag
material, only thicker. The last object was a long, wooden spoon. On one end of
the straight handle was a wide, slightly curved, almost flat scoop. On the
other end, it was sharpened into a spike. I guessed that was in case the food
tried to sneak away. 


The food itself was scary. One of the dishes
contained a thick brown paste with wiggling chunks. There were green things,
red things, black and blue things. The only thing that looked edible was a
plate piled with strips of meat.


They started passing the food around, very politely.
When Edward handed me the first thing to come my way, which was the dancing
brown paste, I quickly passed it to Divina before it could eat me. Divina used
the spatula-spoon and put some of it on my plate, despite my obvious fear. This
process repeated for several dishes until Edward stopped her from putting
something blue on my plate and I heard the word “milwyd”. She nodded, put some
on her own plate, and passed it on, saving me from its torture. 


When all the food was served, I watched everyone
start eating. I tried to mimic the way the men were using the spoons, but it
was impossible. Divina used hers perfectly, whereas I couldn’t get anything on
it. I looked at Edward when I noticed she was glaring at him. He was using his
fingers, not his spoon for the dry meat, so I decided to mimic him. His way was
easier.


Using the meat as a scoop, I was able to sample the
more unrecognizable cuisine. It tasted like Chinese food- the American kind.
The chunks in the brown stuff were actually meat and the sauce was very sweet.
Most of the food was sweet or salty, yet there was nothing to drink. Divina
said something threatening to Edward, causing him to grin, and I was sure it
was about his eating manners or teaching me bad manners. I didn’t care; I was
just hungry. 


Finally, when everyone was done eating, which was
soon because there was very little talk, the three men brought out drinks. I
was pleased to find that it was Kamitsue juice.


After a little while of friendly chat with Rhade,
Edward stood and said his goodbyes. Divina and I stood too, and followed them
back to the compartment. It was very cramped with all three of us. 


“You are friends with Rhade-so Imo?” Divina asked
Edward. “Think he’ll play later?”


“I don’t think so.” He looked at me. “Rhade is famous
in Anoshii as a musician. You did better than I thought you would.” 


I looked pleadingly at Divina. Taking mercy on me,
she dug through her bag for a second before holding up a bottle identical to
the blue one except it was dark red. The antidote tasted and felt the same as
the other potion did, but it washed away what was still in my throat. 


I coughed and wheezed. “Never do that again!” My
voice was weak and broken. 


“I liked you better when you couldn’t even talk to
me,” she said, unimpressed. 


I glared at her as best as I could, which wasn’t
much. “You can’t use that on me again. I was just taken by surprise,” I said. 


Her smirk was absolutely predatory and I froze.
Edward moved out of the way and I retreated towards the door. For every step
back I took, she advance two until her face was inches from mine.


“Was that all?” Her sweet breath left me stunned and
my eyes slipped closed involuntarily. “Are you going to stop me next time?”


Her warm breath passed over my lips and they parted.
Every ounce of blood in my body was redirected. I couldn’t think right; my mind
was fuddled. Her scent was exotic, but also sweet, like poison.


“Divina, down! You’re giving him a stroke!” 


I barely heard Edward. Divina pressed against me so
lightly it could have been imagined. My legs went weak. I tried to lean into
her, but the door had been holding me up and so, against my will, I slid to the
ground. 


“Dylan! Are you okay? Divina, you devil. Hey!” He
shook me as I tried to clear my head. 


I forced my eyes open. “I’m okay,” I lied, climbing
to my feet.


He turned to Divina and growled. It was a very
inhuman sound. 


“Relax, he’s fine,” she told him, no longer smiling.


He pushed me onto the bed and faced her. “He needs to
heal. You need to let him do that.” His voice, while not threatening, was low
and authoritative. She nodded and Edward sat next to me. 


“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize he was still so injured.”



“You smell like plants,” I said without thinking.
That just struck me as odd.


“I make potions for people,” she explained. 


I couldn’t help but wonder, though, if it were some
kind of magic that made me react to her scent. Her beauty was undeniable;
however, Vivian was beautiful, too. Vivian had a great scent, but it never made
me dazed. Either magic was to blame for my sudden and extreme reaction, or I
was in trouble. 


“You look tired,” she said after a few minutes. 


“I didn’t sleep well last night.”


“He had a Guardian warning dream,” Edward added.
Divina frowned, obviously clueless as to what it was. “When our books are in
trouble, they try to help us by giving us visions that reveal plots or even
show the future.”


“Your book is already in danger?” she asked me. 


I tried not to be offended. “It’s not my fault. The
ones who killed Ronez are still after it.”


“I thought you killed the ones responsible.” She
started pacing in the tiny room.


“Why did you think that?” Edward asked. “I told you I
was leaving for Earth and that Ronez had been killed. Then I brought back
Dylan. Where did you hear that I killed anyone? I couldn’t even find anyone
responsible. As far as I can figure out, it was Vretial’s servants.” 


Her eyes went wide and she stopped pacing. “What does
the dark god have to do with anything? I thought he was… asleep or something
for all eternity. Exiled by the other gods.”


“Erono told me that Vretial had sent servants to take
Ronez’s book. When Ronez was killed, I volunteered to find the book and assign
a new Guardian to Earth. Erono was very insistent that it not fall into
Vretial’s hands.”


“What does Erono have to do with Earth? Shouldn’t it
be the god of Earth who assigns a new Guardian?” she asked. 


“Erono decided it was more important to keep the book
safe from Vretial than argue with Tiamat over who did what. I just followed his
orders to get the book and find a Guardian. However, the book found its own
Guardian.” 


She studied me. “The book couldn’t have found an
experienced wizard? No offense, sweetie.”


“My instincts tell me it found him for a reason, and
when I realized how much potential he had, I couldn’t argue.”


“If Vretial is responsible, we have serious
problems.”


“If Vretial has been suppressed for so long, why are
you afraid of him? I mean, how do you even know about him?” I asked her.


“Duran has stories about him. I thought every world
did,” Divina answered. 


One thought popped into my head and made me want to
puke. If Divina was right and humans did have stories about Vretial, then Mother
was also correct. Satan. I shuddered at the possibility. “He isn’t
red-skinned with horns, by any chance, is he?” I asked. Or a psychology
teacher?


Edward snorted and Divina rolled her eyes. “He is a
god; he can appear any way he wants to. Gods have no corporeal form,” Edward
explained. “If he wanted to appear frightening, that sounds like a good way to
do it.” He looked at Divina. “That doesn’t explain why you thought I had killed
the person responsible for Ronez’s death.”


“You said you were going to Earth because Ronez died.
I thought you were going to get revenge. You should have gotten revenge,” she
growled, but it sounded strangled as if she was trying to conceal another
emotion.


“I don’t think I ever heard you show any desire for
vengeance.”


“Ronez was a great man and the one that killed him
should suffer an eternity of misery.” Her eyes watered. “As his brother, I
thought you of all people would agree.” She nearly broke the door with the
force she used to open it and slam it shut behind her. 


Edward gaped. “I had no idea she cared about him so
much.”


“Can I see my book?” I asked. Edward pulled it out of
his bag and handed it to me. I sprawled back on the bed and held my book to my
chest. The book was warm. Edward was still sitting there, deep in his own
thoughts, when I fell asleep. 


 


*          *          *


 


When I woke, the room had a warm glow from the lit
lantern on the table. Outside, the larger moon cast an eerie glow over the
ocean. Edward was sitting beside the bed and Divina was still gone. “Are you
okay?” I asked. 


He sighed and stared out at the moon. “Really, it’s
none of my business what relationship they had. I think I’m more concerned with
her desire for revenge; she has always seemed rather naïve to me. I don’t know
how much she cared about him, but I wonder how much he returned her feelings. I
didn’t think they really even knew each other all that well. What do you think
of her?”


“Pulchritudinous,” I answered. 


He smirked and proved his mastery of the English
language. “Yes, she is quite beautiful. I supposed it’s no surprise if he did
like her. Everyone likes her. Come with me, I’ll give you another lesson.” 


“What time is it?” I asked, climbing clumsily out of
bed as he stood gracefully. I handed my book, which had slipped to my side in
my sleep, to Edward, who slid it into his bag.


“Between sunset and sunrise. Most of the crew is
asleep and the others should not need to come up to the deck.” 


I followed him back out and onto the deck, where the
two moons cast a spooky glow. The history of my childhood suggested it was a
very bad idea to get near the edge of the ship, but that was exactly what
Edward made me do. I wasn’t prepared for how windy it was, so I held onto the
rail with everything I had. “We’re playing with wind this time?” I asked. 


“Yes. Remember that wind it the hardest to use for
most wizards.”


That was exactly what I needed to hear to boost my
confidence.


“You’ll start by simply bending it. Gather your
energy, but not too much because air is delicate and too much energy can cause
loss of control.” I gathered about half as much as I did with the water before
Edward told me it was enough. 


“Is it like controlling water?”


“Not exactly. Clear your mind and close your eyes.” I
did. “Imagine the wind as something you can see. See it whip around
artistically and bend it to do as you want. Make walls and tunnels around it to
shape it. Give it energy gently and focus.”


It felt like hours passed. I could imagine
controlling the air all I wanted, but the wind kept coming at me. Even if I was
able to control it, to bend it out of the way, there was more coming. But if
I can use the wind to block the wind… So I imagined the wind swirling
around just before it reached me and smashing into the oncoming wind. I
imagined it as flowing light, almost like colorful, glowing water with a black
background.


To my surprise, I could feel the wind jerk wildly
before breaking off. Though the sound of whipping wind grew louder, I could
only feel a fraction of the gust that it was before. I tried hold on as it
started slipping, but the more energy I put into it, the more winds slipped
through and the faster I became drained. 


“Enough,” Edward said. 


His voice broke my concentration and the wind fell
back into its previous pattern. Opening my eyes, I saw him sitting at the
dinner table. I joined him, surprised to find how wobbly my legs were, and laid
my head down on the cool wood.


“You have a lot of power, but not nearly enough
control over it. You learn quickly and you improvise very well. How are you
adapting to the gravity?” 


I lifted my head slowly to look at him. “I’ve been
better.” I laid my head back down too hard. “But I can take it.”


“You need to learn to take in energy as you use it. A
few spells allow you to draw energy into something directly, but they are
usually very dangerous.” He stood. “Right now, you should sleep.” I stood as
gracefully as I could manage it. 


“I want to practice more.”


“In the morning. Go to bed now.” 


I stifled the first response that came to mind. I
wanted to refuse just because I didn’t like to be told what to do, but this man
wasn’t paid to teach me, and he wasn’t on a power trip. He was telling me for
my own good; he knew more about magic’s effect on the body. He wasn’t just
telling me what to do because he wanted to control me. 


I nodded. “All right.” So I went back to bed and
Edward stayed up to read a book. Divina didn’t return before I fell asleep. 


 


*          *          *


 


I awoke to the sound of wind and the glorious aroma
of Divina. Before I even opened my eyes, I felt the serenity of early morning.
Dim light spilled across the room through the open window.


I hated early mornings. On the other hand…


Divina was sitting on the floor, her body leaning
next to me against the bed with her head touching my pillow. She’d changed into
a really nice shirt. The thin, black shirt had no sleeves and went around her
collar like a turtle-neck. While most of the shirt was made of a satin texture,
the span of her stomach consisted of a black fish net material. 


Her breathing was deep and her lips were slightly
open. I forced the images from my head of kissing her, but instead thought of
Ronez. If she had true feelings for him…


“She wouldn’t like it if you get your kiss without
her even knowing it.” Edward’s voice shattered my thoughts and it took
everything I had not to jump out of my skin. While he wasn’t whispering, his
voice was low and quiet. 


Although his presence had entirely escaped my notice,
he was still sitting in the same spot that he had been when I fell asleep. It
also escaped my notice that I had been slowly leaning closer to Divina. “Don’t
you ever sleep?” I whispered.


“Yes.”


“Was Divina here long? Did you talk to her any last
night?” 


He shook his head. “She came in after I fell asleep.
I’ve decided I don’t need to talk to her about it unless she brings it up
again. We’ll be arriving at Mijii in a few hours. You should practice your
magic because I won’t want to stop when we get there,” he said and then left.


I couldn’t play with the wind while the crew was
awake, so I improvised. He didn’t say what magic to practice.


I hunted down my tattered shoes, which were not
nearly as heavy as the rocks I had used, and then repeated my exercise from the
previous morning. It took surprisingly little time to focus my mind and gather energy.
I held out my arms with my eyes closed and imagined the shoes lifting into the
air with the torn shoelaces dangling. At the same time, I tried to push the
energy into them through my hands. After a few minutes, though I could still
feel the leather in my palms, I closed my hands into fists. My shoes floated
about two feet above me. 


I lowered my arms, careful to keep my mind focused.
They wavered, but remained airborne. I imagined them moving in front of me. Not
just imagined… I could see it happening. They would obey me because I was a
wizard and they were just shoes. Getting them into the air was easy; now I
needed to turn the potential energy into kinetic…


Wait… wrong idea.


The shoes wavered.


Stop. 


They did. 


Okay. I breathed in, drawing energy into
myself, and breathed out, letting the energy out, too. My hypothesis was that
if I stopped pouring my energy into them, or didn’t give them enough, they
would fall. But that didn’t necessarily mean I needed to give them more than I
already was to make them move. After all, I was continuously acting against
gravity. I lightened up on how much energy I gave the shoes until they started
to dip. 


Giving them just enough energy to keep them
suspended, I concentrated on envisioning them moving. For the first few tries
they did nothing, but then they slowly obeyed. It did in fact take more energy
to move them in midair than just holding them up. Interesting.


I was putting a lot of energy into it just to move
the shoes in slow side-to-side motions and it was already wearing me out, but
when I tried to hold back, they sunk and wobbled. 


Different tactic. I imagined myself like a
little stream. I let the energy flow into me through my left hand and out my
right. It felt surprisingly natural. The shoes dithered dangerously for my
moment of distraction. I have to control them so I won’t be eaten in the
Aradlin. With that thought, the shoes froze. After a few minutes of almost
perfect control, I knew I could do more, so I visualized them very slowly
circling each other.


Within a few more minutes, they started to move, very
slowly. I willed them to pick up speed and they did. About ten minutes later,
both shoes were evenly revolving without any hint of weakness. 


Then the door slid open and before I could react,
Edward told me to stop. I froze along with my shoes as he entered the room. He
observed my shoes, but his face revealed nothing.


“Did you practice last night?” he finally asked my
shoes.


“No, I slept last night. I’ve only practiced when you
told me to.” 


He nodded slowly to himself, then looked at me. “I’m
right that you have more raw power than you can control, though I’m beginning
to think I have seriously underestimated both your power and control. You’re
learning and developing faster than any apprentice I’ve ever had. And this,” he
indicated my shoes, still stationary, “will save your life someday. Don’t think
that you can protect your book on your own yet, but you should understand that
how quickly and accurately you’re developing is nearly astonishing. A wizard
can naturally feel magic energy. You seem to be able to naturally control it.
Also, your imagination must be very well developed.”


“Yeah, I have ADHD. Most my childhood was spent
daydreaming things that would never happen. When I was three, I had a bunch of
tiny Dalmatian puppies that were too small for anyone except me to see. I mean,
they were imaginary and all, but I preferred to believe they were just too
small for anyone else to see them. Then one died and they all went to the
funeral. They were so grief-stricken that they all ran away and I never saw
them again. I was miserable for months.”


I understood the look he gave me very well. “You know
that’s not normal, right?”


“More normal than when I went two years not touching
my hands together. In fact, I would only touch certain things with certain
hands. Do you know how hard it is to shampoo your hair with one hand?”


“Yes. I once broke my arm so badly it took an entire
day to heal,” he answered. 


I rolled my eyes and focused on the shoes which, amazingly,
were still immobile. Unfortunately, the floating shoes were less remarkable
than the fact that I was actually halfway good at something. 


“Let them go and release your energy.” 


I stopped pouring my energy into them and let the
energy flow out of me, not out of my hand but out the old fashioned way. At
least my old fashioned way. The shoes immediately dropped. 


 “You’re going to need to teach him faster,” Divina
said. I almost jumped in response to her beautiful, gentle voice. She climbed
to her feet and sat on the bed, pushing the pillow aside. 


“It appears so. Do you have any dragon blood?” 


“Only dried dragon blood. That stuff is hard to come
by.” 


“Do you think you can teach him your sun charm?”
Edward asked her. She nodded. “Okay. I’ll be back.” He left and Divina started
shuffling around in her backpack. She pulled out a white cloth and several
clouded jars. 


“What’s a sun charm?” I asked. I figured it couldn’t
be anything bad or dangerous with its name.


After setting her supplies on the bed, she gave me
her most inviting smile. 


Alarms went off in my head. 


“Most of the creatures in the Aradlin fear sunlight.
We’re going to take some of it with us. You know, for protection.” 


Bottled sunlight. That didn’t sound too bad. She
brought a jar and the cloth over to the window, then laid the cloth flat on the
wide sill and gently shook some of the jar’s contents onto it. It was dark red
powder with an offensive odor somewhere between a pile of dead animals and
rotten food.


“What is that?” I gagged. 


“Dragon’s blood. It isn’t the blood of a real dragon,
but a mixture of blood from different magical creatures. Don’t inhale any of
it; it’ll burn your insides out like acid, hence the name.” 


I grabbed the pillow and put it to my mouth and nose
as a filter. She put the lid back on the jar and held it out for me to take,
but I had better sense than that. “It’s not a good idea to hand me anything
acidic. Or poisonous. Or that can eat me. I’m not good around that stuff.” 


Her smile brightened the room. “You’re really one of
the unlucky types?” she asked. I nodded. “Well maybe my luck will rub off on
you.” With that encouragement, I took the jar as if it would explode any
second, since I expected it to. “Hand me the small red jar.” 


I set the acid blood down and picked up the small,
round, red glass jar and quickly handed it to her. “Wait, what if my
unluckiness rubs off on you?”


“I should still be covered; I happen to be extremely
resilient.” She popped the lid off the jar and pulled out a few tiny sticks.
“Sandalwood,” she said before I could ask. She dropped it in the dragon’s
blood, screwed the lid back on, and handed it to me. “The tan one,” she
requested. 


I set the sandalwood down and picked up the tan,
round jar. As I handed it over, I stepped closer… and tripped over my shoe. I
fell against the table and the jar slipped out of my hand. Quicker than my eyes
could track, Divina reached out and caught it. She winced, her eyes closed and
body tensed, for a few seconds before relaxing. Then she started laughing.


“What?” I was completely lost as to what just
happened.


“This stuff is highly explosive. The blood mixture is
not dangerous unless it’s wet or it’s inhaled; a jar of this stuff would blow
up the ship.” 


My eyes must have been the size of baseballs. “That’s
not funny! Do not ask me to touch things that can blow up a ship!” 


She turned back to the cloth, still with a smile on
her face. “I’ll remember that next time.” 


I wondered if she found it funny because she didn’t
think of death the normal way. Or maybe it was relief. Whatever the case, it
was a wonderful smile that went a long way in calming my nerves.


She cautiously unscrewed the jar, reached in, pulled
out a pinch, and carefully put it in the pile of the dragon blood and
sandalwood. She then screwed the lid on and slipped it warily back in her
backpack.


“Isn’t that unsafe?”


“My bag is very well insulated and I’m extremely
careful with it. Come over here,” she said. I stood next to her and tried to
ignore her sweet scent. “I’m going to have you set this up, but I will
reinforce it if it’s not powerful enough.” She pulled the sides of the cloth
together and clenched it closed. It stayed closed as if she had tied a string
around it- which she didn’t. “Clear your mind and gather your energy.” 


I did so. Clearing my mind was still difficult,
especially with Divina standing so close to me, but gathering energy was easier
each time I did it. 


“Can you feel the hot sunlight?”


Sunlight streamed through the window. “Yeah.”


“Imagine that all the sunlight you feel is coming
from the bag. Imagine that the bag is so hot it should be in flames, but it
isn’t. Have you ever felt intense heat?” I nodded. “Try to remember what it
felt like, and put that heat into the bag. Don’t let it fade, though, keep
putting more heat into the bag. Every kind of heat you can think of.” 


Desperately trying to drag my mind off of the heat
from her body so close to mine, I focused on the most unsexy memories I
possibly could.


I remembered when Mother’s first husband would hold
me down, light matches, and press them against my skin. I remembered when he
held me in the scorching hot bath water. I remembered when Jacob and his
friends tortured me on the fourth of July. I really did have a terrible
childhood. I imagined all that heat and forced it all into the little bag. My
insides grew hot, and it wasn’t because Divina was standing next to me. I
started squirming and my concentration faltered. 


“No. Keep going,” she insisted. 


I started hyperventilating and sweating, but I forced
my eyes to stay closed and my concentration to stay on the heat and bag. “It’s
too hot,” I said, my voice weak. My throat was dry and hot.


“You’re heating the energy in you; you need to push
it into the bag more.” She put her hand in mine for encouragement. 


I tried harder to push the heat away. For a few
seconds, it just grew hotter, but then it slowly subsided. I focused on the
heat and pushing it away, and then when I felt myself growing weaker, I pulled
in energy as I pushed it out. 


“More,” she said. 


I tried harder. It was easier to focus; my mind
blocked out everything else on its own. I opened my eyes and glared at the bag.
Though I was dizzy, I wasn’t able to move. 


“More,” she repeated. 


I closed my eyes again and tried even harder. I had
to do it. I had to do magic well to protect my book; my world. Vivian. 


I remembered getting dressed in the winter. I had to
dress in front of the fireplace because it was so cold. Jacob pushed me into
the metal fire guard. Who would have ever guessed it was hot? I remembered when
the basement floor was wet when we had an electrical problem. I remembered the
Roman Candle that malfunctioned. I even remembered the spicy food contest with
three of my friends. 


I can do this. I will do this.


I added all the heat that I could remember well and
forced it into the little white bag full of dried acid and explosives.


“Enough. Stop,” she said. 


I tried to shut out the pain and think of something
else, like Divina’s scent and the tone of her voice, which I didn’t understand.
I stopped pulling the energy in, but it kept coming. The heat was rising again
in me and I was shaking. Breathing was difficult as my heart beat way too fast.


“Stop,” she repeated with more urgency. 


“I’m trying,” I growled. If I think of something
cold, it might undo what I did. Her scent wasn’t doing enough. I didn’t
like trying to force the energy away; it felt wrong. When I clenched my fists,
trying to stop the flow, the heat grew stronger. That was good, though, it
meant it was working. It had to work. If I can make something happen, I sure
as hell can make it stop. 


I thought of how I upset Divina in the woods, how she
was so upset when talking about Ronez. She had to understand death. Finally,
the heat started to fade and the energy stopped coming, so I was able to release
it harmlessly. When my shaking and sweating decreased, I turned to Divina. 


She considered the bag with something between awe and
sadness. “You are very powerful,” she said. Her tone wasn’t reassuring. 


“You wanted me to put more power in it.” I was still
trying to catch my breath, but at least my heartbeat was mostly back to normal.


“I didn’t think you could. I thought the first day I
met you that you would be very powerful and dangerous when trained… But you
might possibly be even more dangerous untrained.” 


I sighed. “Look, I’m a Guardian now; I have to be
powerful in order to protect my book. I’m not some faulty bomb.” Everybody
always thought I was a freak or dangerous. Things would happen since I was a
little child no matter how much I tried to hide it. Mother would tell people I
was a demon. I even had to transfer to a new school several times after the
students started spreading lies about me. 


I didn’t want Divina or Edward to look at me that
way. Not here, where I should be considered normal if not boring.


“I know. That’s not what I’m trying to say. Okay, it is
what I’m trying to say, but I know you’re not… I don’t think you’re going to
lose yourself the first time you face an opponent.” 


“Why don’t you think so?” I asked, observing her
reaction carefully. She shrugged and her expression became indecipherable
again, as if an invisible wall just came up between her mind and body. I filed
that away for future reference. “I’m not trying to get powerful and take on all
the big guys. I would really love it if I never have to fight anyone or even have
to use the power. I just want to be ready in case I do have to.”


“And Kiro and I are both trying to help you. Don’t
worry about my suspicions; I don’t think you’re a faulty bomb.”


“And Edward? Does he think I’m going to freak out and
destroy everything?”


“He puts more trust in his apprentices than he ever
had in his children. In fact, I think he puts more thought into taking an
apprentice than having a child. If he fears for your wellbeing, he’ll do
everything in his power to help you. Kiro follows his instincts and his heart,
so the way he took you as his apprentice tells me something.”


“Yeah, well, Anakin was good until he was trained,” I
said. She frowned, obviously never having watched “Star Wars”. “Never mind. You
magic people really need television.” 


“Electricity is very unstable around magic energy.”
She placed the pinched opening of the bag against her wrist and with the other
hand, drew her fingers across her wrist as if adjusting a string. When she
raised her arm, it hung there, attached by the absent string. I wanted her to
show me that trick. She examined the bag with a bright grin. “You really did a
good job. Kiro told me about how you controlled water accurately on the first
try. Nobody gets it right the first time. I think your power is why you’re so
unlucky.” 


Before I could ask what she meant, Edward came in. 


“We’ll be arriving early.” He frowned at the little
bag on Divina’s wrist. “Did you let him try at all?” he asked.


“He did it on his own,” she said. He gave her a
skeptical stare. “No, I’m serious. I told him what to do and he did it. He’s
very good at spells.”


“He seems to be very good with magic in general. Come
with me,” he said to me. He left before I could ask why and I had to run after
him with Divina following slowly behind. Instead of going up to the deck, we
headed further down until we came to a set of doors. 


The room we entered looked like a large armory with a
wide practice area and weapons all over the walls and shelves. Edward went over
to one of the walls, pulled down two swords, and tossed one to me, which I
caught barely in time to save my foot from certain skewering. I suddenly
realized what Edward had in mind and held the sword out for Divina to take.


“Pass,” I said. She grinned and leaned against the
wall. I looked at Edward, hoping he was joking. “Seriously. I’m not good with
sharp objects.”


“Or explosives,” Divina added cheerfully. “At least
try.”


“I’ll go very easy on you,” Edward said. 


I set the very heavy, long, and sharp object down as
carefully as I could and shook my head. “No, thank you.”


“Pick it up. I won’t hurt you,” he sighed.


“I’m not worried about you hurting me, or your sword.
I have a scar from a plastic butter knife! I will do whatever magic you tell me
to, but this is begging for trouble, and trouble is easily persuaded. This room
can have me dead so fast… And then there’d be no Guardian for my book.” 


Divina picked up my sword and approached Edward.
“I’ll play you while the kid builds his confidence.” Divina raised the sword
but Edward lowered his. The color of her shirt slowly lightened.


He frowned. “I can’t fight you; you’re a woman.” 


Divina just grinned. “Prove it.” She attacked so fast
that Edward barely had time to block.


He shoved her off and struck so fast his sword
practically disappeared, but she was no longer there; she was behind him. Her
sword swiped at his legs but he rolled forward and without any pause, tried to
sweep her legs out from under her. She jumped back and brought her sword down,
aimed at his chest. His sword deflected hers into the wood about half an inch
from his skin. He pushed his legs up to kick her, which she avoided, and he
used the force to kind of throw himself onto his feet. 


They circled each other, maintaining eye contact the entire
time. I was extremely distracted by the fact that Divina’s shirt had changed
from pure black to deep cherry.


“You may one day end up fighting for your life
without the use of magic,” Edward said. While he was looking at Divina, I knew
he was speaking to me. “Hopefully, your enemy would not have a gun.”


Hopefully. 


“Swordplay is a battle of seeing without looking,”
Divina said. “It doesn’t matter how big your sword is, as long as it isn’t much
smaller than your opponent’s. A bigger sword would just wear you out faster.”


“Your greatest weapon is the one you are most
familiar with.” Edward switched his sword to his other hand. “Ronez could win a
bar fight against ten men with a bent fork and a boot, but he never left his
house without a knife of some form. Whether it’s a whip, a dagger, a battle
axe, or a bow, everyone trained to fight will have a preference. Whatever yours
is, you will eventually go up against someone who has something more dangerous,
but you have to know your strengths, because even a gun is worthless if you
cannot use it. Magic is not a weapon.”


“Anything is a weapon,” Divina disagreed, “including
distractions.” A small twitch of her hand was the only warning before every
candle burst alive with bright flames. They both attacked simultaneously. 


Divina tried to stay on his left but he was fast
enough to keep her in front. Though she kept moving back and forth from right
to left predictably, he didn’t fall for it. Divina wouldn’t have made it so
easy, and Edward knew that. His sword would strike across and she would back up
before rushing forward; his sword was too long and he’d have to step back,
where she’d be ready to strike him with her fist. Her sword somehow became
stuck in the wooden floor and I hoped to god there was another level below. 


She was faster, but he was fast enough. He realized
when I did that she’d backed him into a corner. He dropped his sword and raised
his arms to block his face and the second her hands slowed from a blur, he
threw himself forward and went down on top on her. She raised her hands to
block her face and throat, so he went for her gut. She wormed herself onto her
side and put her legs up to keep off her back. With a forceful grunt and then
growl, she was able to roll over, bring Edward down, and stop on top of him.
Instead of blocking his face, he grabbed her arms to hold them away from him.
Edward was stronger, Divina was faster, and Edward did not like to hit women. 


Edward shoved his legs up and she went rolling off,
but he didn’t let her hands go. He sat up, twisting her arms around, and pulled
her into his arms, still holding her wrists. He wrapped his arms around her and
she squirmed, but couldn’t break his grip. He said something in Sudo and by his
tone, I knew was mocking her, probably asking her if she gives up. 


She leaned back and threw her leg up. In order to
avoid it, he leaned to the other side, where her elbow went into his face with
audible contact. He let go of her and they both broke off and ran to different
racks of equipment. Divina grabbed an axe and threw it at him, but he grabbed a
shield in time to block it. The axe dug a good couple of inches deep. 


Edward dropped the shield and they dived for their
swords. An instant later, they were both at each other’s throats… literally.
The guard of Edward’s sword prevented Divina’s blade from reaching his throat
and her guard blocked his blade; both swords were inches from their necks. 


After a few seconds, Edward’s strength won and Divina
was shoved back. She ducked under his sword and kicked him in what I hoped for
his sake was his gut. His feet left the ground as he was shoved back several
feet, where he landed on his back. Divina jumped and repeated her
sword-to-the-chest attack, but when he moved his sword to block it, he cleared
the way for her to bring her elbow down on his solar plexus. His fierce growl
turned into a pained grunt and he pushed her off. She stood up and held out her
hand to help him up, but he was already climbing to his feet. They both
breathed heavily and Divina beamed at me. 


“I warmed him up for you. Your turn,” she said. Her
crimson shirt began to return to black.


“I don’t think so,” I said, trying to get my eyes
back in my skull. 


She crowded me with her insanely beautiful and
persuasive smile. “Would you fight for me?” She tried to hand me the sword. I
pushed it and her hand away.


“Not Edward, I won’t.” 


She grabbed my hand and wrapped it around hers on the
sword, then leaned into me very close. Her cheek brushed mine and my mind went
foggy. Her chest was pressed very softly against mine and her body heat called
to me to pull her closer. “Please,” she whispered in my ear, her voice low
pitched. Her lips very lightly brushed my cheek and it was very hard to
concentrate on her words; her voice was mesmerizing.


“Okay.” With her soft body against mine, there was
nothing I could refuse her. Suddenly the sword was in my shaking hand, her heat
was gone, and I was being shoved toward Edward, who had caught his breath. I
looked from the sword in my hand to Edward. “Wait, what?!” I cried. 


Edward laughed lightly and raised his sword. I turned
my head, squeezed my eyes shut, and raised my sword slowly to block myself. I
could feel him approach slowly, ominously. His sword tapped me gently on my
completely unprotected legs and that brought on the shaking. There was a sound
of clattering metal.


“Relax, kid,” Edward said.


“I am relaxed,” I lied, shaking harder. Despite my
aversion to be called a kid, I would take any way out I could get. “Please
don’t stab me.” 


“Look at what you’re doing.” 


I slowly opened my eyes and looked around. The
clattering metal was from the weapons on the walls, all shaking with me. It was
very creepy. I shook harder.


“Release your energy or control it.” 


Since all my control was focused on bodily functions,
I released most of my energy as quickly as I could. The weapons stopped
shivering. “Great lesson. Can I go now?”


“How do you expect to duel with magic if you can’t
duel with the sword? How do you expect to handle magic fearlessly if you can’t
use a weapon?”


“I can’t slip and cut my throat open with magic. I’ll
just use a gun; it’ll hurt less.” My sound logic was met with his unsympathetic
patience. The sword was very heavy, but I lifted it. 


Edward rolled his eyes and lowered his sword. “What
did you learn from watching Divina and me fight?”


“Duranians are super fast and don’t piss off Divina.”
He gave me an exasperated sigh. “I think a shield would be more helpful when
the other person has a throwing weapon. And you reacted slower when she was on
your left.” 


He turned to glare at Divina before looking back at
me. “And what does that mean you should do when fighting? Other people than us,
I mean.” 


I considered it for a moment. “That you should always
let someone else fight first; you can see that person’s weaknesses and moves.”


He sighed. “Close. You should usually let
someone else fight first. Fighting is never honorable, and it can almost always
be avoided, but there are a few customary rules. Never let a child or woman
fight your battles unless it is for the sake of your book; then you do whatever
you have to, to ensure its safety. If you were not a Guardian, I would tell you
to defend women and children’s lives, honor, and rights, and to seek revenge on
a murdered loved one, but you have to protect your book and your own life so
you can protect your book. And whatever you do, do not agree to a fight
because a woman asks you real nicely.” 


I could hear Divina laughing behind me, but I was too
ashamed to look at her. “Can I---”


“No, you cannot back out of the fight unless it is for
the sake of your book.” He smirked and patted his bag. “And I have your book
safe at my side.” He raised his sword again, then tossed it aside and indicated
with his head for me to do the same. I did… and he raised his fists.


“God…” He gave me his ‘not amused’ stare again.
“Sorry, God’s little helper.” I slowly advanced with my fists raised. At least
I knew how to fist fight; I never would have survived boarding school without
learning to, but I’d never fought an alien before. I won a lot by getting so clumsy
I’d end up taking me and my opponent down. Maybe I’d get lucky and trip him up
with me. Alas, I am not a lucky person.  


I stopped a few feet from him. After a second, he
dropped his fists. I leaned in and took a shot at his face as quickly as I could,
but he stepped aside. I took another swipe at him and again; he dodged it.


“I hope this isn’t how you fight for a girl,” he
said. “Did you never have to defend a girlfriend?”


Nope. I ignored his taunting and kept punching
in his direction. I knew he was ultimately trying to help me, but I wished I
could convince Divina to leave. 


“I know you can’t beat me, but at least try. You had
to have been in fights before. Did you ever fight your stepbrother?” 


The memory of Jacob shoving me into the freezing bathtub,
trying to drown me, popped into my head. I was lucky enough to stab him in the
throat with a toothbrush to get him off me. As the vivid memory faded, I
realized that I had barreled into Edward and was going down on top, the same
way I had with my stepbrother. Except I didn’t have a toothbrush. 


I froze with embarrassment. His eyes were wide with
surprise that I tried to ignore as I rolled off and stood. “Sorry.”


He got to his feet slowly. “Do not apologize for
defeating me. I just didn’t think…” His voice was thick with disbelief, which
was annoying. While I was just as shocked as him, it would have been nice if he
gave me the benefit of the doubt.


“I didn’t really defeat you; you would have just
moved out of the way. I didn’t know I was going to do that anymore than you
did.”


“That is exactly the point. The fact is that you did
win, and you did so because you gave absolutely no sign you were about to
attack. You did… well enough,” he said doubtfully. 


I grinned. “Cool. So all I have to do is play weak and
then surprise the hell out of them.” He gave a disapproving stare. “Or I could
learn to fight. We don’t have to move to the weapons for a while, do we?”


“Not until the first time you beat me,” he agreed.
Divina laughed and I groaned. They both glanced up as they heard something I
couldn’t. Edward started for the door. “There is no more time now; the ship is
boarding. Go, hurry up to the room and pack your stuff. We’ll catch up.” I
darted out the door. “Don’t get lost!” he yelled after me. I didn’t care what
they wanted to talk about alone; I was just glad to get out of the arena.


When I got to the room, I quickly put my old clothes
in Edward’s big bag. Inside of it were more empty bags, one of which wasn’t
completely empty. My shoes were… destroyed. I considered throwing them out the
window, but that would have been cruel to the monsters in the ocean, so I hid
them under the bed instead. 


Edward slammed the door open with anger and Divina
brushed passed him. Her shirt was now an orangeish-red; it changed with her
mood! “I’m not any happier about it than you are, but I’m not going to wait at
some crappy little shack in the middle of the crappy little beach waiting for
the crappy little ship. I want to have some fun! East Mijii is so boring,”
Divina complained. 


“You can do whatever you want. Dylan and I will wait
for sunrise at the beach. You’re only asking for trouble going into town.”


“You just say that because you don’t like people.”


“I don’t like Shogo. The people, food, and land are
all creepy. They sacrifice people at Shogo. They sacrifice northern Mijii
people!”


“Only in theory. And anyway, we are not northern
Mijii people, so we should be fine. We don’t have time to go anywhere else and
I really like the culture here. It’s quiet and old-fashioned. Besides, Dylan
should experience everything he can. Shogo is a very spiritual and beautiful
culture,” Divina argued.


“Um… I know you two are speaking English for my sake,
but I really have no clue what you’re talking about, so… Can I have a hint?” I
interrupted. 


“The ship to Anoshii was postponed until sunset
tomorrow. We can get through the forest and then stay in one of the many
available cabins. Divina wants to take the extra time to explore Shogo, which
is the land we’re in,” Edward explained.


Divina wrapped her arm around my waist as if to break
something horrible to me gently. “See, once we set off through the forest,
there will be no food until dinner time on the ship. I figured that we should
have a meal first,” Divina clarified.


“Oh. I want to go with whoever’s getting food,” I
said. 


Edward sighed. “Alright, we’ll go, but you will not
step ten feet out of my reach,” Edward told me. Edward and Divina quickly
packed their things and we went up to the deck. Divina’s shirt had become black
again, which I guess meant that she was calm.


It looked like every single passenger was on deck,
either leaving or giving their farewells, so I did everything in my power to
keep my mouth shut and my eyes forward. Edward was delayed by Rhade, supposedly
for a goodbye. Divina stopped prodding me to hurry. Obviously deciding we had
time for pleasantries, she listened patiently until she could jump into their
conversation. Rhade beamed at her. It annoyed me for some reason.









Chapter 6


The position of the sun as well as the slight morning chill suggested
it was somewhere around nine in the morning. People were already heading down
the beach in a big group. With a subtle shake of his head, Edward told us to
wait, so we watched the ship leave for Zendii.


The weather was clear, the wind was calm, and the
ocean was the only sound. It was creepy. Far off to one side was a massive
forest and there wasn’t another soul on the beach; all I could see was beach,
ocean, and forest. It felt like something out of a horror movie. To reinforce
my anxiety, Divina’s shirt was turning yellow.


“Let’s go,” Edward said. 


Divina wrapped her arm around my waist and we headed
away from the ocean. There was no grass and trekking in sand was not easy, but
at least I didn’t have roots and branches in my way.


We walked for about fifteen minutes before I suddenly
realized with a start that there was a wall ahead of us, ten feet high and made
of large, dark stones that fit together perfectly. It worried me that it had
appeared out of thin air, only a few minutes away. When we reached the wall, I
saw that on each stone was a Sudo word.


Before I could ask him what they meant, Edward
started walking along the wall. We strode in silence for about ten minutes
before we came to a section which Edward studied carefully. “I really don’t
like this,” he said. 


He pressed his hand against the wall, closed his
eyes, and pushed hard. After several seconds, a cool blue light lit the
crevices between the rock slabs, quickly spreading to cover the entire wall
while the Sudo words lit yellow like fire. Suddenly the solid stone split in
two perfectly straight, vertical lines, five feet apart and the section between
the splits began to sink into the sand, revealing a doorway. Divina pushed me
forward through the entrance.


I stood on fine-cut grass before many old
Japanese-style houses that made up a decent little neighborhood. Some of the
houses were fairly small, but a few were quite large, with two stories. Nothing
appeared rundown or vandalized, and while there was no apparent danger, the air
was stagnant like the calm before the storm. There were no people or sign of
life anywhere in sight.


There was something wrong here that made my skin
crawl. 


Divina and Edward both simultaneously pushed me
forward with obvious discomfort. We passed through an alley between two small
houses and wound up on a stone, five-foot-wide road lined with houses. Between
some of the homes were small dirt roads. Edward led us down one of them, into
another, identical street, and then through three more dirt roads before the
scene finally changed. I didn’t see or hear anyone the entire way. 


We came to a canal lined with a stone wall about
three feet high. Heavy grayish-white mist formed over the waterway and
concealed everything across from it. There was a bridge of wood and metal,
thirty feet to the left of us. I really didn’t want to cross the river, but
Edward nudged me towards the bridge. Divina followed behind, her shirt very
slowly changing to match the gray the fog.


Divina wrapped her arm around mine and didn’t force
me, but Edward went ahead. The chill of the fog made me cringe and pause at the
mouth of the bridge. I could smell the water and something like moss. Divina’s
warmth and encouragement wasn’t enough to stop shivers from running down my spine,
but I was determined to convince her I wasn’t a complete wimp. 


No, I much preferred to be called “scaredy-cat” than
a wimp.


I stepped forward and she loosened her grip slightly.
We entered the fog.


I was blind, heard nothing, and only smelled water. I
could have been surrounded by monsters and I wouldn’t know until one was
picking me out of his teeth. After a couple of minutes, my anxiety suddenly
rocketed for no apparent reason and Divina stopped dead, forcing me to halt.
She tugged on me to get down and a second later, something very large flew
within a foot above me. It moved slowly but the only part I could see through
the fog was the end, which looked like a giant stingray. 


When it had passed, Divina motioned for me to get up
and we hurried across the river. The mist disappeared suddenly and Edward was
there. “Are you alright?” he asked me. 


Divina let me go, unfortunately.


“Shiny. Can we go so somewhere else now?” I asked. I
peered passed him. We were now in an area filled with very large and very small
structures that looked similar to Japanese temples. The configurations were
mostly red and gold, and each one was unique. “This really is a Japanese world.
You should have found a Japanese Guardian. What are these?”


“The large ones are graves, and the smaller ones are
spiritual symbols. The philosophy here and in most of Mijii is that every
object, even inanimate ones, has a spirit. These are representative of that.
People use them as reminders to be good to nature, as well as many other
things. Maybe I’ve lived too long, but they frustrate me,” Edward said. 


“It’s an immortal thing,” Divina said. Her shirt was
dark gray, which I hoped was a good sign, since the atmosphere was much less
creepy here.


The structures were surrounded by beautiful Japanese
gardens with perfectly cut grass, the occasional small pond, and unbelievable
flowers that surrounded the ponds. There were flowers with colors I couldn’t
even comprehend, flowers that changed colors, and flowers that changed shape!
As we were passing a particularly large blossom, about a meter wide with long,
thin, spike-tipped, blood colored petals, it suddenly shook and then reached
for us. 


Divina snapped off a petal that almost touched me.
The rest of the petals snapped together in a ball, as if to protect itself. It
seemed sad, as if the flower was just reaching for us because it was curious.
As we walked, Divina pulled a small jar out of her bag, folded the petal, and
slid it inside the bottle before returning the bottle. Then she stopped for a
second to pet a translucent blue flower that opened wide and exposed its petals
for her. 


After passing a large grave, we came upon another
river. This one was shallow and wide with crystal clear water and a rock bed,
which created many tiny waterfalls. There was a natural bridge of rocks across
it.


Across the river was beautiful; it was a market
district. There were buildings and stalls, selling everything from food to
toys. As far down as I could see was markets and by the looks of it, the entire
town was a huge maze. There were people everywhere. The sound of the
German-like language was loud and dominant and the smell of all kinds of food
made my mouth water. 


“Tell us if you smell any food that seems good,”
Divina said very quietly. 


I nodded. The people on the market were mostly
dressed in sand-colored uniforms of tunics and loose pants with odd moccasin
boots. There were only a few children, but it was pretty equal between men and
women.


Divina seemed almost as excited as I was to see
everything as we explored. Her shirt was now dark blue. We kept pointing things
out to each other and stopping too long to spectate. There were jewelry stores,
clothing stores, candy stores, rock stores… everything I could imagine.
Unfortunately, Edward seemed to be in a hurry and rushed us. Divina convinced
him to stop at a tiny candy store, so cramped with sweet things there was
barely room for two people to pass each other. For most of the brightly colored
sweets, there was a little clear box of samples. The majority of the treats
were an unusual texture between gooey and gummy. 


Everything tasted awesome, except for what I thought
to be cherry gummy bears. No, they were wax, for one thing, and they weren’t cherry
flavored. I avoided everything red from then on, for that particular flavor was
something akin to tomato and cayenne peppers. Divina laughed until she drew
every customer’s attention, which didn’t help matters. 


“Can I get some?” I asked Edward. I knew it was
childish, but I had a sweet tooth and this was a new world full of new things
to try.


 “It’s not good for you,” he frowned.


“It’ll keep me from complaining about food all the
time,” I offered. 


“Then by all means, if you like it, get as much as you
want. These kinds of sweets are limited to Mijii,” Edward said. 


I got a lot. When we left the shop, Edward regained
his former unease.


“Kiro,” Divina said with a childish tone, clearly
wanting something. He didn’t bother to look at her. “Can I take Dylan to have
some fun?” 


My eyes went wide and my heart started racing. The
idea of running around alone with Divina was too much to hope for. Sure I was
safer with Edward and Divina had already used magic against me at least once,
but rationalism went out the door when Divina walked in.


Edward sighed and thought about it for a moment.
“Alright, but you cannot let him out of your sight. You will protect him like a
new baby.”


She smiled. “So I can sacrifice him to the---”


“No! If you can’t keep your eyes on him, hold his
hand. If he so much as has to go to the bathroom, you will stand right outside
the door. If he gets a scratch, I’m going to blame you.” 


He looked like he could go on indefinitely, but
Divina interrupted him with her beautiful Sudo. After her argument, he looked
at me, nodded, turned, and walked away. Divina beamed at me. “What do you want
to do first?” she asked. 


“Eat,” I answered. 


“I figured as much. How about we get something from a
restaurant instead of the street market? Then we can try all kinds of snacks
and buy all kinds of souvenirs. Edward probably won’t want to take you
traveling until you learn Sudo well and have more training, so I think you
should have a fun experience now.”


I wasn’t sure what to say. Someone who wanted me to
do nothing but have fun was entirely new to me. She laughed at my uncertainty
and went over to one of the stalls. I tried to stay out of everyone’s way, but
I wasn’t doing a good job; I ended up tripping over someone’s bag and then
people started to trip over me. I should have asked Edward how to apologize.
There were various comments, some with an offensive attitude, and some with an
apologetic manner. 


Divina grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the crowd
before taking a minute to read a book she’d just bought at the stall. It was a
glossy paperback with picture on the front of a huge blood and gold colored
temple/castle-shaped building. 


“Is that a travel guide?” I asked. 


Divina laughed. “This may be an entirely different
world than Earth, but every good idea humans come up with, sago can come up
with. We have schools, pets, homes, entertainment, so we have to come up with
ways to make our jobs easier. Also, Earth is divided up in regions like Asia
and North America, which are very different from each other. On Duran the lands
are quite different, but each of the main islands are very consistent. Most all
of Shomodii is exactly like Kiro’s territory. There are a few small cities and
villages, but that’s it. Because everyone lives the same and the same kinds of
food grows and runs throughout the entire island, the culture throughout is
very similar. 


“On the other hand, there are the lands like Mijii.
West Mijii is street markets, easy money, and incredible, cheap inventions.
East Mijii is beautiful hot springs, small, old-style villages, amazing food,
and scenery to die for. North, south, and central Mijii are a decent mixture. 


“Zendii is an island devoted to pleasure. The entire
place is gorgeous and the weather is wonderful. Whatever your preferred type of
scenery is, there’s a place on Zendii like it. It’s too expensive to live there
forever and there are so many people visiting for only one reason, thus there’s
very little distinguishable culture.


“Anoshii is a huge cultural stew. The entire land is
used for living conveniently, for shopping, and for vacation. Different
cultures, food, and products from all over the world are brought into Anoshii.”


“So where do you like?” I asked.


Divina shrugged her bare shoulders. “I love where I
live, but I really like to travel; I like diversity. Kiro does, too, the
problem is that he’s seen it all. What about you?”


“I don’t know. I haven’t seen many different
environments. I always wanted to go to England, Japan, and Cairo. Not much for
the Hawaii beaches or five-hundred dollar per person meals.”


“How about when you learn a bit of Sudo and defensive
magic, you and I go traveling?” 


“That would be awesome… do you think you would want
to visit Earth, too? Duran sounds so much more interesting, but there are still
places and cultures on Earth I would like to see,” I said. 


“After Duran. We don’t want to dig Kiro a grave too
early. Let’s go to a little restaurant, a few fun markets, get a few souvenirs,
then go to West Mijii?” she asked. 


It sounded perfect. “Do we have the time?” I asked. 


She smiled. “Of course. Did you hear me tell Kiro I
would return you? I plan to keep you all night and he knows it. We’ll meet up
with Kiro in the morning.” 


“But it sounds expensive,” I said, against my better
judgment. I really wanted to go with her all night. Her smile never faltered,
though, and she wrapped her arm around me.


“Alright. I’ll pay for everything we do together,
like lunch and dinner, and I’ll give you a little play money to buy stuff you
want.” She pulled out a handful of solid black coins, about the size of
quarters, from her pocket. When she tried to hand them to me, I wouldn’t take
them. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing much. Besides, I have a lot of money. I never
spend money on Shomodii, and I have a very good job.” She took my hand, placed
the coins in my palm, and closed my fingers over them.


As uncomfortable as it made me, I knew it would be
rude to refuse her. Besides, I could somehow accumulate money and then pay the
next time we went somewhere together. “Okay. Thank you. What is your job?” I
asked, clutching the coins awkwardly and not sure where to put them.


I understood her expression quite well this time. 


“It doesn’t really matter. Here,” she said, pulling a
tiny black leather pouch out of her backpack. It had a thin tie to wear it
around the neck. “Put your money in here for now.” I did and put it around my
neck. “Anyway, the shop runner suggested a little restaurant a few streets
down,” she said, wrapping her arm around mine and pulling me with her down a
more deserted street.


“Shop runner,” I muttered quietly to myself,
wondering what they’re called in Sudo. I hadn’t meant for her to hear me.


“Proprietor, I mean. My English is very good. Ronez
said so.” 


“So, why are we able to speak English without
worrying about others overhearing and freaking out?”


She frowned. “Who’s going to be listening anyway?
You’d be surprised what people would pass off,” she said. Her tone bugged me,
though.


“You’re using magic.”


She sighed. “Don’t tell Kiro. He worries too much,
and you notice too much. You’re too suspicious.”


“Paranoid; not suspicious,” I corrected. We stopped
at a little wooden building, consistent with the Japanese look, nestled between
two similar shops. There was a sliding wooden door and a sign covered in
writing, but the symbols seemed a little odd; they looked slightly more
complicated than usual. “Is this Sudo?”


“No, it’s Vido, which is the language most spoken
here. You’ll be able to tell the difference soon enough. That’s a sample menu.
This should be the place. Remember not to speak until I say.” She slid the door
open and we stepped in.


The place was much bigger on the inside than the
outside, but not enough to make it uninviting. On either side of the door were
four-foot-tall, dark red, wood dragon statues. The restaurant smelled like
really nice incense and had a smoky, dark atmosphere with music playing
quietly, which sounded very similar to the glass harmonica. The four main walls
were flat black, the floor was dark, soft wood, the ceiling was low, and there
were no (normal) overhead lights. 


The light source consisted of small, colorful,
glowing spheres everywhere from on the walls to in the eyes of the statues.
Decorated paper lamps hung from the ceiling full of the small glowing spheres,
which made the patterns on the lamps appear three dimensional.


There was a glass bar to the left, lit up with a dull
light that was slowly changing from red to blue. Behind it was a glass case of
different drinks in wine bottles. A man in a ninja uniform without the headgear
was cleaning the wine case with a white rag. 


There were ten little round rooms, barely more than
stalls and just large enough for a table and bench seating, each with a half
door and patterned paper shutter that pulled down. Every booth had a stone or
wood statue three feet tall of a mystical looking creature to the right of the
door. The statues all had the little glowing spheres as eyes.


Divina pulled me over to the bar, where metal strips
with slots and black buttons were evenly spaced across the glass. Divina and I
approached one and when Divina pushed the button, a section of the glass in
front of us, about a square foot, turned bright, opaque white like a computer
monitor. Words fluttered across the screen and Divina tapped the glass like a
touch screen. The words cleared and two small, light blue rectangles appeared
next to each other, a few inches apart.


She pressed her thumb against the one on the left and
it turned red. She then looked at me expectantly until I reached over and
pressed my thumb against the other one. It didn’t turn red and Divina frowned.
Then, almost a minute later, it finally turned red. I withdrew my thumb and the
screen changed again to display many pictures of different drinks in wine bottles,
side by side, with writing under them. 


“I’ll pick a drink for us.” 


I heard her voice in my head, clear as day, but her
lips never moved. The man at the case stopped cleaning, turned to Divina, said
something, and pointed to a white sign above the case with black writing.
Divina bowed slightly and said something in response. He returned her bow.


I was fairly sure it was about not using magic
because she didn’t explain. She drew her finger across the glass and the
bottles slid with it, revealing new drinks. She mumbled and tapped one of the
bottles. The other bottles disappeared, the one she clicked magnetized to about
six inches tall, and writing appeared next to it. She pressed the bottle and
until the screen returned to the bottles. Then she pressed the button, the
screen went clear, and a little card popped out of the shot. 


I desperately wanted to ask questions. Divina took
the card and steered me towards a booth. There was a notch in the door that I
pulled to open it and found a round, cushioned seat surrounding the small
circular table. Divina sat on one side and I sat on another, then she pulled
the paper top down and sighed. 


“Now we can talk. There’s nothing wrong with your
fingerprint, the man told me I couldn’t use magic by the bar, and the drinks
are nonalcoholic.” She answered my three main questions before I could ask
them.


“How did you know what I wanted to ask without using
magic to read my mind?”


“It was written all over your face when you thought
them.”


“You weren’t looking at my face,” I said.


“I have very good peripheral vision. What would you
like to eat?” she asked me. Either she was purposely changing the subject, or I
was too suspicious. 


“Something local, good, and meat,” I said. The sudden
knock on the door made me flinch and hit my elbow on the table. Unfortunately
Divina opened the paper curtain as I barked out a cuss word. 


The man from the bar gave me a worried look as he
handed Divina a glossy menu, which didn’t quite look laminated. There were many
pictures of food followed by words in varied colors. He then handed her the
bottle she picked out at the bar and two glasses shaped like short, wide wine
glasses. He left and Divina shut the shade. 


“Sorry.”


“It’s okay. As far as he’s concerned, you uttered a
nonsensical sound.” She set the menu in front of me. “Does any of that look
good to you?” 


Many of the pictures were what I would see at a
restaurant on Earth, not that I’d been to many of those. There were no
hamburgers and fries, but there was steak- though who knows what the meat was.
The majority of the selection was pieces of meat in colorful sauces. There were
soups, noodles, fish, vegetables, omelets with red sauce on them, and what
looked like sushi.


“Nothing looks bad. Can you pick something?” I asked,
sliding it back to her. She looked it over for a few minutes.


“What about yoksu? It’s very common in many places,
but the flavor varies greatly. It’s particularly good in Mijii. It’s also a big
hit in Anoshii; almost every restaurant there has it.” She looked over the menu
again. “There’s fugan. It’s only served in West Mijii.”


“Sounds fine.”


“It’s also poisonous.”


“What?” 


 “It won’t hurt you,” she laughed. She slid the card
into it a small slit next to the door. “Quiet now.” There was a knock on the
door just a couple seconds later and Divina opened the shade. He asked
something to me, possibly expecting me to order, but Divina answered easily.


“Kiyode yoksu ed fugan go iyeto.”


“Arasone yoksu ed fugan gozenai,” he said with a bow
before walking away. 


Divina shut the shade again. “Did you catch what I
said?” she asked. I nodded. “I said that I would like yoksu and fugan for two.
When you go to restaurants that use the card, they’ll serve you based on your
serving size. So if I only asked for yoksu for two instead of fugan as well,
they would have given us twice as much. The information imprinted on the card
estimates an appropriate serving size for you. I gave the information based on
what you ate on the ship. It also keeps you from accidentally ordering
something you’re allergic to.”


“But it’ll let you order something poisonous?”


“They still drink alcohol on Earth. It’s terrible for
you and makes you sick, but you are still allowed to buy it. Duran used to have
alcohol before they found ways to get the good without the bad. They make some
drinks out of plants that are good for you, relax you, and makes things not
seems so bad. Actually, there is still wine, but it has so little alcohol in it
that it’s nearly impossible to get drunk on it.”


“Why do they drink it?”


“It is a status symbol for some people. Anyway,
there’s a poisonous fish called fugan. Although the poison sack is removed,
there’s still a trace in the meat. The poison makes you relax and it’s good for
your blood pressure, and the meat is very good for healing, your heart, and
your skin.”


“And what if, because of my luck, they puncture the
poison sack and don’t realize it?” I asked. 


She shrugged. “Then you die.” She laughed at my
expression, which made the room seem a little brighter. “Don’t worry. They
always inspect the food.” She opened the bottle and poured the burgundy liquid
into the glasses, then held one out for me expectantly. 


I had no reason to trust the inhumanly beautiful
woman who forced me to drink a horrible potion, let me handle something that
could destroy a ship, and tricked me into battling a super powerful Guardian. I
took a small sip of the drink and found it tasted like some kind of berry juice
with a little bit of green tea and something else. It was very good. Divina
drank some of hers and we sat in silence for a few minutes. 


“What language is Edward’s name in?” I asked. 


She looked up. “What do you mean?”


“His name is Kiro. I know it’s written in Sudo, but I
was wondering if it’s a Sudo name. I know a lot of U.S. names originate in
other countries.


“Well, most names are in Sudo, unless they’re from an
old family that originated in a certain area. Most of the major lands have a
main language, either Vido or Modo, but like on Anoshii, they use Sudo because
everyone learns it in school. Kiro’s name is a very old form of Sudo that has
the same roots that Modo came from. His name was originally Kimivo. In modern
translation, his name would be Kirosado. Yatunus is a noble name in many
places, but in others, it’s infamous. 


“Before the Reformation, almost two thousand years
ago, the world was divided by the main lands, which were called nias. It’s a
word meaning structure and unity. After the Reformation, people stopped calling
them that and now just call them judas, liem, or kura, meaning great lands, in
the three different languages. Before the Reformation, every land was divided,
developed, and ruled by religion. They all worshiped the twelve gods, but many
also worshiped minor gods. Tumordii worshiped the sky gods, who gave them rain
and sunlight. Zendii worshiped the land. Shomodii worshiped the four elements,
and they had a pact with Banjii, who felt like all should cherish all life.
Banjii and Mijii believed that even inanimate objects had spirits that should
be respected, but Mijii put the welfare of animals and nature above sago. You
can see it now, all the effects. Shomodii is still ruled by untamed, beautiful
but deadly elements, Tumordii is still ruled by the sky, and Mijii is still a
very unsafe place to live for sago, filled with untamable creatures and
flesh-eating plants.”


“What was Canjii ruled by?”


“Discipline and order. Still is, in fact, but without
the help of gods. Actually, remind me to tell you about the rebellion of Azes.


“Before the Reformation, every land had two ruling
families; one of politics, and one of religion. The families were sure to
intermarry to avoid confliction between them, but even that failed and caused
bribery and murders to occur. Then, the princess of the Shomodii ruling
religious family was arranged to marry the prince of the political family.
Neffal was the prince, next in line for the throne, and his father was about to
die. Leila grew up with Neffal and loved him like a brother, but would rather
die than marry him. She was an adventurous spirit but was not allowed to
explore because people could kidnap her. In fact, her sister was beheaded for
trying to kill her. Leila snuck onto one of her father’s ships and landed in
Banjii. Kimivo Yatunus was a young prince, third in line for the throne. He
wasn’t Kiro,” she explained when my eyes went wide.


“Another Kimivo Yatunus?”


She smiled. “Kimivo’s older brother and sister
recently fell ill under plague, but Kimivo did not want the throne, so he
boarded a ship, hoping to sneak away. There, he met sweet little Leila. They
fell in love and decided to run away together. They found their way to
Tumordii, where they built and lived on a farm. Three years later, happily
married and still head-over-heels in love, they had twin boys, one they named
after the goddess of love, and one after the god of freedom and spirit. But
that was the end of their peace. 


“A young man, laden with the plague, found them and
asked for their help, which, of course, they provided. Leila personally nursed
him to health and then he was on his way one morning with no word or letter.
Less than two weeks later, Neffal arrived with a small army and demanded Leila
return as his queen. The boy they had helped knew Leila’s face and told him
where she was and who she was with. She refused, and he killed Kimivo. Leila
was captured and brought back to Shomodii, but her sons were never found.
Neffal arranged a huge wedding in front of thousands. Before she would marry
him, she turned to her people and told them that she had found her freedom, her
spirit. And then she called upon her power and killed herself.”


“Her freedom and spirit?” I asked. Then it dawned on
me. “Kiro was named after the god, right? Edward and Ronez were Kimivo and
Leila’s sons?”


Divina nodded. “Kirosado, which originated from
Kimivo, was named after both his father and the minor god of freedom and
spirit. That is another reason Kirosado goes by Kiro now; the story of his
mother and father is like the story of your Romeo and Juliet. It is famous and
beautiful and sad. While Kiro appreciates the name he was given, he doesn’t
want that image of love and loss.


“After the failed wedding, war broke out. The ruling
families all stepped down and the world eventually united. Every land has a
king but he is ruled by the people, for the people, and religion is optional to
be expressed by everyone the way they personally want to express it.”


“Kimivo and Leila changed the world for the better,
and now Edward and Ronez are Guardians,” I concluded.


“And now you are as well.”


“If the Erono and Tiamat didn’t take Edward and
Ronez, what would have happened to them?” 


“Neffal would most likely have killed them on the
spot or raised them as his own. Don’t get me wrong, even after the war settled,
it took hundreds of years for Duran to find the peace it has now.”


“But war doesn’t bring peace. I cannot believe that
people should fight for peace.”


“I agree, and they weren’t fighting for peace, they
were fighting because they didn’t like how things were. Peace came when they
stopped fighting. In fact, Canjii tried very hard to resist the Reformation and
in the chaos of war, they decided to take over the world and reform it under
strict laws where government and religion was a single unit, which controlled
everyone unconditionally. This attack is known as hanran no Azes. The rebellion
of Azes.” 


We sat in silence for a few minutes while I absorbed
and assimilated the new information. “Does the entire world use the same type
of money?” I asked.


She laughed at my change of subject. “Yeah, but how
much it’s worth depends on where you live. For example, the money’s worth
little in Shomodii, but a lot in Anoshii. Go easy on that,” she said, pointing
to my drink. 


I had already drunk most of it without realizing it.
“I’m thirsty.”


Divina pulled the card out of the slot and held it out
to me. “Here, you keep this. It makes for a useful souvenir. Mine has run out,
since it only lasts for a year, so I signed us both onto this one. When you buy
something at certain self-service places, hotels and restaurants, they’ll ask
for your card. There will be a place to slip your card and it records what you
owe, which you’ll pay when you leave.”


There were a couple more minutes of silence where I
let my mind wander. “What was Edward like when you met him?” I asked.


She shrugged. “He was friendly… Quite friendly. He
was teaching some little brat who thought she was the best magician since Kemak
Deorda.”


“Who was---”


“Kemak Deorda and his sister, Ydath Sora were the
rulers of two of the strongest armies Duran ever knew. Long before the
Guardians were born, when dragons ruled the skies and every person had the
potential for mastering magic, Ydath tried to crush magic and slaughtered every
practitioner. Kemak gathered his own army, with the help of the dragons, and
destroyed his sister. He believed magic and religion were related, though. What
came of their battles were the two ruling families.”


“Why does Duran have dragons and battles of magic and
Earth has… King Arthur? I feel like we were ripped off.”


She laughed. “Anyway, we were talking about Edward
and the little… Edward was ready to let her go but she had a huge crush on
him,” she grinned evilly, “so I decided to help him out and sent her running.
He had no idea the girl was in love with him, so dense. Also, he was really hot
tempered and even got in a fight with a wizard over some girl. He never said
who she was, but I never saw him with a girl.” 


I didn’t mean to laugh, and I definitely didn’t mean
to do it so loud. In the seventy years they were friends, she didn’t figure out
Edward was fighting over her. “Sorry. Continue.” She poured me another glass.
“Thanks.”


“He was always interesting to talk to, not just
because of all the things he’s seen, but how he perceived them. He did seem
just a tiny bit ditzy some times, but after a while it just went away. Kiro was
super smart, too chivalrous, and very wise. Ronez, on the other hand, was fun,
mischievous, and headstrong. He really liked women. The first words out of his
mouth when we met were ‘she yours?’ to Kiro. He said no and Ronez was all over me.
For a holiday gift he got me…” She grinned again. “Never mind.” 


I really wanted her to tell me. On the other hand, I
was having too much fun just listening to her sweet voice; I just wanted her to
keep talking. “Did Ronez like Duran?”


“Well, he grew up here, so the gravity only bothered
him when he was gone for a long time. He said that the girls were more fun on
Earth. He also seemed to like the cultures more, but he didn’t like how people
acted. All the wars over religion and money. Intolerance and bullying. He found
them fascinating but I think he thought them all as little children.”


“Compared to Edward and Ronez, they are children.”


“Compared to me, you’re a child,” she said. 


“Sorry, but you don’t look a day over seventy.”


She beamed. “Thanks, sweetie. It’s great to talk like
this before you pick up Kiro’s negative, ancient view on life. We can become
better friends when you get used to me.”


“Yeah, it’s been a whole two minutes since I thought,
‘Damn, she’s pretty’…” I blinked and pushed my empty drink away. “I think I’ve
had enough of this.”


Divina laughed but refilled my glass. I realized that
there was no soreness in my muscles. The knock on the door made me jump and
reminded me that we were at a restaurant. This drink was not a good one to have
in such a confined space with a woman as attractive as Divina. 


Divina opened the shade again and the waiter handed
us two large platters of food, two regular sized plates with a little bit of
leafy vegetable garnish on them, a large white serving spoon, two white cloths,
and two pairs of wooden chopsticks. I was extremely happy about the chopsticks;
those I could use. The man said something, bowed, and left. Divina closed the
shutter and pushed one of the small plates towards me. 


One platter had pieces of meat in a blood-red sauce
with noticeable seasonings, which looked really good, while the other had
strips of fish decoratively surrounded by leafy vegetables and two small wooden
dishes. Each of the dishes had three sections filled with a red sauce, a black
sauce, and a yellow sauce. She handed one of the dishes to me and used her
chopsticks to put some of the fish on my plate and some on hers. I used the
serving spoon to put the red stuff on my plate. 


“I assume that the fish is fugan?” I asked.


“Yeah. Try it first alone, then try it with the
sauces to see what you like.” 


I used my chopsticks to get a piece of the fish. It
tasted a lot like regular fish, maybe a bit buttery and sweet, with a hint of
something I couldn’t identify. I tried the fish with the black sauce; it was a
lot like a spicy teriyaki and soy sauce. The red sauce was sweet and sour with
a great aftertaste and the white sauce tasted very similar to jasmine and green
tea. I liked the red sauce the most.  


The yoksu had a sauce similar to the red stuff, but
it had a much stronger flavor. The meat was like really good, tender beef, and
was even better mixed in with the leafy vegetables. 


”You know a bit about the gods, right?” I asked. 


Divina looked slightly startled. “A bit, I guess.
Why?”


“If all of the worlds have human-like beings that
originated on their own worlds, what does that do to the theory of evolution?” 


“Nothing at all. It takes mutation to sustain it.
Think of it like this. Humans and apes have a common ancestor. A mutated gene
changed one aspect that led to apes, and a better mutated gene led to humans.
Isn’t it amazing how so many subtle mutations can create such perfect beings in
the world?”


“Perfect?”


“The shark. How can they be any more perfect? The
cockroach is another example, even if you don’t like them. And there are many
more still being perfected, though most of them will never make it because they
serve no purpose.”


“So the gods push evolution? What happens if it
doesn’t work right, or a god changes his mind?” I asked.


She shrugged. “They die. What do you think happened
to the dinosaurs?”


“So Tiamat just killed all those creatures because
they didn’t work?”


“More likely, they didn’t work the way she wanted
them to. Maybe she didn’t see a real future for them.”


“That’s so cruel.”


“Is it? If she hadn’t killed them, there would be no
humans,” she said. 


I thought about it for a few minutes. It was a harsh
truth, especially seeing as how humans have brought many creatures to
extinction.


“How are you feeling?” Divina asked.


“Good. All my soreness is gone.”


“How is the gravity, your book, and your energy
flow?” 


I felt the energy inside me, and it was surprisingly
low. I pulled in energy easily and it felt really good; the energy felt
pleasantly warm. “I forgot all about the gravity, I’m not worried about the
books right now, and the energy feels different.”


“The energy is reflecting your relaxed, happy mood.
Also, when we leave, I need to run an errand.” 


That sounded perfectly innocent in my distracted, relaxed
state.


“Okay. What were you like as a child? What was your
childhood like?” I asked. I knew immediately the question was unwelcome. 


“Why does my childhood matter? It was a long time ago
and has little to do with now,” she said.


“But your childhood helped shape who you are today. I
take it, it wasn’t a happy time?”


“No, not really. We survived and sometimes wished we
hadn’t. I was the youngest left.”


“I don’t get it. Survived what? Youngest of what?”


“I had many older siblings. We didn’t get along. Back
then I didn’t care about anything and had nothing. I was constantly ridiculed
by the others. Except for my oldest brother. He was kind to me and no one else.
He was the strongest of us, in many ways, but he was different than us.” 


The sadness in her voice was different than Edward’s
when he spoke of Ronez, and felt stronger than I could comprehend. It sent
chills down my spine. Her mood-shirt didn’t change, as if it couldn’t grasp her
sorrow either. 


“I don’t want to talk about it. It wasn’t a happy childhood
and I made a new life for myself out of the shadows of my siblings.”


We finished our food about half an hour later without
talking. Luckily her mood lightened back up during that time. Divina slid the
card into the slot and a few seconds later, the waiter knocked on the door. She
opened the shutters, said something and handed him one of the black coins. He
handed her back several coins I couldn’t see clearly.


We left after that. “One of the black coins could pay
for that whole meal? It isn’t pocket change, is it?”


She shrugged. “To me it is.” 


We walked down the street and the further we went,
the more deserted the markets were. There were empty stalls and spaces where
stalls used to be. The few people we passed by either looked scared, lost, or
like they were up to no good.


“Are there mafias on Duran?” I asked. 


Divina patted me on the back. “Of course there are.
Don’t worry; we’re not far from the place,” she said cheerfully. 


Yeah, that was what I was worried about. 


“Also, do you think we can---”


“Keep this between us?” I interrupted. 


 “You read my mind,” she grinned.


Fortunately for her I was still feeling really good
from the drink and dinner, so I was in a corporative mood. Or perhaps that was
her intention in the first place.


I was not too relaxed to shriek like a girl when a
massive bark startled me. About ten feet away was a huge animal. With short,
pure white fur, it had the lean, long shape of a Great Dane, but was the size
of a horse. “Holy Hell, what is that thing?”


“Shh. Don’t scare him,” Divina said. 


“Me scare him?!” 


The animal pounced from his ambush spot between two
decaying buildings and halted just a foot from us. Since dogs on Earth had
always had a problem with me, I assumed this dog-shaped beast would, too.


But he wasn’t growling or snarling. While he had the
narrow snout and sharp teeth of a dog, he didn’t appear vicious. His ears were
back slightly, but not all the way flattened against his head like Dorian did
when he was mad. He leaned towards me, as skittish as I was, so I tentatively
reached out. He sniffed my hand before nudging it aside and bumping his head
against my chest. It appeared to be an affectionate action, but it hurt because
he was so big. I rubbed his ears, hoping that was a universal sign of
friendship and would encourage him not to eat me. 


“What is it?” I asked. I was further relieved when I
saw the saddle strapped to the animal; I figured that if people rode them, they
couldn’t be that bad.


On the other hand… some people rode bulls.


“A Tokuami. They are a domesticated mammal mostly
confined to Mokii. Rich people who are too lazy to walk or carry their supplies
keep them for trips or even chores. However, they are not entirely domestic;
they only obey those who are truly powerful.”


The animal turned away from me and started sniffing
Divina. I was almost whacked with its long, whip-like tail. Divina laughed and
reached into her bag, then pulled out a clump of dried meat sticks and fed them
to the Tokuami.


“You normally carry dog food in your bag?” I asked.


“I normally carry meat in my bag. If a predator
attacks, nine times out of ten I can dissuade it with food.”


“And for the other one time out of ten?” 


She looked at me with more seriousness than I had yet
seen from her. “I kill it.”


We left the Tokuami to his business. Soon, we came to
a large, old Japanese-style house with boarded windows and crumbling wood. As
much as I silently begged that we would pass on by, Divina stopped in front and
turned to me. “You want me to wait outside, don’t you?” I asked.


“Yes. But whatever you do, don’t run off. And don’t
look so depressed, I’m not doing anything wrong.” 


As stupid as it was, I felt like I could believe her.
She went in and closed the door quietly behind her. I turned away and looked
down the street just as a raincloud hid the sun and it became quite dark. 


“Great.” The few people in the street cleared out and
the wind picked up. I was sure the sky had been clear just half an hour before,
but I tried not to worry about horror movies I’d seen that started with the
same exact scene.


I leaned my back against the wall so nothing could
sneak up on me. It wasn’t a few minutes later that rain started to fall
heavily, and since there was no protection from the rain, I was immediately
soaked with the freezing water. For some reason, my clothes (Edward’s clothes)
were water-resilient, which provided a small comfort.


There was suddenly a hackling in the distance, sort
of like a hyena’s laugh. It didn’t bother me too much… What did bother me was
the quick yelp before everything went silent. I preferred the silence to the
blood-curdling, unearthly howl that replaced it. More howls erupted. It was
definitely not from a wolf; it was a much more frightening sound, and it was
coming closer. 


Surely Divina hadn’t accounted for me being attacked
and wouldn’t expect me to stay outside. Fully anticipating what was inside to
be more dangerous than what was outside, I opened the door and stumbled through
it. The room was old and crumbling with just enough light to show the decomposition.
The door suddenly slammed shut with a gust of wind and plunged the room into
darkness. 


I waited for a few minutes, listening for any sound
other than the rain pounding against the roof and the wind making the house
creak. There were voices in another room, so I followed the sound until I came
to the wall and felt my way to the doorknob. Opening it just a little allowed
me to see Divina sitting in a large leather chair, across from a man in a
larger chair. They were talking in front of a bright fireplace with a strangely
red fire. Divina was buried in shadow but the man was visible. He was a creepy
person, which fit in well with the house, with black hair, dark eyes, and a
baleful expression. 


It was none of my business, but I was extremely nosy by
nature, so I listened for a few minutes. They were speaking another language,
which didn’t sound like Sudo, and I didn’t want them to notice me, so I closed
the door and retreated to the front door. While I wasn’t going back outside to
be eaten, I had the commonsense not to explore the decrepit building. I was
more than a little interested in Divina’s business here, though.


There was no warning; the wood beneath my feet gave
way and I fell into the dark.


I could see the misshaped hole many feet above me become
blurry. For a couple of minutes all I could hear and feel was my frantic
heartbeat, then my head started to throb with a dull pain and I could feel warm
liquid seeping down my scalp. My leg suddenly burned, but I wasn’t sure which
one it was. My vision became blurrier and faded as I passed out.


 


*          *          *


 


When I woke, I knew I had been out for a long time. I
also knew my head should have hurt, but my whole body felt great. There was a
gentle, cool wet cloth on my forehead. “How do you feel?” The most beautiful,
glorious sound in the world softly broke the silence.


“Amazing,” I purred. I didn’t want anything to burst
my peaceful bubble, but my eyes opened of their own accord. Divina was next to
me, combing her fingers through my hair, her face so close I could feel her
warmth.


The room was dim with and I was in a bed that felt
like it was made of feathers with satin sheets. I tried to sit up, but Divina
stopped me with a gentle hand on my chest.


“Rest a little more. You hurt your head very badly.” 


Damn, her voice is beautiful. “Am I on drugs?”
I asked.


“No, you’re under a healing spell. You should be
healed now, but there’s no sense in rushing it. Just relax,” she said
soothingly. My body obeyed. 


In all my life, I never once became addicted to pain
meds, but it sure felt like I was on my way to becoming addicted to her. “Where
are we?”


“We’re at a hotel in West Mijii. You’ve been
unconscious for about six hours. We’ll head out about five hours until dawn.
That gives you plenty of time to use the bath and enjoy the hotel. Don’t think;
just enjoy everything as much as you can.”


“Who was that man you were talking to?” I asked. 


She sighed. “It doesn’t matter right now,” she said. 


“Tell me anyway.” I tried to focus on her, but my
eyes wouldn’t cooperate. 


“His name is Nano. We had some business to discuss. I
needed to give him some information on where and when to meet someone. Further
details are his business and it would be inappropriate to tell you.”


“You people need phones,” I said, closing my eyes
again. “Does that have something to do with your job?”


“It is my job. I find and relay information,
make appointments, and advise people on who to trust or distrust. I overhear
things. Sometimes the job involves making potions. Sometimes it involves
playing arm candy until someone blurts out their evil plans.”


“So you’re like a spy. A hired spy. That’s pretty
cool.” That was my last thought as I fell asleep.


I woke again not long later. Divina was asleep next
to me on her stomach, facing me, relaxed, and gorgeous as always. I felt like I
could lay there all day just watching her, but that would have been creepy. 


The room was dim and warm and the only sound was from
a small waterfall. I sat up slowly. There was one bed, low to the ground, with
black satin sheets, four very plushy pillows, and a thick, soft, blood red
blanket. Several feet to the right of the bed was a small, four-foot-wide,
square, glass table in a mahogany wood frame. 


On the table was a two-foot-tall rock statue of a
dog-like creature, standing on a bed of small, black rocks that were neatly
placed inside a shallow pot. The creature had glass eyes. The most interesting
aspect of it, though, was that its mouth was open and water streamed from it
into the rocks. I wanted to touch it, but it could have been a religious or
philosophical item where it would have been rude to do so. 


Sitting next to the statue was what looked like a
large, translucent butterfly, about five inches wide with about eight sectors
on each wing. Each sector was slightly a different color with tiny, glowing
lines throughout the wings. It flapped its illuminated wings several times
before fluttering away. There were five more, providing most of the light in
the room.


The rest of the light was supplied by three globes,
each about a foot wide. One sat on either side of the bed, towards the pillows,
and the other was in the far corner of the room. The one on my side of the bed
was slowing red and black like lava and it looked like it was moving. The one
on Divina’s side was light green with a dark red, thick, long ribbon inside
that slowly moved around like a snake. On the other side of the room, the globe
was clear with what looked like a sphere of yellow and red fire in the middle.


I pulled the covers off of me and put my feet on the
floor. It was a very flexible and soft wood, which seemed to contrast with rock
walls. I tested my strength and my legs felt fine, so I slipped out of bed,
trying not to wake Divina. 


After standing for a moment, making sure I didn’t
just pass out, I made slowly for the paper, Japanese-style door. I slid it open
to reveal a hallway, with three doors. The closest one opened to a room that
was barely bigger than a bathroom stall, but I was thrilled to see a toilet
with indoor plumbing. In fact, it looked just like any American one. I went to
the next door and found a sink and bathtub. The sink was built in a black
marble table with a silver nozzle above it. I didn’t see and knobs, so I stuck
my hands under it. Warm water poured out and when I removed my hands, it
stopped. Above the sink was a round mirror, about two feet in diameter.


Wrapped around my head was a white bandage. I took it
off slowly, wondering if it would be stuck to an open wound and hurt. It
didn’t. My forehead was fine and so was the back of my head when I touched it,
though I could feel dried blood and a long scab. Whatever healing powers Divina
had, they would have really helped during my childhood on Earth.


The black bathtub beside it was built low into the
floor, but was deep and had nozzles in the sides like a hot tub. Inside the tub
was lined with a seat. On the far rim of the tub was a set of silver buttons
with words written beside them and a small indent for a round bar of green
soap.


There was no use talking myself out of it. I stripped
off the little clothes I was wearing; my boxers, and stepped in. Hot water
started flowing from the nozzles automatically, so I sat on the seat and let my
feet soak in the rising water. I expected the seat and back to be hard, but
they were cushioned. When the water reached my navel, I pushed all the buttons.
The pouring water became scented and the mixed scents from the different
buttons were wonderful, but girly, so I pushed the buttons again until they
stopped. I picked up the soap and, not to my surprise, it smelled slightly of
mint and green tea.


I washed my hair out very carefully. The water shut
off automatically when it reached my chest. After washing myself, I put my arms
on the rim to keep my fingers from shriveling and laid my head back. 


The next thing I knew, Divina was shaking me awake
and I felt like I had slept for a few hours. 


Divina had changed her outfit; she was wearing a
black, skintight, long-sleeved shirt with fishnet mesh on her shoulders and
gold writing across her stomach. Her pants were tight, black, and shiny.


I stared at her, confused for a minute, before I
realized I was naked in a bath.


“Relax, I’ve seen everything a man has,” she said
when I quickly tried to cover myself. “Hurry up and get dressed; we have to go
as soon as possible.” She left me pondering how well her pants framed her
curves. The water in the tub started to drain as soon as I stepped out of it.


My outfit, which had been laid out on the sink
counter, smelled clean and felt softer when I put it on, but the boots were
still uncomfortably big. 


The second I walked out into the hall, Divina was
ushering me out the front door; a heavy, swinging door. “What about breakfast?”
I begged. 


She shut the door and continued to push me forward.
“On the way. We’re late, very late.” 


A spy-for-hire who overslept?


We were in a long, narrow hallway, decorated floor to
ceiling with amazingly rich patterns of color and design. Divina didn’t direct
me so I turned left and she went with it. We passed many doors and several open
rooms with a cleared floor and weapons decorating the walls. It must have been
a training room. All the doors and rooms were on the left. When we came to a
door on the right, Divina slid it open and pushed me out. 


It was dark outside with a heavy morning chill.
Before us was a gorgeous garden, which looked eerie in the light of the two
moons, and the entire place was surrounded by stone wall. There was a long
stream, perfectly cut grass, neatly shaped trees, interesting flowers, and a
small rock walkway. As we started down the path towards the stream, I glanced
back at the hotel. It looked like a small Japanese castle.


When we reached the middle of the wooden bridge, I
paused to observe the stream bellow, expecting to see fish. 


“Sorry, sweetie, we don’t have time,” Divina said,
gently touching my arm. 


“I just want to see. I bet Shomodii would have
different kinds of fish.”


“Shomodii, Mijji, and Tumordii have very few fish
around them; amphibians and giant marine animals are the majority.” She reached
into her backpack, pulled out a small, black, plastic bag, and handed it to me.
Inside was something like bacon bits. She indicated that I pour it into the
water, so I emptied it into my hand and tossed some over the guardrail. 


What looked like giant salamanders with sharp fangs
erupted from the darkness and fought over the bits of dried meat. I pitched the
rest over and they devoured it like a voracious piranha. “They’re awesome. So
the hotel has a moat protected by carnivorous salamanders?” I asked. 


“Actually, all amphibians are carnivorous here… Just
something you should know.” She took my arm and pulled me along.


We passed through the wooden gate. Outside the wall
were small buildings of wood and stone. Dirt roads divided them into blocks,
but the roads were narrow. Divina took the lead and I followed silently through
the neighborhoods. There was no sound of people or animals and it felt like it
was two or three in the morning. We walked for about half an hour before we
came to a huge white building.


“How did you get me here while I was unconscious?” I
asked Divina. 


“I had help,” she answered ambiguously. 


Yes, that cleared it right up. 


When I opened the door, I stumbled to a stop and
gaped, for I hadn’t expected to see a subway station on Duran.


“What’s wrong?” Divina asked, pushing me out to the
doorway. 


“Nothing,” I said.


There where were people waiting in groups and lines
at the service desks, but Divina appeared to know exactly where we were going
when she led us to a flight of stairs. On the lower deck it looked like a
subway with a diminutive track, as if the train was very small. Divina studied
a large black plaque with multiple colored lines that met at points with words,
making a complicated web. We followed the track, each section divided by a
double column and marked with a sign that displayed smaller portion of the map.



Divina stopped at one, where there were already two
dozen people waiting, standing around tiredly. One man was sitting against the
column on the right with a sleeping woman in his arms. A tired looking mother
held a sleeping baby in one arm and the collars of two fussy twin girls in the
other. Most of them had travel bags, some like tote bags, some not unlike
suitcases.


There was a loud whistle and everyone stepped away
from the tracks. The baby woke and started crying so the mother let the girls
go to coddle her infant. The dozing woman woke and she and the man stood at
sleepy attention. I moved closer to the track cautiously and looked down both
sides. 


“Genoshi nai,” Divina said. I didn’t know what she
said but I got the idea and returned to her side. “Now, this is nothing to
worry about, so try to relax. It’s called the zig. Think of it as a fast
rollercoaster.” Divina tried to assure me, but it just made me apprehensive.
I liked rollercoasters, it just worried me that she felt the need to encourage
me.


Finally, it came into view. It looked like a very
thin plane without wings. The zig was long, solid white, and small. There was
an audible release of pressure as the top half snapped open, revealing a single
row of about thirty seats, much like those in a plane. At the rear end, there
was a large open space to place bags. The tracks were low enough that people
had to step down into the zig. People started getting on and after most settled
in, Divina chose a seat and I sat behind her. I held my tongue even though I
was burning with questions.


My seat was comfortable, but it bothered me that
there were no seatbelts. After a few minutes, there was another whistle and the
top half slowly closed in, bathing us in darkness. I reached for the little
window shutter and opened it a little to peek out. We started moving and picked
up speed very quickly. Darkness came again when we entered the tunnel.


There was very little talking on the trip and most of
the sound was shut out. I could tell we were going very fast, but it was a
smooth ride. It took probably about two hours, in which I daydreamed for most
of it. While there had been stuff to see through most of the trip, it was more of
the same. We finally began to slow and when we were stationary, the top opened
to reveal a station exactly like the last. 


Everyone hurried out except Divina, who took her
time. I stretched my legs for a few minutes before she started for the stairs
and I had to follow quickly to keep up. There were fewer people here than at
the other station.


We made it outside within a few minutes and I
recognized the street markets of Shogo. The sun wasn’t up, but there was
activity as people set up their shops for the day. Just like the previous
station, this one was just a huge white building from the outside.


“Are you alright?” Divina asked.


“Yeah. How fast did that thing go?”


“About three hundred fifty kilometers per Earth
hour.” 


That was about two hundred seventeen miles an hour.
“Where do you keep your clothes?” I asked. She frowned at me, waiting for an
explanation. “You keep changing your outfit, but you only carry that little
bag.”


“I can fit a lot in my bag.”


How can everything fit inside that little bag?
Maybe it’s bigger on the inside. No, I couldn’t imagine that she was that
beautiful, powerful, and cool, as to have a bag created with
transdimensional engineering. The history of science fiction suggests that
women like that exist, but reality was usually a letdown.


We walked for an hour before taking a break at a
little stall where a man was cooking kabobs. Divina ordered six of them and
handed me three. Each stick held four little pastries. Instead of flaky and
sweet like they appeared, the bread was actually very doughy with a rich butter
flavor. Inside was a piece of hot and tender steak.


The sky was getting light and the moons were low by
the time we got to the shallow river. The beautiful flowers in the graveyard
were eerie in the moonlight. Then we got to the foggy river and the fog glowed
in the moonlight, as little as there was. Divina didn’t even slow down; she
took my hand and led me into the cold fog. I felt something move behind me and
dropped the sticks from the kabobs. Without thinking, I let go of Divina’s hand
to pick them up. 


She yelled something in Sudo that was drowned out by
a horrifying shriek of some huge creature. The ray monster swooped down at me
and I barely had enough time to drop to the ground and roll. Sharp spikes
embedded deep into the wood where my head had been a second before. I thought
its tail was stuck, but with a few tugs, the spikes came free and the beast was
attacking again. 


Suddenly there was fire in the air. It shrieked and,
after a few dangerous attempts at sticking me with its spiked tail, retreated.
Divina grabbed my arm and helped me up, and we hurried out of the fog.


“We might have trouble with your bad luck after all.”


There was nothing I could say to that.


The houses were just as deserted as before and we
didn’t linger. After just a few minutes, I felt like we were being followed. I
hesitated and started to turn, but Divina grabbed my hand and pulled me along. 


When we arrived at the wall, Divina paused and I
followed her gaze to a group of children. They were all dressed in black robes
and had dark expressions. I didn’t see what Divina did, but from my peripheral
vision, it looked like she shoved against the wall. Like before, it opened into
a doorway. We went through into the desert and I never felt so much relief to
see a wall close behind us.


“What did those kids want?” I left out the words,
“creepy as hell,” and, “made my skin crawl,” so three points for me. 


“They wanted to play with us,” she answered. 


I got a chill. 


By now the sky was much lighter. After a few minutes
of trudging through sand, I looked back to see the wall had disappeared. Then
the forest came into view a few minutes before the ocean and Edward did. 


Edward waited patiently until we joined him. I knew
by his hard stare that he was aware of my injury, and I started thinking of an
excuse. 


“Where were you injured?” Surprisingly, he didn’t
look worried, only annoyed. He must have known that Divina had helped me. 


“His ankle and arm. He’s fine,” Divina said.


I really could have used her healing powers when I
was a kid. 


Edward nodded. “It was actually with great timing
that you took him because I suddenly had something to do. Some young wizard was
about to release an ancient monster that would destroy the world.”


“What monster?” Divina asked.


“Abbadon.”


“How?” Divina asked, suddenly very interested.









Chapter 7


Kiro


Allowing my new apprentice to run off with Divina was absolutely a bad
idea. Divina would get him into trouble. Dylan looked at me with a pleading,
hopeful expression I had seen millions of times in my life, but regardless of
the lust he had for Divina, I gave in. Perhaps it was because he had so little
in his childhood, but his expressions were raw and passionate. Despite the fact
that he was an adult, he was young and had a need for adventure. On the other
hand, notwithstanding the fact that he was young and danger-prone, he had a
latent sense of great wisdom he was bound to unleash.


“Don’t worry; I’ll be careful with him. He needs to
have some fun and get a taste of real culture. He’s going to live with you for
years, let him have a little time away. The last thing you want is for him to
associate you with all work and no play. Give him a little air,” Divina pleaded
in Sudo. 


No doubt he would turn down her argument if he
understood her and sacrifice his enjoyment to spare my pride. I knew very well
that he would enjoy exploring with her more than me, and I wasn’t particularly
bothered by it. 


I looked at him again but couldn’t bring myself to
say anything, for it felt like I was sending my child apprentice off with a
demon in a world of blood and fire and had no words for such foolishness. With
heavy legs I turned and walked away. 


I tried to get far enough to lose temptation to watch
over him, though I knew I could find him instantly if it was necessary. My mind
was split between grief and relief about Divina accompanying him. At the very
least, she could protect him from the ominous people of Shogo. 


A stall displaying charms attracted my interest. Row
after row of charms of diverse sizes, colors, and intentions were laid out. I
singled out a scarlet one with the name of an ancient deity of protection
written in gold.


“What is this made of?” I asked the man managing the
stall in Vido.


“Daa sokra and female kelic blood. It is most effective
at night. Are you looking for a gift?” he asked.


“Yes; for someone who has quite horrible luck.” I
browsed several others, including a dark blue one with the objective of
healing. “What is this made of?”


“Burnt sunho and fitgum prepared over goakwin. The
fitgum was very fresh,” he insisted. “Both are a menso each.” 


That was expensive for a charm lacking assurance that
it was truly prepared correctly, but money meant little to me. I bought and
bagged them and scarcely departed before my awareness collapsed. 


Great timing. I was in darkness; there was no
ground and nothing solid to touch. All of my senses were blinded. He was
frustrated. “What is your command, Great Erono?” I asked in Enochian, trying to
be respectful. There was little reason, though, for he knew my insolence.


“How very audacious of you, to speak to your god
in such a manner, when your very existence is to obey my command.” His
words were in my head, so unnatural they lacked a voice. “Your Enochian is
insufficient. You will go to Setchna Caves and defeat Abbadon.”


I was surprised; Abbadon was a powerful beast
imprisoned long before my birth. I filtered emotion from my voice. “How do
I---” I was interrupted as my senses returned to me abruptly and I was back in
the markets of Shogo.


Changing route, I headed for the zig station. I hated
the crowded environment, but the mode of transportation was undeniably
efficient. I found the appropriate platform and waited briefly for the zig,
then found a seat quickly once it arrived. The chatting women behind my seat
frustrated me while the crying child in front of me upset me terribly. I could
smell his sickness. The crown closed before I could relocate and began moving
slowly. As the zig gained speed, the child quieted. 


During the entire voyage I couldn’t desist from
thinking of my last child who died of sickness. It was so hard to become
attached to a child you know will die. Sometimes, magic wasn’t enough. 


Finally the zig stopped and everyone got out. The
child with white hair and dark gray eyes moved slowly, though, and stood by the
buttress. No one paid him any attention, so I went to him. Although he was very
young, only about four, he didn’t seem nervous to be approached by a stranger.
“Where are your parents?” I asked.


“I am waiting for my mother. Who are you waiting
for?” he asked. There was a very subtle rasp in his breath. He had such a
carefree expression, despite his fever.


“No one, child. Would you like me to keep you company
until your mother gets here?” I asked. 


He nodded and smiled brightly. “Are you a wizard?” he
asked me.


“Yes. How did you know that?”


“Energy around you is pulsing the way it does when a
wizard is mad. I am not a wizard. I can feel energy, but I cannot control it,”
he said, unhappily. 


“You are so young, perhaps you will become a great
wizard someday.” Or perhaps he will never get the chance. “Can I see?” I
asked, holding out my hand. He laid his hand on mine and I let my energy seep
into him. His bones were thin and there was slight organ deterioration. The
illness was in his blood. I was no doctor, but it looked like he had too little
muscle as well, as if he had this disease his whole life.


Injuries, like broken bones, were easy for me, but he
needed a heeler. I had the experience I needed to run blood tests, prescribe
medications, and operate medical machinery, but with magic alone, healing
illnesses such as this was impossible. 


I was startled when I felt energy brush up against
mine. He was wrong; he could do magic. I let go of his hand and released my
energy. To be able to control energy at such a young age told me he could have
been a spectacular wizard if he lived long enough.


He quickly ran to a woman who was coming down the
stairs. His mother greeted him and held him in her arms, and he waved at me as
they left. I slowly made my way out of the station.


Northern Mijii was considerably less populated than
the rest of Mijii, which meant it was harder to go unnoticed. The markets were
more cluttered than in the west and east. Disintegrating buildings pressed against
each other, threatening terrible disarray if a natural disaster struck. Shops
were cluttered and unsanitary, and the air was thick with the smell of animals,
dust, and exotic spices.


I approached the nearest shop, which was selling
pottery. The woman in charge smiled at me, expecting an interested customer.
“Welcome. Can I help you?” she asked in Vido.


“Perhaps, but not by way of a purchase. Can you tell
me where to find the marine port?” I asked her. She frowned; aware she would
not make a sale for now. 


“If you go up that road, you will come upon a river.
Across it is a fishing community called Mink. Go to the restaurant called Felle
and ask for Suki. Her father runs the marine port and can get you anywhere you
need to go.”


“Thank you,” I said with a small bow. She bowed
slightly and started to turn away before I placed a coin on the counter, which
she smiled at brightly.


“Thank you,” she said. 


I left and trekked down the street until I reached
the river. It was deep, slender, and rapid with a heavy wooden bridge, curving
upward. As I crossed, I peered into the water and could see the dark shapes of
amphibious creatures.


The town was far different than the majority of
Mijii. White buildings made with treated and painted wood stood tall instead of
the street markets. I passed schools, hotels, restaurants, and clothing stores,
but saw no restaurant entitled Felle. Though the streets were far from
deserted, the chaos of the street markets had not made it this far north. 


My path was intercepted by three young girls pursuing
a ball. They wore loose, short-sleeved, scarlet shirts, dark blue, pleated
skirts, and black leather boots; they were school children. “Excuse me,” I
said. They looked up at me. “Can you tell me where Felle restaurant is?” I
asked. They all silently pointed down one of the side roads. “Thank you.” 


I left them to their playing. Shortly after, I came
upon a small, white building with a sign saying “Felle” in Vido. Beside the
glass sliding door was a huge window, consuming most of the wall. I entered and
was faced with an uncomfortable atmosphere. It was bright in the restaurant
with white plastered walls that reflected the light. Square tables that seated
four were placed randomly around the area, creating a lively, unorganized
impression. On the far side of the room was a large wooden bar, behind which
was a wooden swinging door and waitresses going about their work. 


“Have a seat and we will be right with you,” one of
the waitresses said. 


“No need. I am looking for Suki.” As I said that, I
was very glad Dylan wasn’t there, for he would have snickered. 


A woman drying dishes entered the room. “Who is
looking for me?” she asked.


 She was a pretty young woman about Dylan’s age.
Light burgundy, shoulder-length hair framed her soft features and the pale skin
of her face. Her light violet eyes glittered in the light as she met my gaze.
She smiled, set her dish and towel down, and approached me. She wore a tight,
dark blue shirt with long sleeves bunched up above her elbow, tight black
pants, and high-heeled black boots. Her frame was small but certainly not
delicate or skinny. 


“Are you Suki?” I asked. 


“That depends. Why do you ask?”


“I need assistance with something. I was told that
you were the one to contact about a marine ship.”


“You were told right. Where do you need to go?”


“That is where it becomes complicated. I need to get
to the Setchna Caves, and I may or may not need a ride back.” 


“Are you making a summer home? Or maybe getting away
from your wife?” she asked. 


I laughed. “More like I need to pick up someone who
should not be there.”


“My father’s port is the only one on Mijii that can
get someone there, and he has never done so. It will be expensive,” she warned.


“That is understandable.”


“Then I will send for my father. Would you like a
drink while you wait? My shift is over soon. I could keep you company, if you
would like.”


“That is very tempting, but I am still working. Maybe
if I came by Mijii again.”


“I am only here temporarily to assist my sisters. I
live on Shomodii.”


“So do I; I am on my way to Anoshii. If you give me
your coordinates, I will try to stop by sometime.” Honestly, it would have been
more appropriate to give her mine, but for fear of her arriving and hearing
Dylan and I speak English, I couldn’t risk the unexpected guest.


She wasn’t fazed, though, and pulled out a notepad,
wrote her coordinates, and handed it to me with a teasing smile. 


Just then the door opened and a man entered. His
copper eyes perfectly matched his copper hair. He had the dark tan and muscle
structure of a man who worked hard in the sun, most likely in farming. The
loose, white sand uniform looked out of place on Mijii. Sand moccasins wouldn’t
survive the solid ground that was customary indoors, but they were the only
shoes that would hold up in the deserts.


“Hello, Father,” Suki said as he joined us. He hardly
resembled her; her aura suggested that she was talented in magic and his was of
a man who would unlikely manage childish tricks. While he was tall and rough,
she was small but sturdy. “Perfect timing; I was just about to send for you.
This man wants to go to the Setchna Cave.”


The man now turned his attention to me. “Well, now, I
have not had a request like this before that was not a suicide trip. May I ask
why?”


“I need to prevent someone from doing something
there. I can pay you in advance and I would, of course, expect you to save
yourself and leave me if necessary.”


“It sounds like you are suicidal.”


I couldn’t help the smirk. “No, sir, I am simply very
difficult to kill.”  


He nodded and looked at his daughter. “What do you
think?” he asked her. 


She gave me a promising grin. “I think you should
bring him home to have dinner with us after you get back.” 


As flattering as her invitation was, I had no
intention of joining her and her father for dinner when Dylan was left alone
with Divina. Furthermore, I had a strict time slot to fill. However, knowing
that I would be interrupted and likely not return with her father, I felt no
need to tell her so. 


“I will be ready to leave at shoka. Straight down the
road is the marine port. The price is two jue. Is that acceptable?” he asked
me. It was an obscenely rich price, but the probability of his ship receiving
damage was certain. 


Shoka was when the sun was directly above, high noon,
as Dylan would call it, which would leave me adequate time before sunrise the
next morning to arrive at the forest. “Entirely. I will then see you at shoka,”
I answered. With a nod, he left. I turned back to Suki. “Any chance I could get
something to eat before I leave?”


She smiled brightly. “Of course.”


 


*          *          *


 


I arrived at the port on time. By then, I was
thoroughly interested in meeting up with Suki after Dylan and I got home.
Unfortunately, graver obligations took priority and I faced her father instead.
I paid the fare with a substantial bonus in case of damage dealt to his ship.


The sea ship was a horrible shade of yellow that gave
it an artificial appearance; fortunately, the beasts would be equally repelled
by its paint. It was shaped like an arrowhead with a collapsed back end, giving
it two sharp points on the rear. Across the nose was a transparent shield,
while two defense cannons rested beneath it.


A small rectangle on the side opened upwards and
another man stepped out, who deeply resembled Suki, though was visibly several
years older. “This is Yahn, my son and co-pilot. If you are ready,” the captain
said, using an inviting gesture towards the doorway.


I entered the small ship to see four leather seats,
two in front and two behind them. Buttons, levers, and knobs littered the
dashboard before the large transparent shield. I quickly sat in the far back
seat while the captain and Yahn took their seats. We buckled our straps. 


The captain turned a switch, followed by a quiet
growl from the engines, which quickly became a purr. Yahn gently thrust a lever
forward and the ship followed suit. After several minutes, when the captain was
satisfied with our space from dock and sea floor, he pulled upon another lever,
causing us to slowly submerge as Yahn pushed his lever further to increase our
speed. 


Once we leveled out and took a constant speed, I sat
back and let my mind wander. We couldn’t proceed in a swifter manner due to the
creatures surrounding Mijii; there were many beasts of the sea that would
devour the ship without thought. 


Unfortunately, dark thoughts attract dark fortunes,
and after a short time, a growing agitation in the back of my mind became too
great to dismiss. We were being hunted. As if the beast knew he was discovered,
the ship suddenly trembled with the water’s displacement. 


“What was that?!” Yahn cried.


“The snapping jaws of a beast that just barely missed
dinner.” Before my words fully escaped my lips, the ship swung violently. “And
that was the beast getting slightly closer to achieving his goal. I must
encourage you to speed up.”


Yahn did as instructed, but I realized as we thrust
forward that our sudden jolt was the beast slamming into us from behind.
Unfortunately, not one of us foresaw the captain’s head slamming into the dash
board, incidentally tugging upon the lever that sent us into diving nose-first
to the sea floor. 


Without thinking, I pulled the captain back against
his seat while Yahn tried to right our ship. Suddenly we were spinning out of
control, testing the protection of our straps while Yahn tried futilely to gain
control. As we slowed ever slightly, I caught a glimpse of sleek black hide and
cold, entirely white eyes, and then I knew what we faced. The creature was
twice as large as the ship and slender with four short legs and a large, flat
tail.


“There are no sukina in this ocean!” Yahn cried,
shock playing across his face until it faded into fear. 


“They are rare here, but not inexistent, and
certainly not the most dangerous creature in this ocean.” I leaned forward and
adjusted the controls. The ship was righted and took off away from the sukina. 


Yahn tried to regain his composer. “Please, sir, do
not panic, this ship has seen worse situations than this,” he said, his voice
shaking with fear. 


“Then I will contain my panic and provide my
assistance. Please remove the captain from his seat.” The man gave me a
questioning look but his body obeyed me and he dragged his unconscious superior
into the seat in the back. I sat in the newly empty seat and took controls. I
turned the lights upward into the startled beast’s eyes. Plunging the ship
beneath the beast caused it to turn instinctively, which counteracted its
shock. “What scent cartridge does this ship boast?”


“Sukina.”


“That would not work, merely anger it. Are there any
forbidden areas around here?” I asked.


“There is a jisk colony just north,” he said.


“That will do.” The feeble ship charged forward with
great speed as if it comprehended the danger it was in. Luckily, the sukina was
a comparatively slow swimmer, though it was relentless, had great senses, and
could crush the ship in its jaws. Just ahead of me, the light became obstructed
with the flashing silver of the huge jisk. “I recommend you sit down and strap
up,” I told the trembling man.


He fell heavily into his seat next to his unconscious
captain and secured the straps. I released the scent cartridge and plummeted
down as the wall of bodies dispersed. I flipped off the lights and we were
immersed in darkness. Soon after, we landed gently on the sand bed to wait for
the jisk to relieve us of our assailant. The ship quivered violently as jisk
passed above it absentmindedly. 


“Sir, we cannot take this. This ship is not prepared
for this depth and we only have a limited supply of oxygen to get to the
destination and return to Miji.”


“I will keep that in mind. If it would make you feel
better, you should close your eyes now,” I said. I pressed the emergency power
switch and the life support system converted to manual controls. 


“What are you doing?!” the man cried. His panic was
understandable but very irritating.


“Playing an inanimate object. We cannot sit at the
bottom of the sea until the jisk leave and we are not leaving alive if we look
like food.” The manual control stick was stiff as I pulled it back and the
speed stick slightly forward. The ship immediately started to rise, and then
slowed as I pulled the speed lever back. 


We drifted slowly in the darkness as jisk passed us
carelessly. I could sense the jisk all around us, slowly returning to serenity
as the scent of food cleared. At one point, the ship was prodded by one or two
jisk. We had no choice but to let it play out and, after a few minutes, they
decided we weren’t food.


The moment I was confident we had enough range, I
switched on the power and lights. With every morsel of speed the obsolete ship
could assemble, it plunged towards safety. Once we were in friendly waters, I
slowed and the man sprung from his seat. 


“We could have died!” he cried. His excessive fear
was very annoying. 


“I am aware of that; however, we did not. Now, please
adjust the oxygen levels to account for your captain. We will be arriving
shortly.” As I promised, we arrived a few minutes later and I gently raised the
ship until it finally broke surface. When I settled the ship into the stone
bed, the man opened the door and scuttled out, letting in a diminutive amount
of water. “I would advise you to wait near the ship.”


“Are you joking, sir? Of course I would not leave the
ship! It will get eaten, and you, sir, are a very reckless and dangerous man!”
he yelled. His anger was less frustrating than his panic and as soon as he had
finished, he was feeling much better. He regained his composure but couldn’t
manage to apologize. 


I departed the ship and studied the cave around me.
The headlights shined through the water and lit the cave in a dim, green glow.
Sinister stalactites and stalagmites made the cave appear smaller. I wasted no
time before selecting a tunnel on instincts and pursuing its darkness.


I walked quite a ways before coming upon an
artificial circular clearing that was well lit with a large ring of five white
candles, set deep into the stone. Sitting motionless in the center was a young
man, no older than Dylan. He sat cross-legged with a book open upon his lap and
energy swirling around him. In front of him was a bowl of smoldering
components. 


I purposely scuffed my foot against stone to draw his
attention and he looked up, startled. He resembled Dylan in several ways. His
dark brown hair was cut cleanly while his dark green eyes suggested the
aspiration for adventure. His skin was pale, contrasting to his black garments.
While his attire was insignificant, the golden dragon crest on his chest held
that he was part of royal family of Zendii. 


“How did you get passed my barrier?” he asked. 


There was a barrier? “I am here to prevent you
from making a perilous mistake,” I said.


“I am not making a mistake. I am following very
precise instructions on a discovery mission. This is my great grandfather’s
diary,” he argued, holding up his book.


“Did you bother to read ahead to discover how your
great grandfather died?” 


He looked confused for a second before turning to the
last few pages. This was the problem with many young wizards, as well as one of
the reasons why I liked my new apprentice; Dylan would have never done anything
so dangerous without knowing the consequences. 


He shook his head. “It does not say.” He kept
reading. “It is not finished.”


I sighed. Foolish child. “Give me the
grimoire.” 


“I will not. It is mine!” he exclaimed. 


With little patience, I drew my energy and reached
for the book, which came obediently to my power. 


“No!” he yelled like a child whose toy was seized. I
slipped the book into my bag.


His objection was interrupted by a rumbling of the
ground and a tired, irritated roar far deeper into the cave. He stood and ran
to my side, whether looking for protection or a decoy, I didn’t know. “How far
into the ritual have you completed?” I asked.


“I mostly completed it. All I have to do is call its
name, to get its attention. You do not need to fear; it will obey me,” he said
with confidence. 


“How do you come to that conclusion?” I asked.


“It says if you speak the language of the gods, as
only the demons can, then the demon’s dragon will obey you. I have demon
ancestry, and my family knows an old dialect of Sudo called Dagyo. He will obey
me.”


My frustration with the impulsive child was too much.
“Dagyo is not the language of the gods!” I yelled. He collapsed to the ground
with a look of utmost fear on his face. “Go towards the entrance until you see
a ship and a man. Tell the man to take off without me. Get out of here, now.”
He had no chance to consider my command before climbing halfway to his feet and
running away into the darkness.


Blood began to seep through the stone walls and pool
onto the floor. There was no time to draw a triangle and fix the mistakes in
the ritual the boy had created, so I had to improvise. I entered the circle,
fixed the line of rock salt, and drew energy around me like a thick shield to
the consistency that it suffocated me. 


The roar that was slowly growing louder suddenly fell
silent and the only sound was the dripping blood. With a new sound, the liquid
lit with fire as red as the blood itself. Blood and fire surrounded the circle,
but my energy protected me from the majority of the heat. In front of me, high
above the flames was a face I had wished never to glimpse again.


“Abaddon,” I growled. Hatred as hot as the fire
around me boiled deep. My energy flexed and flickered with anticipation, itching
to justify my anger. The beast’s laugh, very similar to a growl, was a horrible
sound that made the fire cool. Abaddon was a creature so evil his very presence
could corrupt the strongest men. He was imprisoned many years before my time
and his resulting destruction will likely be imprinted upon Duran until long
after my death.


The beast’s face resembled a gargoyle’s with
reptilian eyes. His skin was like liquid, black stone. His eyes were bright
white that drew fear and darkness from one’s soul. White, sharp teeth glinted
between black, dripping lips, unleashing a foul odor of rotting death. He was a
creature who refused and opposed the gods to his deepest depths, and for it he
was rejected from both life and death. He was not meant to exist. 


His face shrunk into the darkness and the flames
suddenly parted, revealing Abaddon in the shape of a man, standing on the small
pool of blood. Black hair, which appeared to be made of strands of darkness,
blended into his black robes. His skin was a powdery white, and could be seen
through his robes, almost as if they were merely thick, black smoke. The
yellow, cold eyes were the most distinguishing features, and his thin, pale
face emphasized them. His eyes were still reptilian, but the solid yellow color
in the face of a man was so unnatural it was chilling even to me. 


He slowly began to approach me until he stopped close
enough to smell his stench of rotting blood. I had confidence in my circle’s
power, because if I didn’t, it would be too weak to protect me.


“Zalaznius,” he said with a deep, quiet voice. He
sneered and I saw that his teeth were as sharp as before his transformation.


“Zalaznius” was the forbidden name of the Guardians.
Ironically, the true name for the Guardians; Noquodi, was as much hated by us
as the disgraced. 


“I have not been called that in a very long time,” I
said in the best Enochian I could manage. Every instinct in me warned me to
avoid his gaze but, as a Guardian, I couldn’t bring myself to do so. I had the
obligation to face him, so I would face him with power and confidence. 


“You are still a slave of the gods; you do not
deserve another name.”


“As the chosen representative of God, I command you
to return to your slumber in peace,” I said, hoping my Enochian was sufficient.



His laugh was enough to tell me it was.
“‘Representative’? That is a mighty command for a being held to this world by
life. Tell me, slave, why I should obey you?”


There was no reasoning with him by way of threats; he
was much older than me and held a power no being alive could possibly yield.
The only chance I had was to trap him, and I had little idea how it was done in
the first place. 


Out of habit I reached into my bag and felt for my
book. Startled at what I felt, I remembered that I was protecting Dylan’s book
as well as my own. As I started to pull my hand out, I felt something else and
removed the grimoire. Taking my eyes from those of Abaddon, I opened the book
to the ritual that released him. 


While glancing at the Dagyo enchantment, excitement
coursed through my blood. To complete the ritual, blood of a dead being and
blood of a live being was needed. There was no blood in the bowl. I reached
into my boot and pulled out a dagger. Ritual magic was slower than Guardian
magic, but obscenely powerful.


Abaddon grinned. “You mean to release me yourself,
Zalaznius?” He looked amused, but I knew he wasn’t; he knew my plot just as
easily as I did.


“That is precisely what I intend to do.” I raised the
book and continued the incantation that the man hadn’t.


“And by this ineffable name, Tetragrammaton Iehovah,
do I command thee, at the which being heard the elements are overthrown, the
air is shaken, the sea runneth back, the fire is quenched---” the candles went
dark. “The earth tremble together, and all the hosts of the celestials,
terrestrials, and infernals do tremble together, and are troubled and
confounded!” I said, giving up on Enochian to speak in English. I made a few
changes to the words, but it would still work. Abaddon was becoming angry and
the fire slowly became dark orange. 


“Wherefore come thou, O Spirit Abaddon, forthwith,
and without delay, from any or all parts of the world wherever thou mayest be,
and make rational answers unto all things that I shall demand of thee.” 


“Stop, slave, you will not command me!”


“Come thou peaceably, visibly, and affably, now, and
without delay, manifesting that which I shall desire. For thou art conjured by
the name of the Living and True God, Helioren, wherefore fulfill thou my
commands, and persist thou therein unto the end, and according unto mine
interest, visibly and affably speaking unto me with a voice clear and
intelligible without any ambiguity!” 


He was yelling as I spoke, as if drowning my words
could hinder their effect. Fire roared around him and energy crashed against my
barrier. Only the ancient power of the incomplete spell was keeping him out. 


I slit my arm and let the blood drip into bowl.
Energy flowed through my body to speed clotting and regeneration; only a small
amount of blood drained before the wound was sealed. When I heated energy and
pushed it into the crimson concoction, fire woke and brought the blood to a
boil. 


Power in the form of black miasma burst from Abaddon
and he roared a terrifying sound. The blood pooling across the ground began to
boil. The fire surrounded Abaddon began to fade with his attention and suddenly
everything became silent. He was momentarily weakened while he adapted to his
inability to use any form of unnatural energy. 


Immortal blood is not a substitute for dead or living
blood. 


“You used unholy power without being sure of the
outcome? You are a foolish slave. Fight me as the servant of your god.” 


“I will fight you as one who has few options,” I said
in Enochian.


He drew in an immense quantity of energy until the strain
began to weaken my circle. My shield collapsed, allowing heat and blood to flow
in. Blood reached my ankles, which were protected with my boots, and I could
feel through the leather that it was cold.


“Are you not afraid of me, slave? Will you have this
confidence as you burn to death?”


“You have obviously never fought a Guardian. You may
have power over death, but I have power over life. You are a creature of great
power, but I am created by power.”


“And yet the gods believed your kind to be inept.”


“Why do you believe that?”


“You were created by power, but now there is one
created of power. The day will come when he will choose to enforce the
bindings of power or allow them to fall. He will command the living and the
dead and represent the magicks of all.”


I raised my arm to wipe my brow against the heat, but
my voice remained cool as ever. “Interesting. Are the gods gossiping with death
again?”


“Always. Are you ready to feel the powers of a
demon?”


“Now, Abaddon, I admit you are a mighty powerful beast
of death, but you have made a mistake in assuming that I have not faced one
more powerful than you. You made a mistake in assuming that while you felt I
was not a threat, I would return the courtesy of a friendly conversation. As I
speak, you are unable to move your legs or cast a spell.”


“There you are wrong, little slave. You can see that
as my fire is strong, my power must be as well,” he said, his tone smooth with
condescending confidence. 


“And yet this is anticlimactic. I am glad my
apprentice isn’t here to see how boring a demon can be. It is a testament to my
magic that while I have replaced your fire with my own in order to fool you,
you never noticed.”


“You lie.”


“Prove me wrong.”


He let out an enraged yell that only increased my
confidence. I didn’t wait for him to find a way out of my spell. Drawing my
depleted energy, I called upon the ancient spells I learned from my brother.


“O thou Spirit Abaddon, because thou hast diligently
answered unto my demands, and hast been very ready and willing to come at my
call, I do here license thee to depart unto thy proper place; without causing
harm or danger unto man or beast.” 


He shook with anger, but couldn’t break the magic I
casted.


“Depart, then, I say, and be thou very ready to come
at my call, being duly exorcised and conjured by the sacred rites of magic.” I
breathed heavily as my spell over him burst. Just as the ground crumbled, his
magic struck me. As I lost sense of this world, my last thought was that he
would draw me into his realm. At least the grimoire had been destroyed in the
battle.


 


*          *          *


 


“Wake up. Wake up!”


It took me a moment to understand the Enochean words;
however, it took me no time at all to recognize the unnatural lack of voice. I
opened my eyes and looked around, finding myself desolate on a slab of stone in
the ocean.


“Well, this is unfortunate. Can you give your loving
servant a little help?”


“How then would you learn?” Erono was a god
who felt it was a weakness to show himself, to appear as a mortal. “Sarcasm
is a trait I would wipe from your species if it would not only reappear. You
will give your apprentice more time alone with the sago you travel with.”


“Why am I going to do this?”


“Because I have given you the order. You will not
question your god. Your very existence is to follow my orders.”


“Then you should not have given me the curious
instinct I have. Why should I leave Dylan with Divina? And how do you know of
her?”


“Do you think I do not know what you do and will
do? Tiamat’s Guardian will learn from the woman, develop ideas, and make
important decisions. It is Tiamat’s wish to leave him in your care, but she
expects him to learn much more than you alone can teach him.”


With that statement, the longest, in fact, that I’ve
ever heard from him, he vanished. I suddenly found myself on the shore before
the Aradlin forest.









Chapter 8


The forest was just as large as Edward’s, but the trees were more
sinister looking. They blocked almost all light and even the ground plants
looked evil. “Oh. It’s that kind of forest.”


“Yep,” Divina said. “Try to be very quiet, don’t move
too quickly, and please try not to trip.” Despite her warning, she
bounded forward almost cheerily while Edward and I followed more cautiously. 


It smelled like a swamp, and what could smell better
than moss, malaria, and alligator urine? The surprisingly cold air was thick
with moisture and dread and it felt as if the chill in the air was a warning to
retreat. I couldn’t see anything at first, but when my eyes adapted, I saw dark
shapes moving slowly around us. I pointed one out to Edward.


“They’re just trying to get around like us; it’s when
they flee that you need to worry,” he whispered. 


I went back to trying not to trip, barely succeeding
even as Divina held onto my arm. As time passed, walking became easier and I
grew more aware of Divina’s body practically pressed against me, but my body
wasn’t used to hiking for hours on end or weighing so much. We walked for hours
until I couldn’t take it anymore. 


“Edward…” I whispered. By then, Divina was holding me
up like an injured person. 


He glanced at me but kept walking. 


“He needs a minute,” Divina said.


“It only takes a minute to be discovered,” he
answered. “We won’t stop. Carry him if you have to.” He sounded very worried. 


“Not a chance,” I argued. “But if we get attacked,
and I’m too tired to run, there goes the new Guardian,” I said. Edward
hesitated, considering it. “Remember, I was struck by lightning less than a
week ago. Remember my heart stopped? No hospitals?”


“I get it. Don’t talk, just rest,” he said. 


Not needing to be told twice, I slumped down on the
damp ground. I wanted to take off the boots, which were too big and made my
feet blister, but I had to be ready to run if I needed to. Edward and Divina
remained standing and eyed everything that moved.


After less than a minute, I stood up on shaking legs,
for I couldn’t endure their increasing apprehension any longer. When I stood,
they were visibly relieved. We started moving again, slower this time. While it
was difficult to move fluently, I could handle the pain.


About half an hour later, I was wheezing loud enough
that I thought Edward’s nails were going to cut into his palms. That’s when my
luck showed its ugly face. I felt the very slight tug around my ankle, inside
my boot, and ignored it, thinking it was a weed. I stepped forward and cried
out. Divina’s hand was over my mouth so suddenly I didn’t understand why I
couldn’t breathe. Edward helped her lower me gently to the ground and took off
my boot. The pain increased. I would have been yelling if I could have. 


Edward cursed in his language, but I didn’t care; my
ankle was burning much hotter than fire ever had. Edward pulled out a jar of
the Wigknot paste and slathered it on my ankle, but while it helped to numb my
skin, the burn kept spreading.


“Hold him still!” He was trying to pin my leg down.


“I’m trying. Stop biting me,” Divina said. 


I realized I had bitten down on her sweet tasting
skin but I couldn’t let go. The burn was reaching my thigh.


Edward was muttering and even through the pain, I
could feel the stirring of magic energy. And then the pain very slowly
retracted. Excruciatingly slowly. I truly wanted him to just cut off the leg,
and I really, really liked my leg.


The pain was gone, but my leg felt numb and cold. I
trembled compulsively and my eyes stung with sweat and tears. I pried my teeth
out of Divina’s skin and she moved her hand so I could breathe through my nose.
She held me against her in a comforting position and stroked my hair back.


“It’s okay now. You’re okay.” Her voice, though
quiet, was very soothing, so I leaned my head back on her shoulder. I tried and
failed not to grunt as Edward tied a white cloth around my ankle and replaced
the boot. I expected him to be furious at my outburst, but instead he looked
very concerned.


“Does it burn anymore?” he asked, standing.


I shook my head. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice
slightly broken. 


“No, it’s not your fault,” he said. “It didn’t cut
too deeply, but you will not be able to run until it’s given more attention.”


“What was it?” I asked. 


He kneeled down on the ground to talk quietly. “There
was a plant that has tiny, long feelers. It sensed your body heat and one
wrapped around your ankle. When you pulled away, it was so thin that it sliced
right through your skin and bone. You are very lucky it didn’t cut off your
foot. When it touched your blood, it became poisonous. I got it off and used
magic to remove the poison, but I can heal it much better later. Right now, we
need to go.” 


They each took one of my arms and pulled me up, then
immediately froze, listening to something. Divina held up two fingers and
Edward nodded. Divina very slowly lowered me to the ground… and then settled herself
on top of me! 


“What are you doing?” I asked. 


She put her finger to her lips inches from my own.


“Just holding you down. Whatever you do, don’t move.”
She scooted a couple of inches down and laid her head on my chest. There was a
slight gust of wind as Edward jumped very high. He kicked off a tree and landed
gracefully on a branch, then froze again. I tried to relax and when I couldn’t
do that, I released my energy, which I had subconsciously taken in again. There
was no sound and nothing moved except for Divina’s chest as she breathed.


She was not as heavy as I thought she would have
been; although her body was denser, she couldn’t have been any heavier than
Vivian on Earth. My hand brushed her side and somehow found its way under her
shirt. I quickly removed my hand and clutched the cold dirt. She didn’t react,
though she must have felt it. Divina was very soft and warm, and fit nicely in
my arms.


Then I heard it. 


There was something moving very quickly through the
woods, coming closer. It slowed to a prowled before it came into view. Its body
was similar to a velociraptor, but with thick, long arms and muddy-green, scaly
skin. While it was standing bipedal, its arms looked to be just long enough to
walk on four legs. It had four fingers on each limb and each finger ended with
a long, sharp, hooked claw. Its head was shaped like an alligator’s with huge,
super sharp teeth, except that its snout was slightly thinner and flatter. It
made a clicking sound as it looked around. The slits it had for nostrils moved;
it was sniffing the air.


“Do not move a muscle.” Divina’s voice rang in
my head and I was thrilled that I didn’t jump in surprise. “It can smell us
but not see us. Just don’t move or make a sound.” It sniffed around for a
few minutes before wandering slowly away. Divina didn’t move. 


The snarling and snapping startled me a moment before
the raptor came rolling back into view, fighting with another beast! This thing
looked like some huge wolf with coarse black fur. I wasn’t sure which one’s
blood was being smeared all over the ground. I hoped it wasn’t the raptor’s; if
he won, he wouldn’t be able to see us. However, that wouldn’t help us much if
they rolled over us while fighting.


Preoccupied with the fight, I was confused as Divina
pulled me up. When I saw another wolf-beast coming at us from the side, I
didn’t need encouragement to run. Divina had to help because I couldn’t walk
through the woods on two legs let alone run on one. The wolf, on the other
hand, was agile and fast. I didn’t know what I tripped over, I just remembered
falling. 


“Stay down!” Divina said. She reached down, grabbed a
large rock, and threw at the wolf’s face. Clearly more interested in revenge
than food, it was suddenly chasing Divina. 


For a second, I wondered if I could stand up or if I
had damaged my other ankle. However, I decided the risk of being trampled was
too much. I rolled over, grabbed hold of a tree, and used it to heave myself
up.


My uninjured ankle didn’t hurt, but my cut one burned
to high heaven. I took a moment to gather my energy and listen to what was
happening around me. The sounds of the raptor and the wolf had died down, but I
could still hear the second wolf chasing Divina. And then…


You’ve got to be kidding me…


I heard heavy breathing right behind me and didn’t
dare turn to look. Once again, I ran with everything I had. My injured ankle
made the agonizing exercise slower, but huge, snapping jaws was a fantastic
motivator. The beast was barely jogging; he was toying with me. 


It wasn’t long before I landed wrong on my uninjured
ankle and hit the ground hard. Small, sharp rocks dug into my back, but I
didn’t have the chance to get up before the beast had me pinned. I stared right
into pure blood-red, globe eyes.


The creature had the general appearance of a huge
wolf with matted black fur, and a flatter snout. Its ears were flat against its
head in anger, but its snarl looked more like a grin than a scowl. The beast
knew I was injured and out of strength. 


Bloody dribble dripped from its mouth onto my
shoulder and a large section of the skin went numb. Its saliva was venomous,
probably a paralyzing agent. 


My mind raced through all the magic I already
learned. I knew how to levitate things, control water, play with wind, make a
sun charm, and make weapons rattle. So I could bathe and blow-dry the beast. I
was stuck. However, and I suppose fortunately, the wolf’s toxic saliva also
caused hallucinations. 


Use the force, Dylan. The voice was clearly in
my head, clearly Obi-wan, and clearly a sign of schizophrenia. Of course, I was
never one to argue with Ben. I reached out with my mind and called forth a
weapon of the earth. The large rock hit my palm with almost enough force to
break my bones. Acting on instinct, I stuffed the rock into the wolf’s mouth
just as he was opening up for supper. By luck that couldn’t have been mine, it
stuck. 


I rolled away just in time as the paw came down where
my chest had been a split second before with a crushing blow. The maddened wolf
shook his head and tried to snap its jaws, but when the rock in its huge mouth
started to crumble, I knew it was time to run.


I had injured my second ankle and could barely stand
up. “Come on, Ben, I need help here.”


Busy, my hallucination answered me. 


If I had had a mirror, I would have glared at myself,
but decided instead not to argue with my hallucinations. I couldn’t outrun the
beast, but it didn’t look like it could climb a tree. Of course, neither could
I, and I certainly couldn’t control the slight wind enough to lift myself up.
But I could control rocks, apparently.


I reached out with my mind and retrieved a fair-sized
rock, which I found was easy to move, to lift myself up with. Unfortunately, I
had underestimated how heavy I was. 


An instant headache came on, but I preferred it over
the alternative. I remembered that earth was one of the two elements that took
more power. Without trying any harder to make it do what I wanted, which I knew
would make me lose control, I poured more energy into it. The rock jerked, but
then began to lift me up. I wasn’t having trouble with power.


The rock wavered and I looked down. I was about
twenty feet in the air with the wolf snapping at my toes; he had crushed the
rock in his mouth. As I started to panic, I started to sink. 


What would Edward do? 


I didn’t want to think of that; Edward would probably
face the beast head on and I didn’t like my chances of walking out of that.
Faced with few options, I let up on the energy and focused more on control. I immediately
stopped sinking and started going up again. The joy and pride I felt from
out-mastering the wolf proved hazardous and short-lived, however. While I
watched the infuriated wolf, my head collided with a particularly large branch.


Somehow, I managed to grab the branch and heave
myself up despite my sudden vertigo and nausea. It was then that I realized how
very high I was, which reminded me that I didn’t like heights. I wasn’t afraid
of heights; I was afraid of falling.


I closed my eyes and leaned my back against the tree.
The wolf snapped and growled but my assumption that he couldn’t climb proved to
be right. It was at that time that I decided magic was good. After about ten
minutes, the wolf seemed to give up, though I wasn’t stupid enough to go back
down straightaway. 


Without any way of contacting Edward or Divina, and
with my broken internal compass, I was lost. Not only did I not know how to
find Edward or Divina, I didn’t know which way to go to get out of the forest.
I decided that my best bet was to wait for one of them to find me.


An hour passed with no sound and it was making me
paranoid. Though Edward and Divina were very quiet, I wanted to hear them
walking around; any sound to show that they were walking around. I
thought of calling out for them, but decided that it was probably the fastest
way to get eaten. The slow moving creatures in the forest had long since
returned to their migrating, which I hoped meant that the danger was gone. Not
able to sit still any longer, I held up my rock.


To my surprise, I already had a lot of energy in me,
it just felt so natural that I hadn’t noticed it. I really do need to stop
gathering energy subconsciously. Energy flowed through me easily into the
rock as I willed it to rise. It did with very little effort. Earth took less
control and more power than the wind, but I was much more comfortable with it.
Not allowing myself a second to feel doubt, I stepped off the branch and held
onto the rock for dear life. I sank quickly, but I was afraid to slow it down
because I couldn’t hold on for long. 


The ground hit me hard so it was a good five minutes
before I could get up. It was impossible to stand on my cut ankle, but my other
ankle only hurt really badly. Fortunately, the next thing I tripped over was a
long, thick branch, which I could use as a walking stick. I stumbled around for
about ten minutes in the dark. The creatures in the woods avoided me, which was
great by me. That was until I walked right into my doom. 


My doom, that day, was the wolf pack itself. By the
time spotted the three wolves, they were already growling. There was a bloody
carcass in front of them, so I prayed they weren’t hungry enough to attack me.
I started backing away. 


The growling from behind me made my blood grow cold
and I couldn’t help looking around. Four more wolves closed the circle around
me. I always loved dogs; they’re best with ketchup. “Um… Nice mutated alien
wolfies.” I slowly waved my hand. “You don’t want to eat me. I’ll give you all
indigestion.” 


“I don’t think they care.” 


Divina’s voice was a gift from the gods. I was
grateful for her presence, but was upset that she stepped in front of me as if
to defend me. Never in my life had a woman tried to protect me. Every foolish
thing I was about to say just froze in my throat as the four wolves in front of
us stopped growling. It wasn’t even a minute later before they slowly backed
away into the dark, abandoning their kill. Divina quickly turned around, still
keeping me to her back, and faced the other wolves. They didn’t take as long as
the others to back off. Divina finally relaxed. 


“We should find Kiro. He’s probably worried out of
his mind about you.”


Before I could stop her to demand an explanation, she
was off. “Divina! Wait up!” She must have remembered my ankle because she
slowed. She never wandered around; she knew where she was going.


“How did you get away from that wolf?” I asked. 


“Your shoes. I noticed them under the bed when you
tried to ditch them so I bagged them because I thought they would come in
handy. The poor beast took one sniff of them and ran howling in pain.”


I couldn’t argue. “That was a good plan.”


“Listen…” Her voice was surprisingly gentle in
contrast to her walking. “Don’t tell Kiro we split up. He doesn’t like his
apprentice being in danger and it’ll be easier on him if he doesn’t know you
were on your own.” 


It made sense, but I couldn’t help feeling
suspicious. However, when Divina came to my side and held me close to help me
walk, that suspicion evaporated. 


A few minutes later, Divina slowed until we came to a
complete stop. I didn’t have time to worry about another attack before I heard
the gust of wind. I allowed myself to be manhandled as Divina grabbed the back
of my shirt and turned me toward Edward. He pushed my head up, surprisingly
gentle for such a quick movement, and started checking my neck for injuries. 


“His right shoulder,” Divina supplied. 


Edward let go of my neck and pulled up the sleeve of
my shirt until he could see my shoulder, which was still slightly numb. I
couldn’t even look.


“What happened?” he asked. 


Against my better judgment, I looked. The skin was
swollen and purple, even though the wolf hadn’t broken the skin. “Doggy spit,”
I grumbled. 


“Draxuni venom,” Divina translated. “No cuts. No new
broken bones. He has a mildly sprained ankle. He’s fine.”


“Hello!” I cried quietly, finally able to express my
horror. “Does this look fine to you?!”


“Quiet. That’ll fade, just don’t rub it. You don’t
even need treatment for it. Now let’s go before we attract anything else. How
did you get away?” he asked Divina.


She shrugged. “The same way I did last time; I yelled
at them in telepathy and made them confused. They can’t stand it.” 


“So, are we having fun yet?” I asked.


“We’re getting there.”


Edward helped me as we started on our way again, much
quieter than before. Divina held Edward’s bag in her arms so it wouldn’t catch
on anything. I kept thinking about how the wolves acted toward Divina. They
hadn’t looked confused. 


It was hours later that my luck just turned
horrendous. Edward was practically carrying me when they both froze, again, and
scanned our surroundings.


“I don’t understand,” Divina said, “they don’t hunt
in packs. They’re cannibals.” There was the edge of panic in her quiet voice.


“Oh, this is not fair,” Edward said. 


I knew we were in trouble since he didn’t even
whisper it. Then they came out of the dark cover of the forest and I realized
just how dead we were; about fifteen of the raptor creatures surrounded us. 


“Can they see us?” I asked.


“It doesn’t matter; they know where we are. Divina,
your sun charm.” 


Divina was already untying her bag and backing
towards us very slowly. I noticed with horror that most of them were focused on
me and my ankle. 


“Don’t provoke them. Don’t look them in the eyes.” 


But one of them didn’t need provoking. It took one
large step towards me and opened its mouth to let out a horrible screech. The
scaly skin on its neck came up around its head like one of those frilled
lizards. As it did, a dark blood color slowly flushed the top of its snout,
like the plates of a stegosaurus. 


The others all let loose their own screeches. Then
the instigator launched at me, Divina shook open the little white cloth bag,
and the whole area filled with searing light. The creatures jumped back from
the brightness in obvious pain and only a few remained on their feet. 


Edward picked me up the instant the light cleared and
ran. Divina kept up easily but so did the raptor creatures. It was only a few
minutes before I could see the break in the woods, the light at the end of the
forest. Everyone ran with all their might, but I noticed that Divina was
pulling ahead… because Edward was slowing. He was breathing heavy, and I was
dragging him down. The sun was still far away. 


“Divina, can you use your explosive stuff that I
almost blew up the ship with?!” I yelled. 


“No! Can’t get to it!” 


Something had to happen. We would never have made it
to the sunlight. I closed my eyes, drew my energy, and did something I would
forever deny if anyone asked; I prayed. Please, Tiamat… I’ll be the best
Guardian ever if you help us. 


Trees were disturbed and branches buckled. A tree
collapsed in front of us, forcing us to stop. Edward put me down and pushed me
at Divina, who held me upright. I couldn’t close my eyes; I preferred to see my
face getting eaten than to close my eyes on my fate. The wings were the first
of the beast that I saw. Leathery, majestic black wings created a gust of wind
strong enough to push Divina and I back several steps. 


Edward was suddenly standing between me and the
beast, but I could see enough of him to be amazed. The giant cat beasts were
awesome, the giant salamanders were wicked, the raptors were horrifying, and
the wolves were bone-chilling, but this beast… I’d never seen a more beautiful
and magnificent creature. Solid, lean muscles flexed under slick black hide. He
had a reptilian-shaped body but with a feline grace and agility. His long tail
ended in a rather wicked looking spike. His eyes were large, fiery amber
diamond-slit pupils like a cat’s. Two, sharp, small ears were laid flat against
his head in anger. His wings flexed out in a threatening manner as he opened
his mouth with a roar, displaying many sharp teeth. Then I realized with great
relief that we were not the objects of his wrath.


Fortunately, most of the raptors understood they
didn’t stand a chance against the beast that stood not much taller than them,
but seemed to radiate power and strength. Several of the raptors attacked while
the majority ran, hopefully not for help. Three raptors attacked his face and
neck, while another three tried to take him from behind. He struck fast, and
suddenly one raptor was on the ground in a pile of pulpy blood. In the blink of
an eye, another joined its friend on the ground with its chest ripped out. The
third actually bit the snout of the beast, but couldn’t leave a single mark.
The beast ripped its head off! 


During this almost instantaneous defeat, the beast
had driven the spike into one of the raptors attacking its back, but now
another was attacking its tail while the third was doing everything it could to
the beast’s neck. The beast couldn’t shake the raptor, who was bracing itself
with its back legs against his wing blades. His tail was occupied. 


I didn’t think; there was no time to. The thick rock
was in my hands and I passed Edward before he could stop me. About five feet
from the beast, with hand and magic I threw the rock as hard as I could,
knocked the raptor square in its eyes, and sent it spiraling into the one
attacking the beast’s tail. With his tail freed, he struck quicker than the eye
could follow into both chests.


Edward pushed me back into Divina’s arms, but for the
first time since meeting her, that wasn’t where I wanted to be. I saw the
surprise and intelligence in the beast’s eyes, as well as the way his ears
perked up. I wanted to make sure his neck hadn’t been injured. Even covered in
the blood of his kills and emanating power, I wanted to make sure he was all
right. He saved us, but Edward still stood between me and the winged beast. The
beast wouldn’t hurt us and shouldn’t be treated as the enemy. 


I shrugged off Divina, but when I tried to get passed
Edward, his grip was relentless. I didn’t say anything, just struggled to get
out of his hold while watching the beast’s eyes for agitation.


“Let him go,” Divina said, surprising us both. 


The beast never took his eyes off me. 


“Why would I do that?” Edward growled. 


A small flicker in the beast’s eyes told me he didn’t
like Edward’s tone.


“Because he’s going to keep struggling and the
creature will get angry. Seriously, have some faith and let him go. Dylan is
paranoid of everything; if he can walk up to it, it can’t possibly eat him.”


Famous last words?


They worked; Edward let go and I lost my balance. The
beast perked his ears up even more and his eyes softened with something close
to concern. His smoldering eyes had turned to cool amber, wider with curiosity.
I stepped forward slowly, holding my hand out as if to a regular animal, all
the while knowing that it would not be the last time I ever saw it again. 


Divina was right; I am a paranoid person. I
grew up with horrible luck knowing that anything that could, and sometimes
could not go wrong, would go wrong. So why did I feel so safe and calm
with the beast covered in his foe’s blood?


I was worried about stumbling on my painful ankles
and spooking him, but I managed quite gracefully under the circumstances. As I
started reaching for his head, his ears bowed back slightly and he pulled a few
inches away. I looked at his ears to avoid eye contact and stopped advancing. I
could feel and hear him sniffing my hand before slowly touching the tip of my
fingers with his tongue. That was odd, but then he leaned forward until he
touched my hand. I looked back at his eyes and moved my hand slowly up his
snout and between his eyes to pet his head. It was only then that I realized he
had a short, velvety coat over a really tough skin. I slowly started touching
his ears, all the while watching his eyes for irritation. When he nudged my
hand, I started to really rub his ears and was rewarded when he closed his
eyes. It took me a moment after the quiet rumbling started to realize he was
purring. I looked at Edward’s stunned expression and couldn’t stop grinning. 


“No, you cannot keep him,” Edward said. 


Petty. It looked like my new friend was going
to be much better company than Edward, the overbearing father. Divina, on the
other hand, didn’t look the least bit surprised, and even seemed a little
proud. Edward glared like the beast was a bully at school who was beating his
kid up at the playground. I could see some future arguments between Edward and
me.


The beast regained my attention by nudging me in the
chest. I started rubbing both his ears and that made him extra happy. He
continued nudging me until he was rubbing his cheek on me like a cat. Then he
sniffed me, huffed, and nudged me again. I looked down at my shirt, which was
now covered in the raptors’ blood. He wasn’t showing me affection; he was
wiping his nose on me!


“That’s right, buddy, go ahead and use this shirt as
your tissue. It’s Edward’s anyway,” I cooed. 


Divina snickered. 


“We have to go, or we’ll miss the boat,” Edward said
bitterly. 


I sighed. “Is there any chance I can see him again?”


“Of course,” Divna said. “He knows you now and
obviously likes you. He has your scent, so he can find you anywhere in the
world, and I don’t believe you two can meet like this and then just part. No, I
predict you two will cross paths quite a few times, but Kiro is right. Come
on.” 


She took my arm and I leaned against her to help
relieve my injured ankle. We started forward again, as quickly as I could
manage with Divina’s help. My new friend came with us, his head barely nudging
my arm opposite of Divina as if to catch me if I fell.


Although it didn’t look so far away, it took us about
half an hour to make it to the edge of the forest, where I could see the shore
and several people waiting around. Edward paused and I knew by his expression
what I had to do. I rubbed the beast’s ears again and could see in his eyes
that he understood. 


“I have to go now. You can’t come with but if you
ever go to Shomodii, come say hi, okay?” I said. I looked at Divina.


“He doesn’t understand the words, but he surely
understands the tone. He knows you want him to find you again, don’t worry.
We’ll give you a minute alone to say bye and thanks. Don’t be long,” she said
as she grabbed Edward’s arm and pulled him away, despite his reluctance. 


I turned back to my new friend. “Thank you for
helping us.” I reached up with one arm to rub his ear while I checked for
injury to his neck with my other. Blood had matted his short fur and made it
sticky, but I could feel no damage. I wrapped my arms as far around his neck as
I could without strangling him. “I’ll see you later. Don’t forget to find me,
and I’ll try to think of something to serve you for dinner. Do you like crows?”


“You’re not giving him Tibbit!” Edward growled
in my head.


The beast glared out at the shore, as if he had heard
Edward too and didn’t approve. 


“Bye,” I said. 


I walked carefully towards the ship, but kept looking
back to make sure the beast didn’t follow. He remained in the dark cover of the
forest, watching me. Divina took my arm again when I caught up to her, but
Edward was nowhere to be seen. 


This ship, identical to the one we boarded in
Shomodii, was a lot more crowded. “How come there are so many people getting on
this ship? Where did they come from?”


“The waters are very dangerous around Mijii, even to
ships, and there are only a few safe places to drop off and pick up people by
sea. These people got here by sky travel, but there is no sky travel around
Shomodii, so we had to come by boat. Quiet now,” she said as we approached the
crowd. Divina kept her arm around mine with a blood-stopping grip. It was hard
to mind even though my hand fell asleep; her warmth pressed up against me was
worth it. 


The interior of the ship was so familiar to the
previous ship that it was almost uncanny. It was almost like everything we had
just gone through never happened, because here we were, right back on the
ship.


We found Edward and he led us to our room, which was
also identical to the one on the other ship. No first-class options at sea,
I guess.


“They were following the smell of my blood, weren’t
they?” I asked as he shut the door. 


He nodded. “I just can’t believe they ambushed us.
That couldn’t have been your bad luck; nobody has that much bad luck.”


“Do you remember my heart being fried a little while
back?”


“You were asking for it by doing the magic in the
first place.”


“Wait, Edward… When we get to Anoshii, how will we
get back? We can’t go through the forest again.” 


He shook his head. “No, we can’t, they’ll be waiting.
You will not be able to set foot on Mijii after sunset for years, now that they
know the scent of your blood. Anoshii has different means of transportation.
However, there could still be trouble ahead, and trouble seems to have a target
on you.”


“I thought you said the creatures didn’t attack us
because of my luck.”


“It was not just your luck. Cutting your ankle
so they could follow the scent was your luck.”


“Do you know that the words ‘luck’ and ‘fault’ are
very similar?” I asked. 


“It wasn’t your fault and nobody is that unlucky,”
Divina insisted. 


I wasn’t convinced. I sprawled out on the bed and
pulled my legs up while Edward unpacked things. Divina gently unwrapped the
bandage and I had to look. Even through the white paste, I could see the
swelling and black skin. I’d been injured enough to know that it wasn’t right,
but the expression on Divina’s face and her wide eyes was what truly worried
me. 


“Kiro? Um… He’s infected.” Edward kept hunting
through his and Divina’s bags. “I’m serious, you really should see this.”


Edward sat back and sighed. “Of course he is; he
probably has multiple infections. Expect it with him.” 


“No, I’m not talking about that kind of infection.” 


He got up and stood next to her to see my ankle. He
sighed again, groaned, and put his hands over his eyes. “He’s still got a few
hours before the effects become irreversible.”


“What?!” I cried. They were both startled by my
outburst. “What am I infected with?!” They looked at each other, deciding
whether or not to tell me. “I can take it, whatever it is, but I have to know.
It’s far worse to not know!” 


Divina sighed but it was Edward who spoke. “You know
the zombie movies on Earth? Well, there is a virus that inflicts people with
death-like symptoms. The virus has somehow gotten in through your cut. I have
no idea how, though; the virus hasn’t been around for two hundred years.” 


I slumped back. “I’m gonna die.”


Divina smiled weakly. “But on the bright side, you
won’t stay dead.” 


I glared at her. “I’m going to eat you first when I
undie.” 


Edward started moving jars and little cloth bags onto
the bed and gave Divina a glare to match mine. “No one is going to die, or
undie. Hold very still,” he said to me. 


“Tell me you’ve got morowad,” Divina said, glancing
over the supplies.


“I do have morowad.” She looked relieved, but Edward
didn’t. “I don’t have drumid, though.” 


She viewed my ankle with pity. “That’s all right, he
doesn’t need it.” I opened my mouth to ask what it was, but she beat me to it.
“It’s only a little pain killer. Disinfecting it can sometimes burn… a bit.” 


“No! I do need it,” I said quickly. 


“Would you stop talking to him?” Edward growled. 


He took a white cloth from the pile and a light blue,
glass jar full of what looked like harmless water… but I never judge a strange
liquid by what it resembles. He pulled off the top and poured some of it onto
the cloth. I was pleased to find that it smelled like antiseptic. Then I remembered
most antiseptics burn to high heaven and I braced myself.


It was cold and instantly soothing. The pain rapidly
dulled; even my aching muscles from running cooled. I laid my head back as he
glanced at me. 


“Does that hurt badly?” he asked. 


I waited until he started rubbing the blood and paste
off to answer, but it didn’t even hurt when he did. “Just the opposite.”


He grinned. “Interesting.”


“More like weird,” Divina said. He glared at her and
she raised her hands in surrender. She checked the supplies and smiled. “I have
something that can help.” She dug through her bag, pulled out a small, silver
flask, opened it, and held it out a few inches above my mouth for me to drink. 


I beheld it with suspicion. “What is this?” I asked.
She rolled her eyes. “If I’m in pain, I have the right to scream in agony like
a little girl.”


“All you have to do is drink this poison- I mean
potion.” Edward glared at her, but I came to suspect that kind of behavior from
the woman. “This will make you sleep so you don’t have to feel the pain.” 


“I’d rather just scream,” I said, not liking the idea
of waking up in the middle of surgery. She shoved it into my mouth and the
soporific potion poured down my throat. It was cold and incredibly bitter. It
actually tasted like very concentrated peroxide.


 She took the flask away and capped it. I suddenly
was very dizzy. My muscles relaxed devoid of my control and when I tried to
lift my head, it was too heavy. I tried to lift my arm but I’m not sure if I
did; it was also heavy. I felt as if all my pain was only a shadow; a memory
that bugged me really badly. My eyes slipped closed and my mind wandered
aimlessly- which happened to lead to Divina and her inhumanly attractive body.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke feeling cold and slow. The sun was still down
and Edward was sitting in the chair by the desk with his head back and his eyes
closed. Divina was sitting next to the bed with her head against the pillow
again. Several minutes passed before I could drag my eyes from her. I was
tangled up in two thick blankets, but it wasn’t difficult to find my injured
leg. My poor little ankle looked so pathetic in its professional looking white
bandage. It didn’t hurt; it felt cold and numb… which, to be honest, was much
better than hot and itchy.


I sat up slowly and examined my bandage. When it was
fully examined, I very slowly reached out and poked it. It didn’t hurt, so I
poked it harder. 


“What are you doing?” Edward asked. 


I didn’t even jump. “Just seeing if it hurts. If I
was dead, it wouldn’t hurt.”


“If you were dead, I would be very annoyed with you.
You can take off the bandage; it was just to stop the bleeding while the
coagulants took effect,” he said. 


I gently unwrapped the bandage and inspected my
ankle. It was no longer swollen, or black. The skin wasn’t even parted; it
looked like a long scratch that had a week to heal. “Wow. How?”


“The body is very easily manipulated with magic, save
for the brain. From now on, I’ll teach you the medical advantages of certain
plants. I’m starting to think it’ll be harder to keep you alive than it will be
to keep your book safe.”


“Do you ever pray?” I asked.


“Why would I pray?”


I shrugged. “Because people who believe in gods
pray.”


He thought for a moment. “Erono is not a god that
answers prayers. I suppose I have wished for things, and that might be a form
of prayer, but I never expected anything from him. Why are you asking about it?
I didn’t picture you the kind of man to believe in it.”


I always relied on science instead of religion and
only believed in the things that were “proven” by science, but I was on a new
world. The reality was that I knew next to nothing about being a Guardian and
the only thing I had to go on was what Edward told me.


“I did in the forest when the reptile monsters were
after us. I think it’s easy when all other options are gone to pray for someone
else to save the day.”


“I don’t think you can sway a god’s mind by asking
politely. We are Guardians of our books; the gods have a good reason to keep us
alive, but at the same time, they can easily replace us. Tiamat didn’t save my
brother.”


“So you think that Tiamat had nothing to do with us
being saved?”


“Is it too ironic to say I’m not a religious man? I
think the gods create our worlds and direct us to fix their problems, but as
far as our own lives, we’re on our own. Day-to-day life, even for a Guardian,
has nothing to do with the gods. Magic has as much to do with science as
anything else.”


We sat in silence for a few minutes while I digested
that. It made absolute sense to me, but I wondered if he only felt that way
because his brother was killed and no god stepped in to save him.


“Divina and I were contemplating what to do about you
speaking when we get to Anoshii.”


“I can keep my mouth shut on my own.”


“I know you can for a while, but it only takes a tiny
mistake in the wrong place at the wrong time. Neither of us wants to use force
on you, especially since you get your frustrations out physically when you
can’t get them out verbally. You’re still gathering energy subconsciously and I
thought you were going to sink the ship if I caused anymore pain. Of course,
Divina thought it was cool.”


“Funny, I can sink a ship without trying but when we
were in the woods, I was next to useless. I don’t understand that.”


“Your problem isn’t with your energy, or imagination,
only with your focus and confidence. You have to know you can do it, and you
really have to focus the energy into what you’re doing. It’s very easy to
release energy into everything around you and, if your emotions and energy are
strong enough, make a lot of mess. It’s not always such a terrible thing. When
you struck the raptor to defend the beast, you used your hand to focus and your
passion to drive. You didn’t doubt you could, just knew you had to. Try
standing on your ankle.”


“Am I going to need to run on it anytime soon?” I
asked, slowly getting up. The ankle felt just a little weak, but it didn’t hurt
at all. The sluggish effects of Divina’s sleeping potion had worn off.


“No, I don’t think so. I’ve talked to the captain
and, because of the background of many of the crew, we’re staying far from any
checking stations.”


“What’s a checking station?”


“I don’t know if that’s what you would really call it
in English, but it’s… like pirate stations. They are stationary ships with a
small group of very violent people who say they make and enforce laws for the
good of the people, but really, they are only thieves.” 


I sat down and put my ankle back up. “So they’re
cops?” I asked. 


Divina stirred a little and we both looked at her,
but she remained asleep.


“She hasn’t said anything to you about your actions
earlier?” Edward asked. At my confusion, he smirked. “I saw the way you touched
her in the Aradlin when she was holding you down.” 


I could feel my face flush as I recalled the feel of
her smooth skin. “It was an accident.”


“Was that all it was?” she asked. I jumped, she
chuckled, and my face grow even redder. She pulled herself up to sit on the
bed. “I thought it was just the wrong time.” She then scooted until she was
sitting inches away and leaned over me very slowly to check my ankle while
exposing her back to me. Her shirt came up just a tiny bit and I wanted to
touch her again so badly. “Now is also the wrong time,” she said without
looking at me. 


Edward wasn’t even trying to hide his smirk. After
taking way too much time examining my ankle, Divina sat back.


 “How long before we get to Anoshii?” I asked Edward,
trying to clear my head.


“We should get there by sunset tomorrow. Go back to
sleep.” 


I shook my head, not tired at all. “I don’t want to
sleep. I want to do something.”


“You’re sure?” he asked as he stood. “That’s fine
then, we will take off where we left with the combat training.” 


I huffed and collapsed against the pillow. “I’m
hungry.”


Edward rolled his eyes. “There’ll be no food until
tomorrow at noon,” he declared. 


I moaned. I wanted a pizza so badly. Divina patted my
stomach and left the room. Edward leaned back in his chair and I let my mind
wander. About ten minutes later, Divina returned carrying a wooden bucket of
steaming water and several white cloths. She set them on the table and left
again. 


I looked at Edward. “What is that for?” I asked. 


His grin was evil. “A bath.” With that, he left. 


I glared at the bucket. “How am I supposed to fit in
that?!” 


 


*          *          *


 


The light was dim, but the immobility and strange
lack of any feeling was a dead giveaway as to what was happening. This time,
the lantern was lit and I was in front of it, but my opponent faced away, so I
could only see his back. He wore long, black robes and had shoulder length,
black hair. He was skinny, tall, didn’t stand straight, and he swayed very
slightly. 


“This really is disappointing,” he said. 


“Are you sure, my lord, that Shio is competent
enough? He only found that one Guardian. Krael found two the first time he went
out.” 


It was the child’s voice and I was sure now that it
was that of a young girl, though she was across from Vretial so I couldn’t see
her. 


“Your brother is a very loyal and successful servant.
I assure you that I value him much more than Shio, which is exactly why I will
not send him out. I’m not very patient; Shio must find a Guardian soon, and I
will not tolerate another slip up.” He sighed. “You shall assist him. You hunt
the books and when you find them, he will kill the Guardians. Start where he
left off and find the two Guardians. Find them before I become impatient with
you.”


“I will,” she said. I saw his hand twitch. “My lord?”
she asked. 


He cleared his throat, and then started chuckling
slowly and quietly. “Ignore the cold worlds, and the one belonging to the new
Guardian.” His voice took on a lighter note, but the girl looked even more
nervous.


“It is called Earth, now.”


“Earth? I don’t like that name, we shall have to
change it. The child Guardian and his new master are not there. Very likely,
though, they are on a world very similar; such a weak being cannot adapt easily
to one of the cold or heavy worlds. Search the heavy worlds anyway. Remember if
you find one of the Guardians alone bring him and his book to me alive.” 


“How, my lord?” His hand twitched again and there was
a long pause. 


“What?” he asked, his voice like it had been the
first time. 


“How do I bring the Guardian here?”


“What? Yes, bring him alive. Use this.” He reached
around his neck and he snapped a chain off. 


Pain filled my body like fire and my eyes snapped
open. 


 


*          *          *


 


I sat up straight into Divina’s arms, the pain
dulled, and the suffocation took over. I couldn’t breathe because my chest was
too tight. Divina pushed me back down but I squirmed, trying to reach my
throat. Edward was holding my arms down. Finally, the tightness released me and
I was able to breath. They both let me go and I sat up again. 


Divina wrapped her arms around me. “Shhh. It’s okay.”
She rubbed my back with one hand and pressed my head against her neck with her
other hand. 


I wasn’t shaking and was barely sweating; it had been
much easier than the first time. It occurred to me that Divina’s comfort could
have been the reason it was less harsh. She held me for a minute until I pulled
away and looked at Edward. 


“He’s sending a child to hunt us down with Shio. Shio
hasn’t found anything yet but the child is a better hunter or something. He
knows we’re not on Earth or the worlds he called the cold worlds. He told her
to look at worlds similar to Earth. There was also something he said about a
guy named Krael, who found two Guardians the first time he tried.


“So that narrows down two worlds for them; Mulo and
Enep,” Edward said.


“Yes,” Divina said, “and of course he knows we’re not
on the outlands. It doesn’t make sense. How can they hunt you? How are they
teleporting? If he doesn’t need the books for his servants to travel, why does
he want them at all? Surely he can’t handle another world. None of this makes
any sense at all.”


“He said…” I started. They both looked at me
expectantly. “Okay. He told the little girl that if she were to find only one
of us, bring us to him alive. Then she asked how to do so and he went all
weird. He snapped something off his neck, like a pendant, to give to her, but I
didn’t see it. And then I came out of the dream thing. Why does he need the
book to teleport?”


“The soul can move through all worlds,” Edward said.
“A very powerful wizard can actually send his soul into another world. Your
book travels your body and your soul, and also keeps them together. The gods
all used their power to trap him in his outlands; he can only transport between
his two worlds. The gods don’t need the books to travel, but their servants do,
and his servants are not trapped as he is. They still should need the books to
travel.”


“What if he can handle another book? Will it give him
the power to break free?”


“This is hypothetical, because he couldn’t possibly
handle it, but I think it would depend on the world he takes over. But in that
case, he would be attacking Vaigda.” 


“Not if his servants can’t take them. Vaigda is
powerful and Shiloh is brilliant. Right now, with you protecting Dylan and him
being new to the game, you both are easy targets,” Divina said. 


I know she wasn’t trying to offend me, but it still
made me feel like shit. 


She caught my dejected expression before I could hide
it. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t accusing. This isn’t your fault. Vretial is taking
advantage of a situation that shouldn’t have come to be.” 


“Is there anything else? Anything that could explain
any of his plans?” Edward asked.


“He was a little weird. It was like he was talking to
someone in his mind. This time, the girl had to tell him about Earth and that I
was from Earth. I thought that was really weird, because he spoke of Earth in
the first dream. It was like he had less information this time.” 


“I told you he’s psychotic. He could have been
talking about many different things, or he may not even know what he’s saying
himself,” Edward said. There was a moment of silence. “Do you still feel like
your book is in danger?”


I nodded. “Yes, and I have a plan neither of you will
like.” I focused on my mentor. “I think Divina should take my book.” I could
feel Divina gawking at me, but I kept my eyes on Edward. I expected him to call
me a fool or even get mad.


“Explain,” he said simply. 


“You said both books being together is dangerous. If
Divina takes one of them, she can protect it while you keep training me. Maybe
that will confuse the scent.”


“It’s just as close to mine if she has it when she’s
with us. Are you sure this isn’t just hormones?” Edward asked. 


It was irrational to feel Divina could protect it
better than Edward, who was older and a Guardian. “Maybe it’s both, but I feel
she’s safe just as much as I feel the book is in danger,” I insisted. 


He rubbed his eyes as if with a migraine and looked
at Divina, who was regarding me with a somewhat neutral expression. “Divina is
powerful, but she doesn’t have the instincts to protect it the way we do.”
Edward was clearly fighting between trusting my instincts and his own
suspicions that I was entranced by Divina’s charm.


“I don’t want the responsibility,” Divina argued. “I
appreciate your trust, Dylan, but I’m afraid it’s misplaced. I think maybe your
dream upset you and you need to get your confidence back.”


“We need to increase your training,” Edward added.
“Do you know the dragon’s blood and other stuff Divina put in the sun charm?”
He paused for me to nod. “That was a base; a physical connection or
representation of the spell. They usually involve either something for the
senses or the state of mind. Most things don’t need a certain base, only
something that you feel represents your purpose. If you were doing a love
spell, you would use a color you feel represents love, a scent that would,
along with what else you need. They’re all just desperation and passion spells
anyway. Do you get it?”


“Yeah.” 


“Good. I’ll teach you now to recuperate your body’s
energy from your magic energy better than a night’s rest. Divina, you prepare
to teach him how to make someone forget.”


“That’s a very complicated spell,” she said.


“So is everything else I plan to teach him before the
ship docks. No unlicensed magic on Anoshii, remember? I don’t care how long it
takes for them to find us, if they ever do. I care that he’s ready for it.”


So Edward taught me his regeneration spell, which was
something between hypnotization and meditation. It took more time than it
should have to reach the relaxed, almost dreamlike state. It was like being so
close to sleep that you are completely unaware of your surroundings, but you’re
not asleep. It was extremely difficult to get to. 


Finally, after almost an hour, I was able to get
there and not fall asleep. All I had to do was allow energy to flow freely into
me and out of me as it willed. Then I fell asleep, but when Edward woke me a
few seconds later, I felt full of energy- the regular kind. 


Then it was Divina’s turn.


“I want to start by showing you how it feels when
it’s done to you. I’ve never taught this before, and I’m not a good teacher.
Now, it will feel different when it’s being done to you according to the
intentions. I want you to think of a memory you wish you can forget forever; a
memory you hate and which causes you unpleasant feelings when you think of it.”


I thought for a few minutes. I had lots of terrible
memories, but they all taught me things. I finally settled on the Christmas
that Mother ran off with a boyfriend and left me home alone with no food. I was
always suspicious on Christmas because of that. 


“Okay,” I said. 


“Lay back and replay the memory in your head,” she
instructed. 


I started from when I got off for winter break of
second grade. I had braced myself for torture, but she wasn’t home when I got
there. One of her boyfriends was, though, so I had to sneak to my room to avoid
him. Mother came home and they ate downstairs while I hid in my room. Almost
every man at Christmas time was a drinker, which meant he was also abusive. I
snuck in the middle of the night to get food while they… slept. Then they were
gone the next morning, and so was almost all of the food. I had to go to the
neighbors to ask for food, but I couldn’t tell them that Mother had left me;
that would have made her very angry.


I realized that my thoughts were getting hard to
follow as my body became more and more relaxed. Pleasant feelings washed over
me in waves and ripples and I found myself smiling and focusing on the
feelings. Then they slowly slipped away, finally leaving me with only a
slightly pleasant feeling.


“How do you feel?” Divina asked. 


Her voice was so beautiful. “Good.”


“What was it you were remembering?” she asked. I
tried to think, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what it was. I could
feel that it had been there, and that I was so close, but I had no idea.


“It was about Christmas,” Edward said. “Your mother
and her boyfriend ran off. You don’t remember?” 


I remembered stuff about Christmas and Mother, but
not about Mother running off and Christmas in the same subject. It sounded like
it would have been fun, but why would I give up a fun memory? “No. How do you
know what I was thinking?” 


He looked tired. “I read your mind.”


“Can you show me that?”


“It takes years to be able to trust your skills, and
people can think false thoughts when they know you’re listening. There’s other
stuff you need to learn now.” 


Divina stood up. “Still, no one would expect him
to be reading their thoughts. Maybe it would come in handy.” She looked at me.
“You can’t do this on me while I’m trying to teach you. You will have to do it
on Kiro.” She went up to him and he gave her an angry but submissive look.
Divina punched him in his jaw. He growled as the hit connected, but didn’t move
to defend himself. Divina sat next to me and her grin was entirely too
cheerful. “Now he has a memory that is not only painful, but humiliating. You
need to get rid of it.”


“He had to have a bad memory he wanted to lose. Did
you need to punch him?”


“He needs a good, strong thought in his head because
you are so… shaky. Hopefully he won’t think of anything important accidentally.
Don’t worry; you can only erase a memory or thought he’s thinking of with this
spell. Relax and clear your mind, but don’t gather your energy.”


I did slowly. “Okay.”


“Now, I want you to feel the energy around you. When
you can feel it very well, focus on the temperature around you. You should
notice that it is not even,” she said. After focusing on the energy, it became
easier to feel. I could feel it all around me, always moving. It passed through
me slowly. 


When I could feel it well, I focused on the
temperature around me. It was warm. After a few minutes, my mind drifted back
to the energy. Then I realized that the temperature around me was warmer near
Divina. The more I focused on that variation the more I found how uneven the
temperature in the room was.


“You’re warm,” I said with my eyes still closed. I
sensed her back away, but the warmth was just as strong. “I still feel it.”


“Good. What do you feel from Kiro?” she asked.


I could feel him just as strongly as Divina. “Warmth,
too, but different. It feels like a harsher heat.”


“Angry? Irritated?” she asked. I nodded. “That’s very
good. Now it’s going to get tricky. Focus very hard on him until you can’t feel
me or any other temperature.” 


I liked her temperature, though; it was soothing… and
a bit exciting. It was harder to focus because it was a boring when everyone
was calm and quiet, but I did anyway. A few minutes later, I could only feel
the irritating heat from Edward, which was strong enough that it was irritating
me. 


“Now I want you to imagine releasing that heat from
him like you do energy from yourself by replacing it with new energy. Don’t
bring the energy into yourself first.” 


I imagined the heat draining like I was told, but for
a long time, nothing happened. 


“You have to want him to release that heat. That’s
what he’s feeling because of the memory, and you have to get rid of that memory
for his own good.”


So that he didn’t feel the embarrassment of being
beat up by a girl as small as Divina, and so I could complete a spell that I
could later use on my enemies to save my book, I tried harder. Nothing happened
for about ten minutes, but then I could feel the heat slowly dim. It was much
harder to force the energy into him than it was to pull it into me, but it was
simple enough. 


I opened my eyes to look at Edward who had his own
eyes closed. As I imagined the heat fading, I could see his expression relax
just a tiny bit. With the confidence of certainty, it became easier. His head
swayed a little before gently laying back. 


“Slow down at the end,” Divina cautioned.


I did as I felt the heat become almost nonexistent,
and then it was completely gone. 


“Now release all energy.” 


As soon as I did, Edward raised his head, opened his
eyes, looked very slightly confused, and lightly touched his jaw. 


“And now you’re done. Did it work?” she asked Edward.



“It would seem so.” There was no sign of annoyance in
his voice or expression and he stood up. “Using the spell you just learned, you
can feel the way someone is thinking, so you can tell when they’re deceiving
you. It will also help you in listening to a person’s thoughts. Later I will
teach you to actually read a person’s mind and then to hide your thoughts.”


“Wait,” Divina said, “you have to let him rest. In
less than three days, he learned and made a sun charm, was poisoned, nearly
lost a foot, was infected, had a Guardian warning dream, learned an energy
spell, and learned how to erase thoughts. He can’t keep going without at least
a few minute’s rest.”


“I can go another one,” I said. 


She ignored me. “So what if he can’t do magic on
Anoshii? They’re not going to attack on Anoshii.”


“How do you know?” 


“Other than the obvious fact that Anoshii is crowded,
the gods would know if they are near. They wouldn’t want the books being found
because that would make Vretial even stronger. Erono would tell you if you were
in danger. Do you doubt the gods?”


“Mowa!” 


I remembered that that word meant “yes.” 


“My brother was killed because the gods are too
simple to think that maybe Vretial doesn’t have to follow their rules. The gods
are not the ones in danger; it’s everyone and everything else! They share none
of their information with the Guardians who can benefit from it because they
know nothing themselves!”


“Or maybe it’s because the Guardians cannot be
trusted.” Though Divina’s voice was very quiet, it was much more menacing than
Edward’s yelling. While Edward sounded like he was venting anger, Divina
sounded like she was ready to kill what made her angry. “Maybe Vretial does
have to follow the rules, but there’s a Guardian or several who are helping him
take out the others. It makes much more sense.” 


“No, it doesn’t. It makes more sense that they’re too
self-absorbed to admit that maybe the powerful Vretial has outsmarted them!”


“You sound like a supporter of Vretial,” Divina
accused. 


Edward’s fists were clinched so tightly that blood
was dripping to the floor. His expression and tone faded from a venting to a
killing quality. “He killed my brother.”


“Vretial would have killed his brother if he could
have, and that’s how the gods will see it with you. You speak so highly of
Vretial. Your brother died, which would make everyone feel sorry for you and no
one suspect you of being a traitor. Furthermore, they could suspect that you
had your brother killed because he found out you are working for Vretial. It
even gave you full access to an untrained, easily overpowered Guardian. You
have to look at this from the gods’ point of view. They’re fighting a god who’s
already outsmarted them, and they have no idea how. On top of that, their
Guardians are losing trust in them and they’re losing trust in their Guardians,
who have their books. Tiamat must be especially frustrated.” 


Edward sighed, closed his eyes, and unclenched his
fists. The battle was closing and Divina had won; I just had to not say
anything that would start it up again. Divina had a perfectly reasonable
argument that bugged the shit out of me.


“How do you know what the gods are thinking?” I asked
her. Damn my stupid mouth. Edward looked at her suspiciously. 


“My job often involves uncovering betrayal. I have to
understand it to do what I do.”


“I don’t care how you know what you do, but if you
know something important we don’t, you need to tell us,” Edward said.


Her expression was pleading and sincere. “I don’t.”


Don’t know, or don’t need to tell us? It was
difficult not to voice my doubts, but even though I knew her job was sketchy,
she knew things she shouldn’t, and she was apparently a natural and habitual
liar, I trusted her. 


Edward sat heavily as if the argument had worn him
down. 


“So what do you think Vretial is thinking?” I asked.


“Vretial’s mind doesn’t work the same as the other
gods or people. This is probably only a careless game to him.”


“Do you or the gods know how he took another god’s
world the first time?”


“Not that Erono has ever told me,” Edward said. “I’ll
try to ask him, but I highly doubt it will do any good.” 


“What about the other Guardians? Maybe they know
something. At the very least, they should be warned,” I said.


Edward shook his head. “They wouldn’t know anything
and if they did, they wouldn’t share the information. Most of us would never
ask for help and only a few of us are even friends.”


That was worrisome, especially since Divina already
suggested a Guardian might be betraying the gods. “Do we need to worry about
one of them trying to attack us?” I asked. “Maybe if they found out about
Ronez, they might try to steal my book for their own god.”


“Not likely. None of them would be foolish enough to
turn on the others for fear of the rest of us retaliating.” 


He pulled a deck of playing cards out of his bag.
They were the same texture, size, and shape of Earth’s cards, but they had
black backs and varying colored faces. They looked more similar to tarot cards.
He shuffled the deck and set them on the table. 


“What are those for?”


“You’ll read what I hold up from my thoughts. Clear
your mind, close your eyes, and gather energy.” 


Clearing my mind was difficult, but gathering energy
was pretty much second nature by now. 


“Now, it’ll be easier on those whose voice you have
heard before. Think about the sound of my voice. Fall back into your
subconscious like I showed you before. Don’t fall asleep again. When there, try
to focus your thoughts on what I might be thinking, but don’t force it and keep
in mind the sound of my voice.”


Getting back into the sleep/awake stage was very
difficult; I was wound up and exhausted at the same time. It was an hour later
before I looked up to see Edward with his head down on the table and a card in
his hand, which he wasn’t staring at anymore. 


“Is it a little red dragon?” 


He closed his eyes with a sigh of relief. “God,
finally. I was sure I was going to fall asleep. Do you know what it’s like to
think of one card for an hour?” He indicated Divina, who was asleep at the foot
of the bed. “Next one.” 


I settled down and tried to get back into the
sleep/awake state. It was a little easier, but I still took an infuriating
amount of time. 


“Cold queen?” I asked long while later. 


He sat up and pulled another one. “Good. Next. We’ll
continue this until you can read it very quickly.”


“Are you trying to teach me magic or to gamble?” He
grinned and I repeated the process. It became much easier. After I could do it
a few times, it really wasn’t that hard to master. 


Divina awoke about three hours later and we were
still at it. Edward pulled another card. We were both sitting up and Edward was
wide awake. Divina saw the noticeably shortened pack.


“Promoted knight,” I said after about a minute.
Edward set it down and drew another. “Plague,” I said about a minute later. He
drew again. “Water spirit.” It took less than a minute.


“You’re getting good,” Divina said. 


I grinned and Edward drew another one. “Gold
general,” I said after a minute. 


Edward put down the card and sat forward. “She’s
right; you are getting good at this. Now what am I thinking?” 


That was harder, but it only took about ten minutes
for me to read his thoughts and realize why they didn’t make sense. “That’s
cheating! Think English!” I said. He laughed and stood. I stretched. “Are we
done?” I asked. He nodded and yawned. “So what are we going to do now? Will you
teach me to blow stuff up with my mind?” I asked. 


“Maybe later, when you haven’t been in my head.
Practice that skill and it will become second nature to you. You don’t want to
use it to the point where you hear everything, because it’ll drive you nuts.
Everyone can protect their minds, but I can’t tell you how many times I have
overheard vital information. Once you have rested, I’ll teach you to protect
your thoughts. For now, we’ll continue with weapons.” 


I groaned and he left. I tried to lie back down, but
Divina wrapped her arm around my shoulder and forced me to follow him. 


When we got to the practice room, I was thrilled to
see that Edward had picked up two wooden swords. He started by showing me how
to hold the sword, then several striking motions, and finally several blocking
techniques. We spent the most of our time on that. Then we tried combat where I
attacked and he only blocked. I failed miserably and beat myself to the ground.
Divina showed me some tricks and they both ended up trying to teach me not to
hurt myself with my sword and how to fall with minimum damage. By the time
Edward said it was enough, we were all sweating and breathing hard.


“I think we made progress,” Edward said. He was
sitting in a crouched position with his back against the wall. Divina was
sitting on her knees and leaning against his side. I was sprawled out on the
floor, twitching and panting. 


“This is why I don’t use real swords,” I said.


“I agree. For now,” Edward said. “Don’t ever go to
Canjii. They may discover you and subject you to experiments.”


“Note taken. Can we stop now?”


“No. There are still a few more things I want to
teach you before we reach Anoshii.”


“Kiro, give him a break. The poor guy can’t go on
like this. You know that,” Divina said. 


Though I knew she was right, I didn’t like it being
said. I wasn’t a jock or macho guy, but I wasn’t a pushover either. 


“Hold off for a while. Let him eat and relax a little
before you push him anymore. Remember that red-head apprentice of yours? The
one who you gave a stroke to?”


“Daiske? I did not give him a stroke.” 


“Yeah, sure. That boy did what you wanted him to
before you asked him.”


“He was a good apprentice. He was damn creepy, but he
was good. I think he could read my mind from the moment I met him.”


“He was a pervert; nobody’s hands are that
adventurous on accident. I know it was him who groped me in that crowd.”


“Are you kidding? He set up that crowd so he could.”
Edward sighed. “He worked too hard, I let him, and he paid deeply for it. Dylan
is stronger and older than Daiske. Daiske would have run off to a harder mentor
if I tried to slow his lessons. I didn’t give him a stroke. And he wasn’t a
Guardian.”


“Training does him no good if he’s too worn out to
fight the bad guys when they come.”


“What do you think, can you take more?” Edward asked.



It took a few seconds before I realized he was asking
me. “Uh… I don’t understand the question. Did someone mention food? I want
food,” I said.


Divina started laughing.


“Rest for a while. You can eat in a few hours, and
then we will continue your training,” Edward said. 


My mind felt numb from all the magic and my body
burned from all the physical work. I wanted to go home, order a pizza, and fall
asleep in my warm bed with dirty cartoons on. But that would never happen
again. No more pizza, no more dirty cartoons, and no more thrill of skipping
out on work. Instead, there was strange, wiggling stuff, books I couldn’t read,
and very sharp weapons I had to learn to use, not to mention the horrible
gravity that made it hard to stand straight, and oh yeah; an evil god after me.


 


*          *          *


 


I didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep until Divina
nudged me awake. I was still lying on the floor in the weapon room and Divina
was leaning over me with her face just a few inches from mine. She didn’t move
and I wasn’t stupid enough to say anything, so we both just stared at each
other as the minutes passed.


“You two are getting creepy now.” 


I broke eye contact with Divina to see Edward
standing in the doorway. No, what’s creepy is that you were watching us,
I thought childishly. “Is the food ready?” Divina stood gracefully and I
climbed to my feet. 


“Yes. Divina?” he asked.


I turned to her and was startled as hell when she
grabbed my jaw, forced my mouth open, and sprayed the silencing potion down my
throat. I jumped away but it was too late and, after I was done choking
fruitlessly, I couldn’t even yell about it. I tried to glare at her, but her sweet
and cheerful smile shot that all to hell. Edward grabbed me by the back of the
shirt and pushed me out. They followed behind as I found my way up to the food.


I got a weird sensation when we arrived, like
something monumental was about to happen.


The plates of alien food were already served and we
were about the last to arrive. This crew was much larger than on the other ship
and consisted of teenagers several years younger than myself to people who I
was sure were already dead. I stayed away from them. There were women there,
too, and not all the men looked as brutish as on the previous ship. 


I noticed the women and the few very refined men were
paler while the less classy men were much darker. It seemed fair skin was
considered beautiful and tan coloring was a sign of hard work, but everybody
was treated respectfully. Judging by everyone I had seen so far, there were no
distinguishable races. 


There was also a difference in the way the teenagers
acted. They only spoke to themselves unless an adult spoke to one, and they
were careful to keep their voices down. Though several of the men only focused
on their food, every woman was talking to someone. It wasn’t like on the less
crowded ship, where there was very little conversation while eating. 


No one seemed to notice us as we took three seats at
the end of one of the two tables. Edward collected several of the dishes he
could reach and, after putting some on his own plate, passed them to me. I made
sure to go easy on what he didn’t get a lot of in case it didn’t taste good;
however, I had no intention of tasting my food. 


I was very disappointed to see that he used his
spatula/spoon thing. I opened my mouth to ask why, but my voice didn’t work. 


He smirked but continued eating. “Never eat with
your hands in front of women, girls, or very young children.” I heard his
voice in my head. 


I wanted him to teach me that. Although I knew it was
somehow detectable, because the man at the bar in the restaurant knew Divina
used magic, it was more practical for me to learn to talk to them in telepathy
than to think really hard at them. I frowned at Divina, who was paying
very close attention to trapping her food. 


“She’s not the average woman, and on a ship full
of all men with only one woman, it’s customary to be natural but polite around
her. And I naturally don’t like food utensils.”


I picked up the spoon like he did, closer to the
spoon part than Divina did. It was very tricky to eat the different colored
food. One was dry slices of meat. I looked around to see that no one was
watching me before slowly reaching my hand towards my food, keeping my eyes on
Edward to make sure he didn’t see me. Divina slapped my hand and growled at me.



I tried to force my food back on my spoon with no
success. Divina took it from me, turned it over, and stabbed the meat with the
sharp end. She handed the spoon back and I picked the meat off with my teeth.
It was easier, but I had to be very careful not to stab myself. 


The boy across from me had immediately caught my
attention the moment I saw down. He was about seventeen with short black hair
and a slight tan, which was fairly average. He was slim, but obviously still
growing. His clothes were comparatively elegant; his shirt was black with a
high collar and a gold emblem over his heart. What I noticed first and foremost
about his appearance was that he had one purple eye one blue. 


For most of the meal, I had been focused on my food,
but it wasn’t natural for me to look at my food the entire time. He must have
felt my awkward gawking because he met my eyes. There was no one his own age
around him, so I guess he figured I was in a close enough age range to risk
talking to. When he said something to me, I nearly choked on my food. I
couldn’t say anything back (not that I’d know what to say) and I really didn’t
want to offend him. So instead, I stared at him wide-eyed as if startled. He
frowned and I nudged Divina in the arm, not breaking eye contact with the
teenager.


She leaned forward and said something to the boy. He
sat back, looking as relieved as I felt. I paid exclusive attention to my food
from then on.


Divina, Edward, and I finished eating quickly and
left for the room before they brought out the drinks. It was obviously more
dangerous for me in a larger crowd. When we got to the cabin, Divina pushed me
to the bed and started searching her bag. She pulled out the little spray
bottle, sat next to me, and sprayed the cold concoction down my throat. 


I coughed and choked before growling. I was getting
good at growling, which, to my limited experience, was a common method of
communication on Duran. “Never again! Never! You keep your little potions and
magic tricks away from me!”


“Quiet, someone might hear. It was necessary. Even if
you whispered anything, people would hear. We have very good hearing.” 


“What did that guy ask me at dinner?”


“I don’t know, I wasn’t paying attention. Sorry about
that,” Divina said. “I will need to replace the spell when we leave, but it’ll
only be for a few minutes. There’re just too many people here.”


“Why can’t you just teach me a translation spell?” I
asked.


They both frowned. “Magic doesn’t work that way,”
Edward said. 


“What do you mean it doesn’t work that way? In my Guardian
dream, my book translated for me.”


“That is beyond us. The books were created by the
gods with their superior power. I don’t know everything, and I don’t know every
spell, but in my many years of experience, I never found a way to use magic to
translate languages. Now, I’ll teach you to set a fire. From there I can teach
you to actually make something blow up. Where are your old shoes?”


“I used them to scare away the draxuni,” Divina said.
“I have a science book you can set on fire.” 


Edward growled with annoyance. “You cannot burn
books.”


“It was written by Fustaka-so Shimiro on his
perspectives.” 


Edward’s expression softened. “Oh. Well, I guess that
it’s okay then.” 


Divina fished around in her bag before pulling out a
big black book with many Sudo words. It occurred to me once again that I would
have been able to adapt to Duran better if I were Asian. 


“This is going to be very dangerous. Whatever you do,
remain calm,” Edward warned.


“Are you sure he has to learn this?” Divina asked.
“Do you know how easy it is to burn down a wooden ship? Not to mention the mogi
in my bag that will blow this ship to Anoshii.” 


That was a great thing to say to keep me calm.


“You really shouldn’t carry that stuff around with
you,” Edward said. He took her book and handed it to me. 


“Why can’t I just light the little lamp?” I asked,
looking at the lantern on the table. 


“It’s important right now that you hold the object
you burn so you don’t set anything else on fire. The book is larger, so you
aren’t actually setting the fire under your fingers. We can put it out if you
accidentally set anything else on fire.”


“What if I burn myself?”


“That’s a very likely possibility. Clear your mind
and gather your energy,” he said. I gathered a lot more energy than usual
before he told me to stop. “It is easier to control fire than to create it, but
it’s still one of the four elements. Imagine the book heating up as you pour
energy into it. The energy is hot but you’re immune to it. Don’t forget that it
cannot hurt you.”


“Because then it can hurt me?”


“Right. Your energy will heat it because you want it
to. It’ll become so hot that it sets aflame,” he said. 


I focused. It was simple like the water. I imagined
the book getting hot enough that it started smoking as I poured energy into it.
I imagined it so strongly that I was almost surprised to realize that it was
actually beginning to smolder. The hard black cover was crinkling up and smoke
was starting to rise. 


“More energy. Fire takes a lot of energy. The book is
fuel, but you have to create the fire with energy. ” 


It wasn’t difficult to push more energy into the
book. I was careful to keep the energy flowing only out of my hands and into
the leather cover. The smoking increased before it finally burst into flames.
Well, more like the edge lit up with a tiny little flare. 


Divina looked up, clearly listening to something,
before adopting an angered expression. She stood, but Edward pulled her back
down. “Leave it,” he said.


“I want to find out what’s going on,” she argued. 


“What? What’s going on?” I asked. There was a loud
crackling and the flame grew much wider, seeming almost as if it were angry. 


“Do not worry about it; it’s only a delay in the
ship’s arrival. Focus on the fire. Don’t let it burn out of control,” he said. 


I focused on controlling the flames, which sounded
simple, but it started dimming down. I didn’t think leather was particularly
good fuel for fire, and it hadn’t reached the paper within the cover yet. 


“Keep it going. You need more energy.” 


I started gathering energy and I pushing it out
faster and the flame flared up enthusiastically. I couldn’t control where the
flame spread, but I could control whether or not it spread by how much energy I
gave it.


“Good. Okay. Let it go. Slowly stop the flow of energy.
Keep your focus.” 


I stopped taking energy into myself and slowed the
output until the flame died. “Why is the ship delayed?” I asked when the energy
flow was fully cut off and the smoke faded. I was kind of dizzy. 


Divina ignored me, stood, and left. 


Edward shook his head. “She’s going to find out now.
There’s likely to be a crowd of angry people up there. I guess this is fine;
more practice time. However, now that Divina isn’t in hearing range, do you
think you can go on without a rest?”


“Um… I think I can go on until I’m too tired. I don’t
know how much I can do before I get tired. You’re probably a better judge than
I am, since you have trained people before. I don’t know where my limit is with
magic.”


“I think you’re much stronger than my former apprentices,
but I also have a history of working them too hard.” 


“They weren’t Guardians and the books weren’t in
danger.”


“I’m not trying to push you too hard, only to get you
ready to protect your book if something happens. I don’t know if anything is happening,
but you need to be ready even if it isn’t. Divina is right, though; I can only
hurt you by pushing you too hard.”


“But who’s to say what’s too hard? So far, the only
thing that really knocked me out was the combat training, and I’m already
thinking up excuses to get out of that.”


“Do you really think I would fall for silly excuses?
Do you think none of my other apprentices ever tried to smart his way out of
chores or lessons?”


“Did any of them make a sport out of excuses? I
tortured my gym teacher for making me do sports. He knew it was me but he never
had any proof.”


“Ronez got paid leave from work for almost a year for
a heart transplant when he never had one; all that happened was he got in a
fight over some girl and got cut. I know the little tricks on your world and
mine. I’ve had many years to learn them. Excuses are child’s play.”


“Well, I’ve always found that the older the guy is,
the easier he is to run circles around.”


“I’m not old; I’m immortal. How did we go from
talking about your endurance in magic to talking about my age? You don’t even
know my age.”


“Two thousand and forty-seven years. Give or take
months or something till your birthday,” I said. He frowned. “On that book
Ronez gave you for your two thousandth birthday, he wrote the year below his
name. It was forty-seven years ago.” 


Edward grinned. “That is very observant of you. If
you really want to be impressive, try to figure out how old Divina is.” 


I nodded acceptance at the challenge just as she was
walking in. “Divina, how old are you?” I asked. 


Edward laughed and she gave him a look. “Did this
idiot tell you to figure out my age?” she asked me. I nodded and she sighed
before sitting down. “I would tell you if he wouldn’t find out, but he’d
probably get it out of you.”


“Why would you tell him but not me?” Edward asked. 


“He’s cute,” she beamed. Then her grin faded. “The
ship got turned around and now we won’t get there until about sunrise. That
could work out well if we arrive before sunrise; very few people will get up
before then.


“We need to change our plan.” She regarded me with
grim seriousness. “There were more people heading to Anoshii than I had
expected. We were talking about it and decided my potion wouldn’t work with so
many people around when we get there.”


“But I was convincing,” I said. 


“Yes, you were,” Edward said. “You don’t seem to
understand how unusual it is for people on Duran to be deaf, mute, blind,
autistic, or suffer psychological disorders. It just isn’t normal. Now, people
have no problem with wizards as long as they follow the rules, but they can’t
know you’re from another world nor have anything to do with the gods.”


“In other words, playing deaf and mute will be too
unbelievable when there’re many people to pick at it. You may not realize it,
but you respond to sounds reflexively. Most of them have never met a deaf or
mute person, so they shouldn’t notice anything weird, but it only takes one
mistake. Instead, when people talk to you, I’m going to tell you what to say
with telepathy and you pretend you know what they are saying,” Divina said. 


“But talking in my mind is magic, and you can’t use
magic on Anoshii.”


“That’s right. However, they can’t say anything about
it if they don’t catch me. I’m very good at shielding my magic. Talking while
in the city might be difficult.”


“No one is going to be paying us any attention,”
Edward disagreed. 


“Save for merchants.” She looked at me. “If there is
a lot of noise around and nobody is trying to talk to us, we can deflect sound
so that nobody can hear us. Just be careful where you speak. Now, what has
Edward taught you in Sudo? I think we should take the chance to develop your vocabulary.
Do you agree, or would you whether push more magic at him?” she asked Edward. 


“I do agree, though I’m hesitant to cease his studies
on magic.” Edward started listing what he taught me. 


“Let’s go in order. Logbi is a word for greeting
someone lower than you. Loge is a word for greeting someone your own class or
higher than you. Your status is determined by your title, not your age, so you
may meet someone younger than you with a higher class. When you meet someone,
shake their hand and introduce yourself. It is customary for the lesser or
younger man to introduce himself first, but men and boys introduce themselves
before any woman or girl.”


“You need a name more appropriate. I think you can
keep the name Dylan; it’s not too odd,” Edward said. 


He took his usual place on the seat and Divina leaned
back; a sure sign that it was going to be a long story. Divina’s shirt came up
to show her navel. 


“People have four names and a title. Your first name
is your own. Your second name is your family position; if you are the first
boy, first girl, twin, second boy, second girl… Your name is set by those
factors, so no one has a choice. Your third name is the date of your birth; the
year, season, month, and time of month. We do have months and years, and they’re
calculated somewhat like yours are, but there are only seven months, which are
divided and read more like your world’s old Roman way. The third name cannot be
chosen either. Your fourth name is the important one; your family’s name. Girls
take their mother’s last name and boys take their father’s. You cannot claim
the last name until the parent gives it, unless the parent is dead. Until then,
you add ‘le’ to the end, which is a disgraceful title that means you haven’t
earned your blood yet. Family is very important. The mother is the head of the
girls in the family, and the father is head of the boys.


“Women are respected, men are expected to defend them
and mind their manners around them. In formal situations, men stand when women
enter the room. You don’t cuss or speak of religion in front of women. But
we’re getting away from the subject.


“When telling someone your name, use the last name,
your title, and then your first name. After you’ve met the person, you can use
their first, then last name, only to them, or just their last name and title,
also only to them. When speaking to others about them, use the last name,
title, then first name order. Call children or those who haven’t earned their
last name by their first name. You can also use first names with someone you’re
very close to, and you use the title with someone older or higher titled than
you. People of Duran respect their elders.”


“Divina doesn’t address you with a title,” I said,
looking at her. She looked bored.


“Divina is… outspoken. Most women don’t act like
her,” Edward explained. 


Divina gave me her gorgeous smile and I had the
irrational and irresistible urge to reach out and touch her. I quickly turned
my attention to Edward. “What is your title?”


“Mal. There are simple titles, like “mas,” which is
that of a doctor, or “do,” which is a servant title. Some are complex, like
mine. It means that I’m a father to sons, I’ve been married, I’ve saved a life,
I’m able to handle, distribute, and prescribe class five medicine, I’ve
completed schooling as one of the best in my class, and some other stuff I
forget. I’m also registered as a wizard, but won’t pick up the title because I
would only be able to teach wizards who are already good at magic. They usually
believe they know better than me.”


I looked at Divina. “What is your name and title?
Divina hardly sounds Asian.”


“My actual name is Alia Vemie. My title is Sij. It’s
Modo oriented, and a Ronez gave me Divina as a nickname. Alia is a mythological
goddess said to have come to Duran to spread culture and knowledge between the
lands. That’s why he called me Divina; I was named after Alia.”


“You’re an only child?” Edward asked me. I nodded and
he thought for a minute. “When were you born?” I told him and he sat back. “As
for your last name is it your father’s?”


“No; it’s my mother’s, and I’d love to get rid of
it.” Had I known my father’s last name, I would have used it the day I turned
eighteen.


“Then take my name. No one would doubt you and it’s a
well-respected name,” he said. 


I knew that telling me I could use his name was a big
deal, but I really didn’t know what to say until the moment to say anything
sailed awkwardly away. 


“As for your title, I really don’t know. You didn’t
finish school.”


“Not college, which is optional. I finished high school,
though. I’ve died. Is there a title for that?”


“Not unless it was to save another’s life or in
battle. And you’d have to stay dead. Your job was worth no title. You haven’t
married and had no children.”


“I had a cat that I fed and cared for. Most of the
time.”


“There’re no cats on this world. Try to come up with
something you can use.” We both sat there in deep thought for about ten minutes
before giving up. “I guess you can only be considered an apprentice in
wizardry. You can register as home-schooled and take a very long test to get
the credit. I warn you; it’s hard, but school is very important here. Until you
do, you’ll take the title, tai. Dylan Reyd Toka Yatunus-tai.”


It was interesting… I’ve been called worse. “How do
you say ‘I am’?”


“Mokate, and then the name.”


“How am I going to take an academic test if I can’t
speak, let alone read, Sudo?”


“It’s not difficult to learn. Sudo follows the rules
of English closely, Modo is more like Latin, and Vido is more like Hebrew… or
Chinese… I get those two mixed up. Writing and reading is simple. Every
syllable has a symbol and there are fifty-two symbols. You will have trouble
pronouncing several syllables. There are small symbols like a dot or a line you
add to the symbol to slightly change the syllable. Names use a much more
complicated writing, and you’ll have to learn the symbol for each name. This
isn’t a problem when you meet someone because you can ask how to write or say a
name. In order to take your title formally, you’ll need to fill out and sign a
form. I can fill it out but you must sign your new name in Sudo.” He
picked up Divina’s burnt book and found a place inside the cover that wasn’t
blackened. He pulled a pencil out of his bag, but it wasn’t the one I used to
sign our books. It had graphite and an eraser; just like all the other pencils
I’d used. He very quickly wrote my new name down in four symbols. The first
symbol was pretty complicated. “Work on this until you can write it naturally
and quickly.”


I nodded and lay on my stomach on the bed to work
while Edward and Divina started playing cards. After an hour of listening to
them cussing and insulting each other in other languages, I sat up. I was
pretty sure the game they were playing was the same one they had started an
hour earlier.


“Can I play?” I asked. Edward sat back and put his
hand over his eyes.


“Sure,” Divina answered. “Kiro lost half an hour
ago.” 


He glared at her. “I have not lost. You put the wrong
card down and I win. And I let you cheat. That blue knight was worth nothing because
there’s a full moon. You used it as a wildcard.”


“I’m facing west, which makes my last even an odd,
which bumps my next card up; therefore, my knight was a silver general.” Edward
groaned but she went on. “So… my silver general is a wildcard under the full
moon.”


“Never mind,” I said. The game gave me a headache
just neuron-linking about it.


“No, seriously, this game is over. You lost, Kiro.
Give up.”


“I will not. I have not lost. I have never lost at
cards. Go.” 


She put down a card and he put one on top of it. She
must have predicted his choice, because she put down three cards at once and
pushed them to the side. She then put another card down and smirked at Edward.
He stared at the card keenly. 


“What are you waiting for?” Divina asked. He didn’t respond.
After a few minutes, she asked again and he smirked at her. 


“The time shift.” He set a card down. Divina was deep
in thought for a second before she made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a
cry. Edward’s cruel sneer grew and he sat back. 


It was interesting to watch their unguarded
reactions. It was very, very clear that both of them absolutely hated to lose.
If that was how they acted over a game of cards, I could only imagine how they
would be in a real battle.


“No. You… I have a gold general.”


“There’re two players. There is nothing to beat me,”
he responded. She glared at him. “You wanted me to give up because you knew I
could win with this card.”


“There’s no rule against bluffing. If you weren’t so
stubborn…”


“I would have lost.” Edward looked at me. “Divina and
I get a little competitive when we’re playing each other, so you’re probably
better off with private lessons,” he said. I nodded, surprisingly relieved, and
went back to my name practice. 


Divina relaxed on the bed while I sprawled on the
floor with the book in front of me. I wrote for hours until my hands cramped up
and my chest hurt, then I rolled over and studied the ceiling. The lamp was
growing dim and the sun had set. Edward and Divina had both fallen asleep. It
occurred to me that while they worried about wearing me out, it was I who was
wearing them out. I got up slowly, in desperate need to stretch. I didn’t want
to practice my Sudo signature anymore, but didn’t want to sleep, either.
Instead, I decided to explore the ship. I knew it was stupid, but I really
hadn’t gotten to be on my own, or more importantly; out of their watch, in so
long.


The second I stepped outside and slid the door shut,
I felt a rush of adrenalin.









Chapter 9


I was minding my own business, sneaking around, but stopped dead when I
reached a room full of angry voices. At any second, the door could open and
someone would come out. Surely I wouldn’t get in trouble… until the person
started talking to me. As quietly as I could, I took off in the other direction.
I was rounding a corner when we collided. He was much heavier than me (and
steady as a rock wall) so I took most of the damage, but when I looked up, I
realized we were both on the ground. 


“Ite, ite, moshi ite!” he said. He was out of breath,
though he was already pulling himself to his feet. I was less graceful, and
when we were both on our feet, I recognized him.


“Sorry,” I said, the word slipping out before I could
stop it. I froze. It was the guy from dinner with the black hair and
purple/blue eyes who talked to me, and I just spoke in English. He frowned and
I waited for everything to explode. 


We both just stared at each other with wide eyes. 


Then he very slowly reached out his hand. “Loge.
Mokate Ishte-le Mordon.” 


I’m not the brightest person sometimes, but I’m not
slow. I shook his hand and tried not to groan as his grip crushed mine. “Logbi.
Mokate Yatunus-tai Dylan,” I said slowly, not bothering to mimic his accent. 


“Kedose me sekemas?” he asked, to which I said
nothing. His frown returned. “Modo te lekiris?”


He was getting suspicious, so I made a surely fatal
decision. If I was lucky, no one would believe him when he ran off to tell
someone. And everyone knows I’m lucky. 


I sighed. “I…” I pointed to myself, “speak…” I make
the classic sign of speaking, “laba Sudo.” 


He frowned, but then smiled brightly. 


“Semo de…” he pointed to me, “laba…” then clapped his
hand over his mouth. “Daka gorame?”


He was asking if that’s why I didn’t speak earlier. I
got the idea that he had known I wasn’t mute. I nodded. “Yes. Mowa.” Instead of
reacting with fear the way Edward figured people would, he seemed to find it
cool. 


“Yes,” he nodded as he mimicked me. “Mika sora Laba?”
he asked.


“Laba is no. Laba. No.” 


He repeated the term. 


“I…” I pointed to myself, “speak…” I made the speech
sign again, “English.”


“I… speak… Sudo.” He copied my expressions and even
my accent. 


And so we were friends just like that. We would never
see each other after sunrise, he was several years younger than me, and we
could hardly talk to each other, but it was nice to meet someone who wanted to
hang out with a foreigner.


“Mordon!” Some man was calling my new friend, and he
sounded angry. 


Mordon’s eyes widened in surprise and fear right
before he grabbed my arm and pulled me with him down the hall. Given that the
alternative was sticking around to meet an angry alien, I followed willingly.
We ran until we rounded the corner of a three-way fork and ducked down. He
peered over the corner before looking at me and laughing quietly. 


“Tera a kesato…” he pointed back behind him and then
made the motion of holding a cup. “…kuso de dzumoga …” he pulled a little, dark
blue bottle out of his pocket and mimicked pouring it into the cup.


“What is this?” I asked.


“Suia kuso,” he said, making the classic sign of
sleep. He then raised his finger in a sign of either “wait” or “however”.
“Shimo, kagosa iedo…” As he spoke, he purposely wavered as if drunk, until I
nodded that I got the point. “Yabuha migehte.”


In translation; he used a sleeping potion on someone,
but it didn’t work well and the victim got violent. 


“Who?” I asked. He frowned. “Who was that?” I pointed
down the hall. 


He thought for a minute before pointing to himself.
“Ishte-le.” He pointed down the hall. “Ishte.”


“Oh, your father. Was that the man sitting next to
you at dinner?” I indicated him, pointed to the empty space next to me, and
then using the spoon to eat. 


He nodded, then pointed beside me. “Amoke datte?


I was fairly sure he was asking about Edward. I
pointed beside me. “Yatunus-mal Kiro. I call him Edward.”


“Edward,” he repeated. “Your father?” He picked up
languages ridiculously well.


“No. Laba. My teacher. My mentor…” I couldn’t think
of anything to indicate teacher. Then I remembered that the word for “wizard”,
which Edward taught me at the springs. “Yabe teacher. He teaches me Yabe.” I
pointed from my side, to my head, to myself. 


“Haso to yabe?” he asked, pointing to me. 


I nodded. “Wizard. Yabe.” 


“Oto mo yabe,” he said, pointing to himself.


Translation: He was a wizard, too. So we carried on
like that, talking about anything and everything we could sign until we neither
of us could retain anymore words or phrases. Subject change was confusing.


Mordon help up his finger and fell silent as if he
heard something. Obviously, his hearing was fantastic, because about five
minutes later, his father called out his name again. He was close enough to
hear, but not close enough to determine where his voice was coming from. Mordon
could tell, apparently, because he took off down the hallway to our right. I
followed, though I worried about getting lost or running into anyone else.


Eventually, we came to a door at the end of a hall,
which Mordon entered without hesitation. I had no reason to object, but when he
shut the door, I wished I had. We were in the weapon room. After listening for
his father for a few minutes, he turned, looked around, went over to one of the
walls, and then picked up two wooden swords. He threw one to me and I very
awkwardly caught it before it could clatter to the floor. 


“Laba,” I said quickly. 


“Yes,” he argued.


“Laba.” 


“Yes.” We raised the swords, still arguing. “Kade?”


“Ready,” I answered. He swung his sword and I swung
mine. They didn’t meet each other; they bashed into our arms. Though we hadn’t
used much force, we both dropped our swords and cradled our arms. “Oww…” I
groaned. I couldn’t hear what he groaned. 


We tried for only about a minute before he gave up.
Mordon seemed to be well trained, but he was strangely awkward with the wooden
sword. To me, he acted like he never held a wooden sword before, yet he knew
the techniques Edward used. 


Apparently, that meant we had to find something else
to do. When he raised his fist like Edward had, I rolled my eyes. Sago didn’t
need alcohol and sports to have fun; just brute fighting. I raised my fist but,
like Edward, he lowered his arms. 


“Otego nida,” he said. He cautiously stepped forward,
reached out, pushed my elbows in, and then raised my fists closer to my face.


I nodded and he stepped back, raising his fists
again, but in a martial arts stance.


“Ready,” he said.


“Kade,” I said. I made the first swing and he blocked
it, then sent his own. He wasn’t nearly as fast as Edward and I was able to
block. If anything, my fight technique was more of a defense, while his was
more of textbook routine, as if he knew the moves, but he didn’t want to use
them. All the same, he was much better with his fists than the sword, probably
because of his size.


After throwing a few pointless punches, we got a
little carried away and ten minutes later, we were wrestling. Neither of us
were very good at that. He was faster and stronger than me, but not like Edward
was, and I was a little bigger. It was more fun than training with Edward and
Divina because, although I didn’t learn as much, I was less embarrassed about
it. 


It wasn’t very long before we were both too tired to
continue, but as we tried to catch our breath, we were laughing. When the
laughing died down, we slowly got to our feet. I took a minute to look around
the room.


His fist came fast from behind, but before I even
realized it was coming at me, I had dodged it, swung around, grabbed his arm,
and he was suddenly on the ground. I let go quickly. “Sorry,” I said. I wasn’t
sure what I had just done, but I was sure I shouldn’t have been able to move
that fast and react like that without a single thought.


“Gojenai,” he said leniently and accepted my hand to
help him up. He didn’t seem unsettled by my unusual agility. Even though he had
been play-attacking, my reaction was engrained by years of boarding school. I
just couldn’t remember being that fast before.


“I should go. Edward is asleep and he might wake up,”
I said while signing it as best as I could. 


He nodded. “Bye,” he said.


“Bedo.” I left and snuck back up to the room. 


I paused at the door, calming myself so I would be
quiet and not wake them. The door slid open to Edward and his thinly veiled
glare. Divina was sitting on the bed with a less subtle glare. 


“I had to go to the bathroom.” 


“For over an hour?” His voice was tight. 


The food is terrible. “I got lost. I didn’t
want to wake you. I really did think I would be back before you two woke up.” 


Edward sighed. “Get in,” he said. I passed him like a
live bomb and he slid the door shut. “Did you run into any trouble?”


“None. I was careful. I’m sorry if I worried you.”


“Of course you worried us. We know how bad your luck
is; we thought you might have accidentally fallen off the ship,” Divina said. 


I hated how they made me feel like a child but,
compared to them, I was a child. It had to be terrifying for Edward to have one
of the books forced into the hands of someone with so little experience. On top
of that, he had to live with a constant reminder that his brother died.


“I’m sorry,” I said, suddenly feeling more upset
about Ronez than Divina’s insult.


“Go to sleep. I wanted to teach you more but you need
your rest now so you won’t make mistakes tomorrow,” Edward said. 


I nodded. I offered the bed to Edward but he said he
couldn’t sleep lying down in a ship full of people, so I got in the bed and to
my great joy, Divina stretched out next to me. I could smell the sweet scent of
incense in her hair and feel her warmth. While trying to quiet my mind, I found
my thoughts drifting back to Divina wanting revenge for Ronez’s murder, and I
wondered what she thought of natural death. What does any immortal think of
natural death?


What do I think of natural death?


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to Divina brushing my hair out of my face. She
smiled when I opened my eyes to see her so close to me. “It’s time to go,” she
said quietly. I nodded but didn’t move any further. “Edward’s talking to the
captain about directions.” 


A man asking directions? Duran is weird. “Why
don’t I dream?” I asked. She frowned. “The only dreams I’ve had since signing
my book were the two with Vretial. I keep looking forward to having dreams of
you, but they don’t come.” 


She laughed quietly. “Guardians don’t dream.” 


“Never?” I asked. 


She shook her head. When she brushed my hair out of
my eyes again, her hand relaxed to rest against my cheek. Seconds passed before
her eyes quickly glanced at my lips and then back. It was a definite sign that
she wanted to kiss me. She leaned closer very slowly until her face was several
inches from mine. Her scent made me dizzy; I could only imagine what her
berry-pink lips would taste like.


Then the door slipped open and Edward stepped in.
Divina quickly let me go and stood up. Edward froze at the door, clearly
startled when he realized what he saw. 


“Did I interrupt something?” 


Divina didn’t look at either of us. “No.” She told
him before that she would kiss me because I was his apprentice, but she seemed
embarrassed to get caught when about to do so. “Did you find out what you
needed to know?” Divina asked, forcing herself to look him in the eyes.


“Yes,” he answered. Without another word, she grabbed
her bag and left. “Was she about to…?” 


I stood. “No,” I lied. I didn’t want him to feel
guilty. Besides, if it embarrassed her to kiss me, I wasn’t exactly going to
bring it up again. I preferred to limit myself to one rejection per woman.


The sky was fairly light, but the sun hadn’t peeked
over the horizon yet. I couldn’t see the land. Uncomfortable with the awkward
silence, Edward got his bag and we left. 


When we arrived at the deck, Divina was leaning over
the side to watch the sunrise. Edward joined her. Sago enjoyed nature more than
the humans I knew; most humans would be in a hurry to get off. Then again, most
people didn’t move to Houston for the nature scenes.


I hung back and tried to prepare myself for keeping
my mouth shut all day. 


I could see the beach under the eerie light of the
two full moons and the blood red light of the rising sun. The ocean was loud
and the wind was strong. It was colder here than Mijii and Shomodii. Just off
the beach were houses and several trees, which looked like miniature versions
of the trees in Edward’s forest. Most of the houses were small, as were the
yards divided by tall wooden fences. They looked old-fashioned and peaceful. 


There was a hard slap on my back and I jumped out of
my skin. When I crawled back into it, I turned to see Mordon. 


“Hi,” he said.


“Hi,” I answered. Edward and Divina were shocked,
which was both funny and sad. “What are you doing here?” I asked, signing pathetically.
Edward took a step forward, but Divina put her hand on his chest to stop him. 


“I want speak bye,” he said. 


I grinned even as I could see Edward grow tenser out
of the corner of my eye. He pushed passed Divina and stopped about ten feet
from Mordon. Mordon gave him a slight bow and held out his hand, which Edward
shook. While his outward demeanor was respectful, there was none of the
submissiveness I expected. With a society based on titles and magic, I figured
a young wizard would either be arrogant or overly submissive. 


“Loge. Mokate Ishte-le Mordon.” Mordon stood tall,
met Edward’s eyes, but remained respectful. 


“Mokate Yatunus-mal Kiro. Logbi. Moe Divina,” he
indicated Divina, who smiled. Mordon bowed slightly to her before returning his
attention to Edward. “Haso go English chonasu o sago dakanai,” he said gravely
to Mordon.


“What did he say?” I asked Mordon- not Edward or
Divina, who both knew English. I glanced at Divina, who was trying to contain
her mirth. 


“I speak no English near… sago. You go now?” He
pointed to the sky and said, “Sonmada tetsuji.”


“Mowa. We have to go early before everyone else gets
up and I make a mistake. I do that,” I said, signing it out. Edward translated
what I said. “Maybe I’ll see you around.” I gave up signing and Edward
translated for me. 


“Mowa. Tatoe mise.”


“He said he hopes so,” Edward said. “You said nothing
happened last night.” 


“I said there was no trouble last night. No one said
anything about making friends being off limits,” I argued. Edward didn’t look
angry, only patient, which made it impossible for me to be angry with him. I
sighed. “Sorry. I know it was stupid and risky. We ran into each other and I
let my mouth open and he didn’t freak out. We got to talking and…”


“So you had conversations with this guy by moving
your arms around?”


“Uh… yes. And I used the words you taught me,” I
said. 


He looked at Divina and for a few seconds, I saw that
she was waiting for his reaction just as cautiously as I was. And then, to our
surprise, he laughed. It occurred to me that, unlike every man I knew, he could
not be pushed to anger.


“You really are something else. You nearly get your
foot cut off by the rarest plant on Duran, and then get a virus that is
long-since extinct. Then, a few hours later, you meet the one stranger on the
entire ship who wouldn’t react with suspicion to your obviously alien
language.”


“Edward speak what?” Mordon asked me. 


“Jadaka,” Edward said shortly, then picked up his bag
and started for the ramp.


“We have to go now,” Divina said. 


“Bedo,” I said regretfully.


“Bye,” he answered. I turned and left.


 


*          *          *


 


As we walked down an empty dirt road, Edward was in a
suspiciously good mood. Divina, who seemed to have gotten over the
embarrassment of almost kissing me, was the one brave enough to ask him why.
“Kiro? Why are you happy?”


“I’m sorry; I forgot I’m not allowed to be,” Edward
snipped. Divina sighed. “I was only thinking that if we stay at a place to
sleep close to here…” He pointed to a house far down the road. “That’s Akia’s
house.” 


Divina smiled enthusiastically. “Do you think Hiroku
might be there?” 


Edward thought for a second. “I think he’s away at
school. He was accepted to a tutoring thing.”


“Oh. He would be thrilled to see you,” she said,
disappointed.  


I was burning to know who they were talking about,
but I didn’t want to interrupt; I was just glad they were speaking English.


“More like thrilled to see you. I think he’s still
mad at me for not taking him to that celebration thing.”


“You were well justified. Besides, he knows Akia told
you not to.”


“Yes, well, I should have gotten the whole story
before I agreed; I would have told him no if I knew where they were going.”


“You should have expected something when you found
out that no girls were going and you had to have a permit.”


“Okay, who are you two talking about?” I asked.
Divina’s grin grew, as Edward frowned, which I found very interesting.


Divina stepped back and wrapped her arm around mine
while Edward huffed and picked up speed. “Kiro met a woman named Akia many
years back. He was teaching a class as a favor to a sick friend. Kiro made a
fool of himself to the whole class because all he could do was watch Akia.
Right after class, he asked Akia her name, and then asked her on a date. Of
course, dating isn’t allowed for people in school, but she couldn’t help herself.”



Edward looked slightly embarrassed. 


“So they had their secret date and after a few weeks
of secret passion and parental deception, they ran off to get married.”


“Her parents… how old was she?”


“Twenty-one. People aren’t considered adults until
they are twenty-two.”


“She told me she was twenty-two,” Edward groaned.


“Because of it, Akia had to quit school and her
father told her he would disown her. So, after the passion died down- as it was
no longer secret- Kiro and Akia talked over their options. Akia got a schooling
license, but when her father told the school that Kiro and her dated before she
quit school, that became void. However, it did give them another option; Kiro
told the school board it was for magical purposes. They got their marriage terminated,
Akia was given back her schooling license, and Kiro was sentenced to prison for
ten years. His title was revoked. But then he ended up saving three people and
was released with his title reinstated.”


“Ten years for just dating a girl in school?”


“Well, they could have sent him to Canjii, which is a
life sentence. They showed mercy because of his status.”


“They don’t know you’re the Guardian, though?” I
asked. 


“I would never have peace if they knew I had anything
to do with the gods.”


“So who is Hiroku?” 


Divina smiled even brighter. “He’s Akia and Kiro’s
son.” 


We arrived at a small house and Edward considered the
low sun. The house looked like all the others; white paint, brown roof,
ordinary, and not very sturdy. On the upside, it had a nice wooden porch. The
door, like the doors on most of the other houses, opened regularly instead of
sliding open. 


“Do you think she’ll be awake?” Divina asked. 


Edward seemed unsure. “Probably not. And if she is,
she may not want to be bothered first thing in the morning.” His voice was
filled with doubt.


“Think of how mad she’ll be if she finds out you’re
in town and you didn’t drop by. At least knock. If she doesn’t answer, nothing
lost.” 


He started slowly for the porch, but then stopped and
frowned from me to Divina. “What about him?” Edward asked.


“What about him? We’ll just do what we planned
to. I’ll tell him what to say.”


“What if Hiroku is there? He may be all friendly and
want to show him around.” 


Divina sighed. “You’re making this too complicated.
I’ll tell them that he and I have to go deal with legal stuff before everyone
gets there first and we’ll leave you to talk to them for as long as you want.
But we really do need to leave soon for that reason. Don’t forget we have to
get him a schooling form. Which one?”


“Konix-ten, I think. It shouldn’t be hard.”


“I can forge a private school record. I can probably
even get him a better title.”


“No. That’s too risky.” He gave me a solemn look.
“Don’t let Divina talk you into too many illegal things. They may sound fun,
but you don’t have the luck to pull it off.”


“I’ll try, but I’m not sure what all is illegal.” 


“Good point. Remind me to pick up a listing of new
laws when I get your form. If you end up in jail, they might discover that
right now, you have no legal identity.” 


In other words, I don’t exist. 


“He’s a guy,” Divina said, “he’ll get into enough
trouble without my help. What were you like when you were his age and still
discovering how powerful your magic was?”


“You’re right,” he said, then gave me his gravest
stare. “If anything makes you laugh for more than fifteen seconds, you’re not
allowed to do it.” Edward went to the door and knocked lightly while Divina and
I stood a ways behind him. 


Several minutes passed. Then, very slowly, the
curtain over the window moved enough to see a sliver of a woman’s face. The
curtain fell back into place, I heard the lock turn, and the door opened to
reveal a young woman about five-four, fit, with smooth features. Elbow-length,
light orange hair accentuated light aquamarine eyes and fair skin. She wore a
bright blue, short-sleeved blouse with fitted, dark blue, short shorts. I
wouldn’t have guessed she was more than twenty five, but that would mean Hiroku
was four at the oldest.


Apparently my eyes were wide. “She’s much older
than she looks. Abuse of magic can destroy the body, but if you use it right,
it can keep the body healthy and young. Especially in women. Also, the life
span is much longer for sago,” Divina said in my head. 


The joy on the woman’s face at seeing Edward was
blatantly obvious before she practically jumped into his arms. He held her just
as tightly. Their hug went on for several minutes before he let her go. Then
they kissed and I looked away awkwardly. 


Divina did, too. “Not all of their passion died
out.”


“Hasoke on oto koahiga?” Akia asked. 


Divina and I risked turning back around. I felt like
an intruder just being there. Edward had done nothing since his brother died
but help me and Earth, so if he even hinted at wanting to go inside, I was
going to devise a plan to get Divina and myself out of his way.


“Mowa,” he answered her question as his fingers
brushed her cheek affectionately. 


They were very close. When her eyes left his and
found Divina, she smiled openly and moved passed him. Divina met her halfway,
matching her enthusiasm, and they hugged like best friends. They chatted
animatedly in Sudo until Edward came to stand next to me, which drew Akia’s
attention. She smiled politely at me.


Edward put his hand on my back and pushed me forward.
“Introduce yourself, and remember that you’re of lower rank than her,”
Edward said in my head.


“Loge. Mokate Yatunus-tai Dylan,” I said. She beamed
at me, but it didn’t make me feel warm like Divina’s smile did. 


“Logbi. Mokate Iuve-jo Akia. Bohide ie Akia.” 


“Say, ‘mordate bohide,’” Divina said. 


I quickly said what I was told and Akia’s smile went
up another notch. 


“Are wa chado anano ni miemar,” she said to Edward. 


Divina smirked as Edward looked torn.


“She thinks you’re Kiro’s son and he doesn’t know
whether to say you are or not. This is going to be funny.” 


By the expectant stare that Divina gave Edward, I
assumed she was speaking to him in his mind. Evidently, whatever she said
helped, because he nodded resolutely.


“Sha ano,” he said to Akiko.


I couldn’t be sure, but it didn’t sound like he was
correcting her.


The door opened again and a man came out, who
appeared about my age and was definitely Edward’s son. He had the same dark
brown hair, almost black eyes, and dark Caucasian-ish skin. He also seemed to
have the same intensity I’d seen when I first met Edward, but he wasn’t any
bigger than myself, so it didn’t have the same effect. His smile looked a
little odd, though sincere.


Edward and he chatted with an artificial ease for a
couple of minutes before he turned his attention on me. His voice was similar
to Edward’s, but he spoke faster. His smile was gone. 


“Mokate Yatunus-ke Hiroku.”


Yeah, Akia was a lot older than twenty-five. “Mokate
Yatunus-tai Dylan.” 


He sneered. “Nise go benjoki hiso? Hyako hiso datoa
saiso yow nonodo se.”


“Hiroku!” Edward yelled. Akai’s eyes went huge. 


I knew when I was being insulted, for it had been a
common occurrence on Earth, but he was the first sago who openly insulted me…
and I didn’t even know what he was saying. It actually shocked me more to hear
Edward yell.


“Match his smile and say, ‘Tatake moe iso nonodo
sudodaku. Buromi uku so?’”


I did and Hiroku’s expression became menacing. After
being exposed to Edward’s fierce glare, Hiroku’s was hardly frightening. Hiroku
had a similar face, but Edward had lived many more years to practice his glare.


“Jodumade miko shipe.” 


Edward rubbed his hand over his eyes and Akai looked
too ashamed to speak. I really didn’t like how things were escalating. 


“Say, ‘jodumade miko asano.’” I did and Divina
laughed quietly. 


That attracted Hiroku’s attention instantly. His
anger morphed into pure joy and he passed me, nearly shoving me aside. He
hugged her with much more force than necessary. I was instantly angry and
wanted Divina to tell me something else to say. More importantly, I wanted her
to push him away and then tell me something else to say. I hadn’t
realized I was snarling until my breath became audible and I was very close to
growling. 


Divina kept her smile pleasant and small and politely
hugged him back, but then gently pushed him away much sooner than he liked.
That went a long way in improving my day. He still stood far too close and he
spoke with too much pride. I wanted to interrupt and before I realized I was
doing it, I took a step towards them.


Edward grabbed me by the shirt and pulled me back a
few steps. “Divina likes your politeness and self-control much more than his
compulsiveness and arrogance,” Edward said in my head. “Hiroku has had a
hopeless crush on Divina since he was four; he will never win her heart. She
has literally referred to him as her nephew.”


Most of my anger evaporated. I lived much closer to
Divina than Hiroku anyway; let him have his fun. God, I’m a teenager again.



“Are wa gyoijo ira,” Akia said to Edward, which
caused him to brighten considerably. 


“She said that you’re very well behaved.” 


Divina said something, too long and fast to follow,
and from the way Hiroku’s expression grew increasingly gloomy, I figured she
was explaining that we had to leave. Edward agreed, turned me roughly toward
Hiroku, and said, “Ayamaru.”


“Say, ‘ite’ to Hiroku,” Divina said with an
annoyed tone. 


I couldn’t get it out; I just stared at Hiroku’s smug
face. 


“Say, ‘ite’!” she demanded. 


Then I realized why I couldn’t say it; that was what
Mordon said when apologizing for knocking me over. Edward wanted me to
apologize for what I said earlier, but I couldn’t. 


Divina sighed in my head. “Too late now. Say,
‘igno koyota mir anta kiufes sumas’ slowly and firmly. Keep your voice low and
almost like you’re growling.” 


That sounded much more appealing. 


“Igno koyota mir anta---” Edward’s hand slapped over
my mouth and he pulled me away from Hiroku, who suddenly looked like he was
going to attack me. I loved it. Divina started outright laughing and Akia’s
face was pink. 


“Moshi ite. Moshi ite,” Edward said, but no one paid
him any attention. 


He growled and I felt as if it would be much safer in
Hiroku’s grasp than my mentor’s. I tried to pull Edward’s hand away so I could
breathe, but the more I tried, the harder it became. Divina said something to
him that I didn’t catch and he let me go. I gasped for air and Hiroku’s grin
returned, though it looked more strained than before. 


Say, kada mido sagata kotaki muda aito setsai muda
genjiya yabe kiyo tabato,” Divina said.


“Don’t say whatever Divina is telling you to say,”
Edward said before I could start. 


I was conflicted. I could listen to Divina; the woman
who I was starving to get a kiss from, or listen to Edward; the man I was going
to live with and learn magic from. I opened my mouth to speak when Hiroku beat
me to it with something harsh and guttural. 


Edward sighed. “Now say it.”


I said it and Hiroku’s face turned red. I was really
enjoying myself. 


Hiroku smoldered as his brain rushed to think passed
his anger, but Akia, frightened that her son would retaliate, said “Naoka
hanu.” Hiroku glanced from me to Edward before he turned and went inside.


“Moshi ite,” I said sincerely to Akia. 


She smiled at me and said, “Gojenai. Bedo.” She
hugged Divina, and then me. 


While the woman was undeniably beautiful, hugging her
was as platonic as hugging an older sister, not that I had an older sister to
compare it to. Then she went to Edward and they shared another long kiss. We
said our goodbyes and started down the street.


As soon as Akia shut the door, Edward patted Divina
on the back. “That was very good, Divina.” 


She grinned and wrapped her arm around my waist.
Since she had done this several times already, I felt safe enough to put my arm
around her, so I did, cautiously. She didn’t object. She was very warm and fit
really well against my side. I knew touchy-feely women, but I didn’t think
Divina was like that. 


“He did all the work. He did it well, too,” she
praised.


Edward nodded his agreement.


“Nice son you have, Edward,” I said sarcastically. 


He frowned. “I really don’t know what got into him.
He never acts like that.”


“It was father jealousy,” Divina said. We both looked
at her and she smirked. “He misses you, Kiro, and when he discovered you were
with Dylan, here, he assumed Dylan was your son and you were spending far more
time with him than with your poor little Hiroku. What’d you expect would
happen? You’ve had enough kids to know how they act.”


“How many kids have you had, Edward?”


“Um… Some of them I don’t believe were mine, so I’m
not sure.”


“More like he lost count.”


“What was it that…” I stopped myself from insulting
Edward’s son at the last second. “Hiroku said to me?”


“Well, he asked you if you were a lawyer or something
because you were clearly not into physical work; your skin is too pale. You
said that you weren’t; that you were light skinned because of your mother and
then you asked where he got the artificial tan. Then he said you had a funny
accent and you said he had a funny outfit.”


“Did he?”


“Of course; it was his school uniform. Didn’t you see
it?” Divina asked. 


I shook my head; I hadn’t noticed. I didn’t mention
that I noticed Akia’s outfit extensively. I may not have felt anything when she
hugged me, and Divina was more my type, but Akia was still an attractive woman.
Divina was a lot more my type.


“Okay, well, when Kiro told you to apologize, I told
you what to say twice. Why didn’t you say what I told you to?”


“I couldn’t. I knew what you wanted me to say because
that was what Mordon said when we crashed into each other. I couldn’t say it.” 


Edward laughed. “Good thing, too. It would have been
unfortunate if you had; even Akia wanted you to put him in his place,” he said.
I was glad I made the right decision. “It’s funny that you two almost got into
a physical fight because he wanted my attention and you wanted Divina’s.”


It wasn’t that funny. 


“After you refused to apologize to him, you told him
that your mother told you never to apologize to a---”


“You don’t need to clarify that, Divina,” Edward
warned.


“I want to know,” I argued. 


“Kiro’s right, sweetie. It was a little too
malicious. I thought I did a little too much, there. Then he told you that he
didn’t expect anything more from a mother’s boy who was home-schooled. You said
you weren’t home-schooled by your mother; you were home-schooled by Kiro and
that Kiro taught you so much magic that you could blow up his ridiculously
small brain without even trying. You emphasized his ridiculously small brain,
but most effective was that the word you called Kiro was one used for very
close family relations. I’m very impressed that you were able to repeat all
that.” 


“You both did very well. So well that I’ll need to
visit them later and apologize. I really had hoped you two would get along.” 


“I wanted to,” I said. 


“I know. He insulted you and you had to retaliate. It
was not your fault. If anything, it’s mine. I really should visit him more.”


We turned the corner and I saw a large iron gate at
the end of the street, which divided the neighborhood and city. The buildings
in the city were very different from the houses; they were all tall, made with
strong-looking wood and rock skirting, and had huge wooden doors that opened
inward. 


Most of the buildings were stores and people were
already putting things out on display to make their shops more attractive. This
was nothing like the Mijii outdoor markets, where cheap, interesting
merchandise was presented from tightly packed stalls. 


Within ten minutes, we had reached a different
section of town, where shops were smaller and closer together, and selected
samples of merchandise were artfully displayed in windows and in front of
stores. There was everything from book stores to magic shops. We passed the
most fascinating candy store I’d ever seen with amazing sweets, from little
candy animals that walked, hopped, and flew, to suckers that changed color. A
young girl walked out with a cup of bright purple ice-cream that changed to
dark green as she licked it.


It wasn’t long before people began their morning
shopping and when they did, the shops reached out for them. The streets were
suddenly crowded and shop employees were showing off their products. People
wore everything from t-shirts to tunics (like Edward wore). There were some
that very much resembled business suits and even some ancient Greek and Roman
style dresses. Some people, not to my surprise, wore outfits that were similar
to kimonos. 


New smells assaulted me at every step, from smoky
aromas of cooking meat, to sweet fragrances of fruits, to complicated perfumes
of incense. Sounds were overwhelming as well; sounds of people talking, stores
advertising, music playing, as well as the occasional odd sounds lost in the
crowd. Everything was so colorful.


One man passed me with a little glass ball of what
looked like dark clouds. Lightning lit it from the inside. Edward laughed at my
wonder. “A child’s toy. All the really interesting objects are inside.” 


I looked around to see if anyone was reacting to the
English, but no one noticed. I tried to hang back to watch, but Edward and
Divina kept a brisk pace. I passed a little girl holding a tiny representation
of a dragon. I didn’t get a good look at it and thought it was just a little
statue- until a stream of fire erupted from its mouth and almost fried the
young boy beside her.


There was a group of boys about eight years old, all
in uniform that included black dress pants, tan, long-sleeved dress shirts, and
black vests. They were carrying books and avoiding eye contact with everyone as
a very strict-looking woman hurried them on. The majority of the shoppers were
women who were in a hurry. Most of the scarce children were excited about
everything. The few men were never alone; they were either chaperoning children
or their wives, which usually meant carrying the bags and boxes. 


I got so distracted that I almost ran into a poor old
man who was two feet shorter than me with a head of long white hair. I quickly
regained my balance and my blood froze; I was at an intersection and Divina and
Edward were nowhere in sight. 


After looking around for a minute, the streets became
even more crowded and I was in the way of busy people. I continued straight,
almost at a run, but I didn’t find them. I was lost on an alien world and I
couldn’t speak the inhabitants’ language. Trying to act normal only made me
stress until I was hyperventilating. I had a two in three chance of getting
further and further from Edward and Divina. Even if they realized I was
missing, they wouldn’t know where to find me, and if I wasn’t going the right
way, I was making it harder. 


After a lot of thought, I found a narrow alleyway
between two shops, sat down against one of the walls, and watched for Edward or
Divina. About twenty minutes later, I was really starting to panic. It’s one
thing to be lost in a strange place where I don’t know the language, it’s
another when people will do experiments on me for not knowing the language.
Edward never actually told me what sago would do if they discovered I wasn’t
from Duran, but I could only assume it would make the Salem witch trials seem
like child’s play.


A very light hissing made me jump. I looked all
around me before I had the sense to look down. Sitting there was an animal a
person couldn’t fear. It resembled a sugar glider with smaller ears and more of
a feline face. The fur was long and dark brown. It turned its tiny head on its side
and reached a front paw toward me. The paws consisted of four tiny, webbed
fingers with tiny claws.


“Hey, there,” I cooed. It slowly turned its head on
its other side before skittering forward. Its sides bent almost like a
reptile’s when walking. The tail was twice as long as the rest of the body and
was very bushy. From back to ground it was only about six inches tall. “Are you
going to eat me?” I asked gently. It stopped at my crossed legs and I reached
out my hand. It lifted its front paws and braced them against my palm. After a
few seconds of sniffing me, it opened its mouth wide to reveal many razor
teeth. 


Okay, so maybe that wasn’t my smartest move. 


I didn’t take my hand back because I didn’t want it
to freak out and attack. To my surprise, the little creature stuck out its tiny
tongue in an unmistakable yawn before closing its mouth and hopping up onto my
hand. It hardly weighed anything. We just stared at each other for a few
moments before it took a few hesitant steps up my arm. Then it froze and looked
back at my face as if to see that that was okay. After a few seconds, it
hurried up my arm to perch on my left shoulder. Its claws were sharp, but they
didn’t hurt because the creature was so light. It reached out slowly and placed
its paw on my cheek. 


“Hi,” I said. 


It made a sound somewhere between hissing and
breathing and then to my shock, it opened its mouth and licked its lips. “Hi,”
it repeated. Its voice was small and high-pitched, almost like a bark. My eyes
grew wide and its large eyes widened, too. 


I opened my mouth to say something else, but then
realized that I shouldn’t teach it any English that it could repeat to people.
Humans had parrots, so I figured a talking squirrel-kitten wasn’t that big a
deal. It then removed its hand and its bushy tail wrapped around my neck. I
made a mental note to never tick the little creature off. 


“I guess you’re going to wait here with me for a
while.” It seemed to understand because it settled its head down on my
shoulder. “I’m going to give you a name, okay? Are you a boy or girl?” It
didn’t answer, and I didn’t want to look. “I’ll just call you a girl. What’s a
good Duranian name? Well, I once had a Japanese kid in my class named Shinobu,
so it’s got to be fairly realistic here. So, I’ll name you Shinobu… Unless you
tell me otherwise.” She glanced up at me with her eyes, but didn’t lift her
head or say anything. “Okay, Shinobu it is.” She closed her eyes and I leaned
my head back. 


“What a surprise to see you here. Your head is
looking better.” 


Startled, I jerked to my feet to see a man standing
in the alley entrance. Shinobu looked up for a few seconds before concluding
that she couldn’t care less, and laid her head back down. It took a few seconds
to recognize the man as Nano. The features that were so menacing in the creepy
house were open and friendly in the light of day. He was smiling, and it seemed
genuine enough. 


The guy looked a few years older than me, a few
inches taller than me, and a few pounds heavier than me. His hair was dark brown
with light gold highlights and his eyes matched exactly; deep brown with gold
flakes. He wore a cream colored tunic with maroon slacks and black boots. What
drew my attention was the odd, bright, off-orange purse with a strap wrapped
snuggly around his thin waist.


“You’re Nano,” I said, dragging my eyes from the
shrill orange.


“Yes, I am. And you’re Dylan.”


“How do you know who I am?”


“I know what you are, too. I am Hioji Nano, the
Guardian of Dios. I was a friend of Ronez, and now of yours, if you want one.”


“Is that a Guardian version of ‘I come in peace’?
Because it needs some work.” 


He laughed. “I can see the resemblance. Let’s go for
a walk.” He was walking away, deeper into the alley, before I could even give
an answer. I predicted a lot of that from him.


“How do you know Divina?” I asked, following.


“She is a friend of mine. Kiro introduced me to her
not long after they met… It wasn’t his idea, she sort of showed up. Anyway, she
told me that Ronez died and you are the new Guardian. It’s difficult to
believe. I used to visit Earth all the time, which is why I speak English.”


“Why did you come looking for me? How did you even
find me?”


“Are you hungry?” he asked. I nodded. “How about
lunch?” he asked without waiting for an answer. Again. 


We emerged from the alley into another crowded
street, so I followed in silence. It was difficult not to speak in front of
these people; I wanted to ask questions, but I didn’t know if he would hide it
like Divina and Edward did.


The small shops were intriguing, and I really wanted
to check them out, but Nano seemed to be very hungry. At the end of the street
was a large stall offering platters of steaming meat kabobs, each with a
different sauce. 


The cook was a thin man around my age in appearance
with dark blue hair and vivid copper eyes. From afar, it looked like a good dye
job, but his eyebrows matched. He had on a long-sleeved, cream shirt. There
were large grills behind the cook, and above those was a large glass pane. To
the far right on the counter was a small metal machine that looked like a cash
register.


The cook asked Nano something, who glanced at me
before ordering. “Do you have a check card?” After hearing Edward and
Divina’s voices in my head, I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear Nano’s, but
it was still weird. 


I didn’t know what a check card was, but the first
thing that popped into my head was the restaurant card I got from Divina. I
pulled it out of the coin sack around my neck and handed it to him. He took it
and slid it through a slot on the register. The glass pane above the grills
became black with white Sudo symbols. 


Nano handed me my card while the cook gathered
different kabobs into a small white box, which Nano took in exchange for
several silver coins. The cook gave him his change and they said their
farewells. We left and took a deserted little street with closed, shabby shops.
At the end of the street was a large lake, currently visited by several
families. Once we found a spot far enough away that we wouldn’t be overheard, we
sat down and Nano opened the box. He grabbed a kabob and took a bite while I
sat there, waiting. 


“You like to talk, don’t you?”


“Very much. I plan to learn enough Sudo to have
Edward groaning in no time. Now… You didn’t find me on accident.”


“No, of course not. You are the new Guardian of
Earth. I wanted to meet you, especially since I heard so much about you.”


“From Divina?”


“Do you know why the gods use the books?”


Subject change much? “No.”


“Do you know why signing the books gives you power?”


“No,” I said, feeling like the poor kid in class
who’s been missing for several days and got way behind.


He frowned. “How much do you know about the books and
their gods? How much do you understand?”


I shrugged. “Not much,” I admitted. 


“That’s one of the reasons I wanted to meet you.” He
looked at me and sighed, letting me know it would be a long talk. “Do you know
what magic is?”


“Nominal energy.”


“There are many different terms for Guardians, magic,
nominal energy, etc… But do you know what nominal energy is?”


“Energy that isn’t physical energy, but it affects
physical energy.”


“Among other things. Nominal energy cannot directly
affect physical objects, but it can manipulate physical energy. It can,
however, change non-physical subjects of the universe, such as the spirit and
mind. Now, normal people have to learn to manipulate the energy, while
Guardians and, to a lesser degree, their descendants can manipulate it
naturally.”


“All right, so what does it have to do with the
books? Why do the Guardian’s need the books if they can just draw power from
the worlds?”


“The books are the power of the worlds. They
are almost a physical manifestation of the energy. People can draw power out of
the world, but by signing your name in the book, you have a much more potent
draw. Think of it as people sucking water through a filter. When you sign the
book, you’re poking a straw through the filter. You not only get the magic much
easier and faster, but it’s much more potent. But as you do, the power is also
using you. The universe is balanced, and not even the gods can overcome this
balance. I believe the phrase you are familiar with is, ‘For every action,
there is an equal and opposite reaction.’ This is true even in magic. And that
brings us to you.”


“Huh? What about me?”


“You’re very special, Dylan. Every Guardian was born
or created to protect the books. You were born a Guardian because of
your power. This is also why you have such foul luck; it is the universe’s
attempt to balance you. Now that you have bonded with Earth’s power, your luck
should improve with your development.”


“But what is so special about my power?”


“Let’s call it evolution. You are something the gods
did not intend on, and they don’t like it. You can be a great asset or a
terrible threat. Even more concerning to the gods is that several people across
the different worlds have predicted your powers, as well as entities outside
the worlds.”


I had to stop him at this point. “What the hell...
That is about the weirdest thing I have ever heard. I think this trumps everything
about the Guardians and gods and Duran... Shit. What the hell am I supposed to
do in these prophesies?” 


“Different tales are told. They call you the servant
of power. The Guardians are created by power, but you were created of
power. Some believe you will unite the powers of the worlds and create war
amongst the gods. Some believe you will unite the worlds themselves and command
the powers of the living and dead under rule of the gods. I have even heard
some say that you will join with Vretial and give him power. All that is common
with these stories is that you will have the power to do great or terrible
things... Whether you do great things, terrible things, or nothing at all is
left to be seen. It will be your choice.”


“How do you know it’s me?”


“Your father told me. He wanted all of the Guardians
to protect you, but the gods wouldn’t allow it.”


“You knew my father?”


“I did. He was very powerful. Your father knew you
were special, but he could not stay with you.”


“You must be pretty fricken popular on Facebook. Why
the hell didn’t Edward tell me this?”


“Who?” he asked. 


I was about to explain that Edward was the Guardian
of Duran when it occurred to me that he didn’t realize I who I meant. “Kiro. He
has a new nickname now, like Divina’s. Please help me spread it around.” 


“Sure. And as far as I know, he doesn’t know. I think
your father hid you from several of the Guardians.” 


“How am I supposed to know what to do now?”


“You aren’t supposed to. That’s why you have friends.
We keep you in line, so choose your friends carefully. Trust your instincts.”


“You Guardians are way too into the Jedi Way.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Eat.”


I realized I hadn’t touched any food. How am I
supposed to eat after hearing something like that? I thought as I started
eating. The meat with the sticky brown sauce had a smoky taste with a bitter
aftertaste, but I tried the dark red one and it was sweet. The dark brown sauce
on the next one was similar to spicy, salty teriyaki. 


Shinobu was watching me eat, so I broke off a piece
of meat and held it out to her. She opened her mouth wide and her little teeth
glittered, not-quite-harmlessly. 


“I would be careful if I were you,” Nano warned.


I looked at him to tell him Shinobu wouldn’t hurt me
when her mouth clamped down around my outstretched fingers. I felt her
toothless gums and with shock, realized she had retractable teeth. Her tiny
sandpaper-like tongue harmlessly pulled the meat into her mouth. She hopped
into my lap and seemed to be rolling the meat around in her mouth.


“It’s not too hot, is it?” I asked. She continued to
roll it around for another minute before swallowing. She looked up at me with
sad eyes. “We’ll find you something you like. Have you ever had crow?”


“How long have you had her?” Nano asked.


I stroked her ears and she nudged her head against my
hand for more. “I met her just before you found me.” She curled into a ball in
my lap and flicked my wrist with her tail. 


“Do you know what she is?”


“Not a clue. I found her, so I assume she’s an
incredibly dangerous creature, and she might possibly be rabid, but she seems
to like me, and that’s enough for me,” I said, trying more meat kabobs. 


“Kiro will have something to say about that, but it’s
not my place. Do you believe what I’m telling you?” he asked.


I shrugged. “That you heard stories of someone doing
great or terrible things, sure. Earth’s had plenty of those. Do I believe I
will do these things? That I will be a ruler of worlds? That I will be a threat
to the gods? Not a tiny bit. I’m too lazy to feed my damn cat, why would I
become that powerful?”


Shinobu looked up at me as if she understood my
comment and was worried for her own diet, whatever that consisted of.


“Don’t worry, if I’m too lazy to feed you, you can
eat me,” I told her. She accepted this and put her head back down. “I really
should stop talking too much.”


“You can decide what you will do with your power, but
only if you do not let it decide for you. I understand this may be hard for you
to hear and even harder to grasp, but you need to know what you’re capable of,
so you don’t make the wrong decisions in life.”


“I don’t deny it, I just don’t believe it. There’s a
difference. I don’t care about destiny; I care that I run my own life. There’s
nothing wrong with people trying to help me, it becomes a problem when people
try to manipulate me to their own values or profit. People can’t tell me what
I’m going to do with my life. Right now, I’m going to help Edward and Divina
destroy Vretial and then I’m going to be Edward’s apprentice. After that, no
one knows, because I haven’t decided yet. Do you understand?”


“I understand that either you are still very young,
or you have an optimistic view on life, much like Divina’s. I think you may
someday, with more experience, be wiser than us all. I hope you are so wise
before you choose how everyone else’s lives will play out. The more powerful
you are, the less others can control you, but the more control you have over
them. You can choose how your own life plays out, but remember that you will
affect others significantly.”


“I don’t want to affect others.”


“You don’t want to help others?”


“You don’t know where I was before I met Edward. I
was working at the worst job possible, trying to get a degree in a field that
didn’t have a great job market. I had a cat who made a worse roommate than a
river rat, an abusive mother who expected to move in with me when she got
older, and a girlfriend I was able to let go with a phone call goodbye. I don’t
even miss her, and I know I should. I wasn’t really that successful at my own
life, but at least it was my own. How in the world am I supposed to help other
people? What gives me the right to make choices for others?”


“If you see a man attacking a child, would you help
the child?”


“Of course. The child can’t defend himself. That’s
different.”


“What if you saw the man beating the child in an
alley, but the child was his son. What gives you the right to stop the man?
It’s his son; it has nothing to do with you.”


“I see your point, but I don’t agree it’s the same
thing. And this has nothing to do with destiny.”


“It has everything to do with destiny. Do you know
someone with an abusive father?” he asked me. 


Now, my first instinct was to answer, but since I had
food in my mouth, I had to think instead. “How did you know about Mordon?”


“You have not seen the last of him. You will meet
many people in your life that will teach and guide you, and even more that will
need your help. His family is very influential and he will have some difficult
choices in the future that determine the fate of Duran,” he said. He closed the
box of bare sticks. “I’ll be going soon, but first, I would like you to sign my
book.”


“Why?” I asked, not bothering to hide my suspicion.


He laughed. “That’s not quite the usual reaction, but
I would expect nothing less from you. When a person signs a book, they bond
with it. Any magic they ever use is affected by the world the book belongs to.
When you sign a book, you bond with the world differently. The world
doesn’t affect your magic, it affects you. It’s almost like you are the
Guardian of all the books you sign.”


“Why would I want to sign more books then?”


“Because the more you bond with the universe, the
less you act against the balance. If you sign my book, I will feel when you’re
in trouble just as I can feel when Dios is, the magic of Dios can help you, and
you can also feel when Dios or I need you.”


“But I signed Edward’s book, and I don’t feel Duran
is in danger.”


“Duran isn’t in danger; Earth is. Duran is too
powerful to fall just yet. Earth’s Guardian was recently killed; she’s
vulnerable. Will you sign my book?”


“I suppose I should. But wouldn’t that make me a
bigger target? If I bond with more worlds, and the enemy can use my magic,
wouldn’t they in turn have the magic of the worlds I bond with?”


“Now you’re getting it. That is exactly what could
happen if you were incompetent. In which case, I would not let you near my
book,” he said, holding his book out to me. I hadn’t seen where he drew it
from.


I took it hesitantly, as if Vretial would suddenly
find me and appear beside me. Opening the cover and flipping through the pages,
I could see that his had fewer names than Edward’s. It took me a moment to
realize what was so creepy and familiar about the language used most commonly
in the book. 


“This is Futhork! There’s Bobileth in here, too.”


“How do you know this?” he asked.


“Before I decided on psychology as my major, I was
considering something involving ancient scripture and languages.”


“Perhaps at another time, you would like to visit
Dios. Our technology is no better than Earth’s, but our magic is great and our
cultures are mystical. Consider this an open invitation.” He handed me a quill,
and like the pencil Edward used had no lead, the quill had no ink.


I found a page with several signatures and signed my
name. Dark red ink appeared out of the white paper into my loopy, not-feminine
script. I handed him the book and he examined the signature. As he did, it
started to change into a dark blue. 


He frowned. “Well, that’s interesting.”


“What?” 


Suddenly, just like when I signed my own book, pain
erupted in my chest. This time, my back arched and body convulsed as my head
throbbed and light flooded my vision.


It was much worse than when I signed Edward’s book. I
couldn’t breathe, and I didn’t want to. My body felt too tight, my blood too
hot, and my head pounded like nothing I had ever felt. I could feel my pulse
throughout my entire body, but I could only hear a ringing in my ear, like when
I turn the television on a channel I don’t have. My mind wasn’t frantic. I
didn’t panic and fear death. I’m not sure I was able to think at all.


I felt Nano pull me into a sitting position. My body
was sluggish, as if I had slept for days, but the pain was gone. The blinding
white light faded into the blue sky, only to be blocked by Nano’s worried
expression. A part of the skin on my arm was stinging, close to where Duran’s
mark was left. 


“I’m not sure that was supposed happen. Are you okay
now?” he asked. 


“I think so. I can’t tell. Everything is working. My
heartbeat is slow and my breathing is normal. My whole body is tingling from
blood flow. I feel weird. Slow. And gross.” I realized I was covered in sweat.
“I’m gonna…”









Chapter 10


Kiro


In my many years, desolation and fear were rare emotions for me to
experience. With knowledge and power comes control, and I was comfortable being
in control. Having a child is, in a way, giving up control when I needed it
more than ever. 


Dylan was missing. How foolish was I to let him out
of my sight, but as a fully grown man; he should have been capable of following
me. Had someone taken him? Dylan was no child, and he had no enemies on Duran
as of yet, but Anoshii was not the safest land for a wizard. Terrible
situations ran through my head, each more horrible than the last, followed by
few solutions. Divina, lazy as she was, focused her attentions on calming me
rather than finding my apprentice, only succeeding in irritating me further.


“He’ll be fine. You would feel it if he were in
danger.”


“I would feel when it is too late to help him. You
may continue with your more pressing matters, Divina, while I look for him.”


She glared at me, but the chill in her eyes was
useless against the adrenaline coursing through me. “Don’t act like I don’t
care about him, because I do. I just don’t feel the need to freak out the
moment he goes missing. He probably got caught up watching the sights and is
now sitting in an alley somewhere, waiting for us to find him. I’m sure if you
just calm down and feel for his mind, you can find him.”


So I did, thankful to feel him close. While I could
feel that he was worried, I also knew he wasn’t panicking. Surely that meant he
was safe, just as Divina had said. I focused my mind into his, which was more
difficult by far than the average person. Pushing away his emotions, I focused
on his thoughts.


“Dylan. Divina and I will find you soon, so stay
where you are,” I told him, using English once again. I waited for
surprise, relief, and the jumbled questions I had come to expect from his
thoughts. I got nothing. “Dylan? Can you hear me?” Again, he gave no
sign of hearing me. Now my relief was draining away.


“Well?” Divina asked.


“Something’s wrong.” In the next instant, I was in
emptiness. I couldn’t contain my growl of frustration. 


“Are you growling at me, servant?” Erono’s
voiceless ire sounded in my head. If my senses were not blind, I would probably
have been shivering.


“No, of course not, but I must beg your understanding
that I be returned to Duran at once. My apprentice is missing.”


“The boy is not missing; he is being taken care
of. You will go to Earth.”


“But Dylan---”


“I will not repeat myself. As his master, you now
must take care of Earth as he should be doing, as well as Duran. I do not care
what happens to him, but Tiamat is insistent that her world have an able
Guardian. Vretial’s servants are wreaking havoc on Earth, trying to draw
the boy out. Destroy them.”


“They know me as his master now! If they find out
that I am the Guardian of Duran, they will look there for Dylan!”


“Your growing concern for the Guardian of Earth is
not welcome. Your duty is only to train him, not to bond with him. If this
becomes a problem for me, I will turn him over to another Guardian to train.”


“That is wrong!” I yelled. It was far from wise to
yell at a god, but I knew that he wouldn’t hold it against me. I was back on
Duran before I could finish my outrage. At this point, I started yelling angry
words that should not have been uttered in public. “I have to go to Earth,” I
said, finally reining my words to an appropriate volume.


“I will find him. Right now. You go, and don’t worry.
You know you can trust me.”


I sighed and nodded. She hugged me quickly and walked
away. I checked on Dylan one more time to find that his worry was now joined by
wonder and curiosity. He had discovered something he enjoyed.


Hiding myself between two buildings, I closed my eyes
and concentrated. I could see clearly in my mind my symbol; the seal of my
world. My mind narrowed and the touch of power greater than my own body could
register wrapped around me. Erono was sending me where he wanted me. Just
before he pulled me under, I could feel Dylan’s sudden shock.


Krael


I never wanted a sister, but no one cared what I wanted.
My mother was a Tumordii Purist. The Reformation was a war between change and
tradition. Everybody had a side. She believed that the farming life was the
only right way to live. My parents had an arranged marriage and lived
peacefully on the farm. My father would teach me to read late at night when my
mother had gone to bed; she herself couldn’t read and believed I only needed to
read what was required for farming. I was taught to do as she believed men
should do, even when I couldn’t stand farming. My father told me it was an
acquired taste. Secretly, he wanted change, but he loved his wife and her
stubborn mind.


It wasn’t until I was about twelve that I started to
notice things happen. When I wanted something to grow fast, I would ask it to,
and then it would grow at an abnormal pace. My parents loved this, and said I
had talent. I did have a talent, it just wasn’t farming. 


My powers were fully developed when my parents
announced that my mother was pregnant. I was surprised at my own fury. I told
them we barely had enough for ourselves, and that we didn’t need a bigger
family. Truthfully, I was worried about how things would change. I didn’t want
to share my parents, and moreover, I feared that the child would have the same
power as me. Even more than my parents, I cared about my power, and the thought
of anyone else having it was outrageous. It was mine. I was special, important.


And then Tomie was born. There were some
complications with the pregnancy. Mother became very sick and almost died
during childbirth. I took Tomie in my arms and cleaned her. Mother and Father
were too busy with their own concerns, so I took care of Tomie while Mother
recovered. Tomie didn’t cry, so I became concerned, and even pinched her leg.
Her healthy baby wails were a shocking relief. I fed her formula and put her to
bed in her crib. She watched me as if I were the most interesting thing in the
world. Not long later, I was awoken by her screaming. All night, I rocked her
and held her until we were both asleep.


This occurred every night for longer than I could
count. Mother never recovered. She held out long enough to hear Tomie’s first
words. When Mother died, Father started drinking. The farm was in ruins and we
were starving, but just like when she was a baby, Tomie never cried except at
night. She would sleep in my bed now, and only there would she sleep soundly. 


It was at night that I discovered her powers. She
would get upset in her sleep and things would shake. While awake, when
something upset her, her powers were far more focused, and random objects would
easily explode. Father never noticed; he was too drunk and consumed by his
misery. 


Tomie and I were starving. Winter was soon to arrive
and then we would be cold as well. I took Tomie and only what else I could carry.
We left for sea and easily used my powers to sneak onto a ship. After arriving
on Anoshii, I found a wizard who took us both in. He taught me magic and fed us
and in return, I did everything he asked of me. Things were very good at first…
but Tomie didn’t like the wizard. His magic irritated her, and she couldn’t
control her magic like I could. 


The wizard told me to send her away to school. The
school sounded ideal, except that she would not sleep without me. I tried to
see if she could handle it by making her sleep alone, but I found now I could
not sleep without her. 


And then she would scream. 


Even worse than as a baby, she would scream and
thrash like a child possessed. The wizard had to use magic to calm her, but it
made her worse. She couldn’t stand to be in the same room as him from then on. 


The wizard told me to send her away, that there was
something wrong with her. I refused, so we had to leave. Tomie trusted no one
but me. She never talked much, but she was brilliant, and her powers had
already surpassed my own. It wasn’t that she couldn’t control her powers, she
just didn’t care to. No one would take us in, and I was finally twenty-two; old
enough to take care of her on my own. I got a job as a blacksmith of all
things, and built us a house. People thought that she was my daughter with the
way I took care of her. I hired a tutor to teach her to read and to do math.
She enjoyed learning, but even more than that, she enjoyed when I taught her
magic. She was a prodigy. And then she became sick.


Mother had passed onto Tomie what gave her death and
I could do nothing. Duran had the medical technology to help Tomie, but I
couldn’t afford it and Tomie couldn’t travel. I tried to help with magic, but
it did no good. 


That was when Vretial found us. A god, deceitful and
terrible, they said, offered us eternal life and health in return for servitude.
Tomie was too weak to make a decision, and I would have given my life in an
instant to save hers, so I accepted his offer.


He took us to his world and made Tomie well again…
Except Tomie’s wounds were never just physical. He took away her pain; he made
her unable to feel the hurt of being abandoned by everyone but me. Unable to
make her happy myself, I didn’t discourage this. After so little time, I began
to lose my individuality and will. Vretial was my master and my only purpose
was to serve him. After trying so hard to escape being a farm boy, I became
nothing.


Tomie’s powers grew even faster, guided by Vretial’s
teachings. I never believed magic could be evil, only the one who cast it, but
the things he taught her could be used for none other than malevolence. She
lost her curiosity and her love of learning. Vretial provided her with shelter,
food, and magic. She didn’t need love because she could no longer feel it. She
stopped sleeping in my bed. She no longer needed me.


 


*          *          *


 


“Krael, what are you doing?” My sister’s voice, full
of artificial curiosity, broke me from my thoughts. 


I looked up at her from my bed and smiled as I
stashed my book under my pillow. “You would think me foolish if you knew,
sister, so why would I tell you?”


She rolled her eyes and plopped down on the bed
beside me. After so long in life, her body and mind remained that of a child.
It was almost heartbreaking, seeing her like this for eternity and never having
my sweet little sister back. I missed her.


“I already think you are foolish. Now tell me what
you were writing or I will not tell you what Vretial is making Shio do.”


I frowned. “If you must know, I was writing of our
past.”


“Our assignments?” she asked.


“No, from our sago lives. Do you remember then?”


“I remember starving, and our father drinking. Why
would you write about that? It was a horrible life before Vretial saved us.”


“You do not remember it as I do. I remember the
morning you were born, and your first words. I remember that you hated Wignot,
and fish. Whenever you got a cold, you would only eat fruit.”


“It sounds like I was a real problem. I have not
needed you for a long time now,” she said, as if that is what I was worried
about.


“I know. Now tell me about Shio, and why Vretial
would send that incompetent fool to do anything,” I said. 


She grinned, my concerns forgotten. “Vretial is going
to be more powerful. He sent Shio to find the other books of the Noquodi.”


Vretial was the most powerful of the Iadnah, but it
seemed he would not be happy until all were under his power. He was certainly
displeased when the other Iadnah decided they would control him by working
together. However, Vretial never had to waste his energy to fight them; he knew
them too well. They could not work together for long, and he knew they would
soon enough focus on each other, while he carried out his plans unnoticed. He
could turn them against each other by fear and mistrust. He had already started
turning them against their Noquodi by revealing that he knew more than he
should have. 


Vretial was uncertain about one thing, though it was
merely a rumor. He’d heard the other Iadnah were worried about a child. This
child was supposed to become incredibly powerful. I listened to Vretial’s plans
about how he could use this child against the other Iadnah, whether or not he
was as powerful as they feared. I was intrigued. Maybe the child would be a
prodigy like Tomie. The Iadnah were wiser about this secret, though, and
Vretial never found out who the child was. 


“Why would he send Shio instead of me? He knows I
make a better hunter.”


“You should find one. Go to Vretial and ask him to
let you find a Noquodi.”


“I want to stay here. I needn’t prove myself to
Vretial; he knows I am more competent. Besides that, I have no qualm with the
Noquodi, and neither does Vretial; he only wants the books. There is no reason
for me to kill the Noquodi when I need only to take his book.”


“Then do so,” said an all-too familiar voice behind
me. We turned to see Vretial standing in his semi-mortal body before us. 


It was not a real, or permanent form, but it appeared
as such. We’re not sure how he chose that image, or why, but it seemed to suit
him, with dark auburn hair and light brown eyes. His body never aged, and
looked slightly less than a middle-aged mortal. While we knew mortals could
hardly stand his overwhelming aura and weak beings would go insane from such
raw power, Tomie and I were unfazed. The god was too powerful to worry about
striking fear in the hearts of anyone.


“Assist Shio in finding the book and kill only if you
desire it. Find a book fast, or I will be cross with you,” he said. 


This was the side of him, the personality, that I
dreaded the least. He gave simple, executable orders and made sense most often.
I rose from the bed and bowed. “Yes, master.”


Then I was gone. My body felt cold and suffocating,
but by now, this effect was familiar to me. It could have been an instant or a
lifetime later that my body was released, as time meant nothing to the powers
of a god. I arrived exactly where and when he wanted me to. In this case, I was
standing in front of a very irritated Shio. This was not a surprise, for Shio
was a very irritable fellow. 


Other methods of transportation would have been
easier on my body, but Vretial was trying to stay under detection. The fact
was, the gods never needed the books to transport their people; the books were
just a way to monopolize and protect the magic of the worlds. With their name
in the books, people could travel across worlds without help from the gods. 


“Did Vretial send you to do my job for me?”


“Of course.”


He snarled at my smirk, and I had to refrain from
saying anything to cause more conflict between us. I didn’t particularly like
Shio, since he was foolish and quick to anger, but I understood him.


The world that Shio was born into was one of poor
technology and even poorer magic. The Noquodi of this world was a suspicious
man, who falsely accused Shio’s mother, who was unusually powerful to this
world, of being an enemy of the gods. For this unreasonable accusation, he
executed her, in front of her tiny child. Shio prayed to his god to punish the
Noquodi, but was ignored, for his god hardly cared about the unjust death of
one person. 


Vretial, like an adopting father, heard the young
Shio’s prayers and took Shio as he had my sister and I. However, instead of
avenging the boy’s mother himself, which he had little power to do, due to the
other Iadnah, he gave Shio a very great power and the opportunity to kill the
Noquodi himself. Upon facing the Noquodi, Shio could only too well remember his
mother’s death, giving the Noquodi the advantage. Shio was nearly dead before
Vretial returned him to the outlands. When Vretial offered to heal his body,
Shio asked only for his master to close his wounds and leave his scars so that
he could live to serve Vretial with the constant reminders of Vretial’s love
and generosity. So while Shio was in a sorry state, full of anger and hatred,
he was a servant even more faithful to Vretial than I. 


“Just stay out of my way, and when I find a Noquodi,
he is my kill.”


I didn’t bother to remind him our objective was not
to kill the Noquodi, but to capture their books. It seemed pointless to try to
explain to Shio that killing all Noquodi for the crimes of one man made him no
better than the man who had done him wrong.


“Of course,” I repeated. He returned to his task and
I sat across from him around the circle. I didn’t know what kind of building we
were in, only that the floor was soft wood, the ceiling high, and the large
room was full of many small and large statues of worship relics. “What world
are we on?” I asked. I had a suspicion that Shio would avoid his own world in
fear of the Noquodi’s wrath.


“Earth. It belongs to Tiamat.”


This surprised me. “Tiamat? Doesn’t Vretial like her?
Why would he send us here?”


“Apparently, he heard that the Noquodi of Earth is
emotionally weak. No one is sure why, but what does that matter? When we
capture the book, we can continue to more powerful worlds.”


With this, we got to work. Shio had already placed
the circle. The magics Vretial taught his servants were crude, powerful, and
outdated. If magic techniques could be called outdated, that is. We used
incantations and charms instead of pure nominal energy and will. This magic is
determined by ritual and available power as opposed to our mental and spiritual
strength. This is because, as Vretial’s servants, we had little will and spirit
of our own, but we had vast amounts of power at our disposal. 


 


*          *          *


 


It took only a few days for Shio to forge the records
necessary for me to blend into society while I found the Noquodi by the name of
Ronez. It was more difficult than I had predicted to find information on him
because he was very good at changing his records. I did find out where he lived
and worked, that he was currently single and childless, and what he looked
like.


By the time Shio had my paperwork, I was ready.
Getting a job at the car repair shop that Ronez worked at was easy. When my
“boss,” Jerry, took me back into the garage, the Noquodi was nowhere to be
seen. The garage currently had two nice cars and an old, beat up one being
neglected. The air was hot and dry with the sound of flies being drowned out by
guitar music on the radio. 


Jerry approached the nice, red sports car and knocked
on the back window, then stepped aside and waited. I admit at this point I was
thoroughly confused, and wondered if all my research had not been enough. 


After several moments, the back door of the sports
car opened and a man who could only be Ronez stepped out. To say I was startled
would not do his appearance justice. His hair was short and black with shocking
red spikes, which was emphasized by the silver hoops and studs in his ears. His
eyes were dark brown. He wore a black tank top with a tear on the chest showing
off a nipple ring. His light blue jeans were skin tight and covered in grease
and dirt. Silver chains wrapped around his waist through his belt loops.
Sufficed to say, I was not expecting this of a Noquodi over
two-thousand-years-old. I had read that he was currently posing as
twenty-five-years-old, but his attire made him appear younger.


Ronez turned back to the car to help a small woman
climb out. She wore a tight, dark blue dress shirt, clearly lacking a bra, and
matching miniskirt. Both were disheveled and the buttons on her shirt were
wrong. She smiled at Ronez with a flushed face.


“Your car will be ready tonight. You can pick it up
in the morning. I’ll be the only one on duty.”


“Nick will be here in the morning,” Jerry
interrupted.


Ronez continued to focus on the woman. “Nick will
have something to do elsewhere between nine-thirty and ten.”


“I’ll see you then,” the woman said. She was halfway
out of the garage when Ronez pulled something out of the car and held it up. 


“You forgot this,” he said. Jerry groaned and I saw
that it was her missing bra.


The woman just smiled. “Keep it. The matching panties
are in the glove box.” 


With that, she left. Jerry shook his head in
frustration. “My God, you’re a whore.”


Ronez grinned proudly with no shame at all. “No, I’m
a slut. I put out for free, and I like sex, not money.” He then turned to me
and smiled. “I’d shake your hand, but I should probably wash mine first.”


“Uh…”


“This is Krael,” Jerry said. “Krael, this is Ronez
Rayne. He’ll be training you this week, and you’ll be telling me when he blows
you off to play with his floozies.”


“Call me Ron. And don’t worry about me blowing you,
you’re not my type.”


“RON! That’s sexual harassment!”


“No, it’s not. He’s more in danger of the customers
than me or the other stiffs who work here.”


This is the guy who Earth depends on? This is the
one who is emotionally distressed? If that’s emotionally distressed, I want to
be, too.


“I’m going back inside now. Get Krael started on the
Thunderbird,” Jerry said. Without another word, he left.


“I’ll be right back.” Ronez left through another door
and I heard water running. Then it was shut off and a moment later, Ronez
returned. “Now, to business. What experience do you have working on cars?”


None whatsoever. “My father worked on them as
a hobby.”


“So I guess this is your first job out of college?”


According to my story. “Yes.”


“What’s your major?”


“Business.”


“And you figured out just before you were done that
it was a boring field and you didn’t want to do it?” he asked. 


It was a plausible excuse, and Ronez’s easy-going
expression held no suspicion. “Pretty much. I’m still looking for a good job in
the area, though. I thought this might be worth trying out.”


“Well, you couldn’t have picked a better place. Jerry
might not let you get away with murder, but he’ll let you get away with
three-week colds, two-hour long coffee breaks, three-hour long fuck breaks, and
any religious holiday you can come up with.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”


“I doubt you will,” he said, considering my clothes.


“Why’s that?”


“White dress shirt and black slacks? You hardly look
the partier and I would be suspicious to find you of drinking age.”


“I took college very seriously and don’t party. I
have drunk alcohol before. This is how one is supposed to dress for a casual
interview. And I am twenty-five.” I knew my story was solid.


“Liar.”


I sputtered. No one has thrown me for such a loop in
ages. “I’m not lying! I am twenty-five.”


He laughed. “I meant that you never drank before.”


“How would you know?”


“Because of the way your tone changes when you lie.
It did it when you said you’re twenty-five, also, but that could be from you
defending your age often. I’ll get better at it quickly as I get to know you so
I’ll warn you now not to lie to me. The more you lie, the more I’ll be able to
tell the difference.”


This could be a problem.


“But, don’t worry about it, I’m sure you won’t make a
habit out of lying to me and we’ll become good friends. Also, we’re going out
this Friday.”


“What?” I asked. That was the first time my voice
cracked since I was a mortal.


Ronez took one look at my face and burst out
laughing. “We’re going drinking to pick up women! You’re so scared I’m
gonna molest you or something.”


Ronez showed me how to fix cars. The first day, I
mostly watched him work, fetched tools, and held things. He teased me a lot,
but it didn’t bother me, and he wasn’t hurtful about it. It was actually fun to
get out of Vretial’s lair and do something I’d never done before. 


Jerry closed the shop at seven and I didn’t bother
following Ronez. I fully expected him to go pick up some woman. Ronez was a
very carefree man who lived for the simple pleasures in life, that being
physical pleasures. He also loved solving problems, and seemed to thoroughly
enjoy the most damaged cars. Was that the personality of a Noquodi, or of a man
two-thousand-years-old?


 


*          *          *


 


The rest of the week I learned about cars. I learned
a lot about cars. A lot more than I ever wanted to know. Ronez had a way of
making me learn what he taught whether I wanted to or not, sometimes with such
vulgar references I could never forget. He also made me feel the age my body
portrayed, which, considering he was around fourteen hundred years older than
me, was somewhat understandable. I learned a considerable amount about humans,
which I once felt were underdeveloped sago. How very wrong I was. 


Many would have considered Ronez out-spoken, crass,
and utterly insane. I learned by the second day to steer any customer with a
bad attitude away from Ronez at the door. In truth, he reflected or
complimented the personalities and moods around him. He would never arrive in a
bad mood. When someone needed to be cheered up, he knew exactly what to do and
say. When someone needed to argue and fight, he was a willing sparring partner.
When someone needed an ego boost, Ronez would meet them in the back seat of
their car. 


Shio was nowhere to be found, though I confess that I
never looked, and certainly didn’t care to. I assumed he was either slacking
off or looking in the wrong place for the book. It was not that I forgot my
assignment, only that my interests were in learning what I could. That being
said, I could have lived without Ronez inviting himself into my new apartment
and forcing me to watch the entire six movies of Star Wars with extras and
commentary. I was much more interested in Shark Week episodes. Sharks
fascinated me, and I wished that I could import some to Vretial’s worlds.


In three weeks, I learned very little about Ronez,
nothing about his book, and became very good friends with him. He excelled at
deflecting personal questions. He seemed so open and willing to talk about
anything, especially sex, but was actually brilliant at hiding secrets. Both of
us got used to not asking each other personal questions. I actually don’t know
how our friendship worked, but he was certainly enjoyable to be around.


Unfortunately, I was here for a reason, and it was
unavoidable. Three and a half weeks after we met, on a Friday night, he invited
me over to his house instead of coercing me into a bar for a purely platonic
“guy’s night out,” as he did both previous Fridays. I accepted, knowing I had
to get closer to his book. Instead of beer, which he insisted I drank at the
bars, he brought out a bottle of Southern Comfort. It smelled nice, and having
never drunk whiskey before, I quickly learned that even immortals could get
wasted.


Soon, Ronez had out his guitar, the television was
muted, and I was trying desperately to hold onto the floor. By the time I was
thinking clearly enough to listen to Ronez play, he was playing an old Duran
nursery rhyme – one about the days before the Reformation. I had only ever
heard it played on ancient wind instruments, but even on the guitar, it sounded
beautiful. When Ronez finish, I had never seen such a look of loneliness
before.


“What’s wrong?” I asked, fully expecting him to brush
off my question.


He sighed and shook his head, setting the guitar
aside gently. “I miss my brother,” he said finally. I was struck with what I
thought was sympathy. “We had a fight a few years ago.” 


“What about?” I asked.


“It was my own damn fault. I had…” He couldn’t get
the words out and had to start again with moisture in his eyes. I hadn’t known
men were allowed to cry. “There was something I couldn’t tell him, and I
couldn’t stand that he didn’t know. I needed his comfort and I wanted him to
tell me I did the right thing. I know what he would have done, though, and I
couldn’t do it.” He looked at me now, with tears on his cheeks. “Who did you
lose?”


I shook my head as a tremor ran through my body. “No
one.”


“What did I say about lying to me? I won’t tell
anyone. Who did you lose?”


This time the pain was in my throat and I couldn’t
look him in the eyes. Now I knew that what I felt when he said he missed his
brother wasn’t sympathy, but empathy. “My sister. And you?” Other than his
brother.


“My son. There was a fire in his room.”


I looked up in shocked horror. “That’s horrible!
When? How old was he?” I was suddenly on the couch next to him, but he stared
at the floor as if I hadn’t moved.


“It was the night he was born.” Now he was crying. 


This was the man who was created to protect Earth.
This was one of the most powerful people ever to be born, on any world. This
was a man who has lived for over two thousand years. This was my friend, who
lost his child and pushed away his brother in pain.


At that moment, I realized the difference between
good people and evil. 


Ronez suddenly yelled (certainly not a cry) in pain.
I realized I had my hand on his arm as his skin flushed with a heat like he was
burning. By the time I gasped in surprise, I heard a cruel laugh. Shio stood in
the doorway.


“Good job distracting him for me,” he said snidely. I
hardly heard him over Ronez’s gasping. He clutched my arm with one hand and his
chest with the other. I tried to push him upright for easier breathing, but he
jerked in pain, barely able to breathe and breaking out in sweat. 


“What did you do?!” I yelled at Shio. He didn’t have
the dignity to lose his smug grin. “You were not supposed to kill him!”


“I am allowed to kill him. Now we can get the book
without him getting in the way. Stop holding the guy and help me find it.”


I was so furious I was shaking almost as badly as
Ronez. Ronez’s hand came up and bright blue-white flames leapt across the room
to swallow Shio whole.


With him dealt with, I turned back to Ronez, who was
lying, dying on the floor. His irises faded from the blue-white of the fire to
the dark brown they were normally. His pain eased, but his death just
beginning.


“I’m sorry about this. You weren’t supposed to die.” 


He tried to give me a smile, but he looked like he
was having trouble staying awake. “I know this wasn’t part of your plan. You
had to do what you were told to do and I had to do what I was born to do.” 


“You can still live. Heal yourself, damnit!”


“My body has broken contact with my book and magic. I
have cast off my book to find a new Guardian. I will die. A new Guardian will
rise now, and he will be more powerful than any of us.”


With this, Ronez closed his eyes and was dead. The
book was gone. The fire died with Ronez, leaving Shio in living misery. I
closed my eyes and prayed to Tiamat to give Ronez my goodbye, and to make sure
he had a happy afterlife. 


Goodbye. You were my only friend, and the kindest
man I ever knew.


 


*          *          *


 


I always missed my little sister, but in the short
time that passed since meeting Ronez, she’d begun to annoy me terribly. When
did she become so vicious? So snide and selfish? 


I had too much time to think while waiting for
orders. I actually enjoyed Vretial’s frustration when his beasts were killed by
the new Noquodi. What young man, I wondered, would replace Ronez?
Surely not someone as unusual as Ronez. And who is helping the new Noquodi?


Finally I was ordered to find them, only after Shio
and my sister had failed. I checked the worlds most habitable for a human
first, but didn’t find the human Noquodi. It was pointless to search for his
mentor, since we didn’t know who his mentor was. 


I had just finished scouring Dios when I was drawn
back to Vretial. As usual, his personality was questionable, and I had no idea
what he would order me to do. Sitting in his “throne” in what we all called the
dark room, he was barely visible by the dim lantern across the room. How he
could entertain his mind in such an empty, unchanging space was a mystery for
me, but I assumed there wasn’t much left of his mind to entertain.


“Why do you think so lowly of your master after
everything I gave you?” Vretial asked.


“Because you gave me so little to entertain my own
mind that I must make up amusing explanations for the little mysteries that you
are made of.”


“Are you saying I’m mysterious?” he asked with a
smirk.


“Quite.”


“So little respect.” He was flattered.


“You do not demand respect from me, Master, only
servitude. You demand respect of everyone else. In fact, you don’t let them
have a will or emotions. Why do I have them?” I asked. 


“Because I think of you more as an assistant than a
servant. Now I have a job for you. Have you finished searching for the new
Guardian?”


“No. I still need to check Duran and Vaigda.”


“Go to Earth. Since they’re hiding so well, we must
draw them to us. Go to Earth and start destroying it. The elder Guardian will
come to defend it, but as soon as the Guardian arrives, leave Shio and Tomie to
fight him. You start the search with Duran, and then Vaigda to find the
unprotected human. You should be able to find him easily.”


I stared and realized my mouth was wide open.
“Master… that all made perfect sense. It’s a great plan and you explained it.
Why?”


“I’m not sure. I must not have enough power. Go now,
and don’t report back to me until you have good news.”









Chapter 11


I woke in the dark, but this time there was no gorgeous angel tending
to my throbbing head. My eyes opened of their own accord, sticky and dry. I was
in a small room with stone walls and the only source of light was flickering
candles on either side of me. I would have liked to say I was in a bed, or even
on the floor, but instead, I was lying in a small bath of pearly white,
slightly thicker-than-water liquid. Creepy.


“How are you feeling?” Nano asked. 


He sat in a low chair with his feet tucked under it.
In the eerie setting, he looked just as villain-like as he had in Mijii, but I
could see the concern in his eyes, and the way he sat in the chair was
deliberate to make him appear non-threatening. 


“Like something went wrong.”


“As far as I can tell, nothing did, but I did not
expect this.”


“Yeah, I’m sure Edward already knows something
happened and is going out of his mind. Divina’s probably mad at me for causing
him to get his fur up.”


Nano frowned. “You don’t like that he’s worried about
you?”


I sighed. “I’m not used to someone being worried
about me. It would have been wonderful if I was a child, but I’m an adult. It
just feels…”


“Like they don’t think you can take care of
yourself?”


“Right. And I know that’s not how I should feel,
because I know how much I need their help. We’ve been running into dangerous
things left and right, and it’s only going to get worse, but I don’t like how
incapable it makes me to need their help.”


“But Kiro brought you into this danger, why are you
not angry with him?”


I laughed. “Edward took me away from a crap job and
my routine, boring life that would eventually lead to a routine, boring desk
job and a routine, boring family. He brought me to a world of magic and
dangerous, beautiful beasts. Life may have been safe, but it was boring. And it
only makes it worse that they look away for two seconds and I get lost.” 


“But you got to meet me.” Nano’s grin was so funny
that it made him see like a different person. “Come. I’ll show you the city.
And I promise not to look away so some other Guardian can find you.”


“Yeah, that’s all I need; to be played hot-potato
with by the Guardians. And don’t let anything eat me, either. Edward would
never let me hear the end of it. Speaking of me going missing, where is
Shinobu?”


“Your little naowen? She couldn’t come with us. She’s
waiting for you to return to Duran, and I assured her you will soon.”


“Glad to know someone else will take revenge if you
let anything eat me. Please tell me this bath is not as gross as it looks.”


“It’s not.”


“It’s snot?! That’s pretty damn gross.”


He laughed. “I can see you’re going to drive your
master up the wall. Here, get dressed.” 


Standing, I found that the liquid had a milky
texture, and I was thrilled it wasn’t slimy. As I stepped out of the tub, Nano
unrolled and handed me a beige towel, then a set of clothes. I dried off
quickly and dressed. The dark green tunic was smooth like satin but thick. The
slacks were dark red and made of the same material. I didn’t know what to do
with the brown leather belt that was included, since the pants had no belt
loops, so I fastened it around my waist over the shirt. 


“This is nice material.”


“We like nice things.”


I felt weird since standing, and realized with a
start why. “The gravity is lighter.” I couldn’t compare it to Earth’s, because
I didn’t know how light I would feel on Earth. All I knew was that I weighed
quite a bit less than on Duran. 


“That is one thing I dislike about visiting Duran.
Your boots are next to the tub. Hurry up.” 


I slipped on my boots and hurried after Nano, who was
already headed down the hallway. The passage was carved stone, not made of
blocks but one solid, huge rock. “Are we underground?” I asked when I caught up
to him.


“Yes. The entire city is underground. All cities are,
since the land isn’t habitable for most people.”


“How come?”


“We weren’t as smart as Duran,” he answered
cryptically. “We didn’t stop fighting each other until it was too late. The
outside world was once beautiful, but now it’s nothing but desert. We’re trying
to repair it, but the land is resistant, and so are some of the people.”


“What do you mean?”


“Some people are afraid that if we turn the outside
wasteland into the beautiful world it once was, we’ll start wars again, so they
rebel.”


“They fight to prevent the chance of fighting?”


“Exactly.” 


Around the corner came a mountain of a man. He was
humanoid, but no less than seven feet tall and twice as wide as Edward, not of
fat but of solid muscle. It wasn’t the ridiculously huge body that bothered me,
but the experience that most guys I’ve met that excel in body strength too
much, lack brain power. 


The young woman he was towing in chains only enforced
my assumption. She had long, dark brown hair and light blue eyes with a soft,
round face and pale skin. Her lips were pressed tightly in anger, but her eyes
showed fear, which was likely why she kept her head down. I could imagine the
troll of a man dragging the woman back to his cave to have his way with.


I tugged on Nano’s sleeve, staring at the woman.
“What’s he doing with her?” I asked. 


“She’s a prisoner,” he answered. 


I suddenly remembered that I wasn’t supposed to speak
and wondered if he was going to try any damage control. He just grinned. “Don’t
worry. Dios is used to foreigners.” 


“Why is she a prisoner? What did she do?”


Nano asked the mountain man in his language that
almost like a mix of Arabic and Gaelic. His voice was gentle, but deep and
demanding of attention. It struck me as very wizard-like. He turned back to me,
a doubtful frown. “He said she’s withholding information and may be involved in
an assassination attempt on the king. Dios has nine cities, each with a king.
The High King rules all cities, but less directly, like an emperor.”


I studied the woman and once again saw the fear in
her eyes. There was no guilt or anger. “Nano... Are you sure she’s guilty?” I
asked. As Nano turned back to the giant, the woman watched me with a strange
look in her eyes. She looked hopeful.


As Nano asked the guard my question, the woman
grabbed my arm. Apparently her shackles weren’t enough to keep her from
grabbing things. My surprise was short lived as my mind was flooded with
emotion. There wasn’t an instant that I mistook it for my own, though it was
powerful and clear. I could feel her fear, despair, and her new hope. I could
feel all of her emotions, but no guilt or malicious feelings. No motive for
hurting anyone, not even for a supposedly good cause. 


The emotions vanished as the guard yanked her away,
forced her to her knees and pulled on the shackles specifically to cause pain.


“Stop, damnit, she’s innocent!” I yelled. 


The guard ignored me but Nano yelled something and he
immediately let go. The woman’s pained expression eased and she met my eyes
again. The guard said something in anger and the woman shrunk back from me a
little. 


“Nano?”


“He said she can read and share emotions and memories
with a person when she touches them. I take it she did something when she
touched you?”


“I felt her emotions. Is it trustworthy? Can she
withhold some emotions and send others?”


He asked the guard, who answered with curiosity.
“No,” Nano said.


“Then I’m sure she’s telling the truth. She showed no
malicious emotions at all. Unless she’s completely psycho, she would have
anger, or hatred, or even determination. And I didn’t feel any psycho feelings
from her either. The only strong emotions she’s feeling are fear, despair, and
hope.”


“You’re sure you’d know it? She’s not human.”


“I’m starting to believe the gods all used the same
templates. Give her a chance. Let her tell me her side. Please.” 


Nano looked unsure for about three seconds before
turning to the guard and speaking in their language. The woman immediately
reached for my hand, but the guard yanked her away. He apparently wasn’t happy
with my request. Nano calmly said something else, to which the mountain’s scowl
became an uncertain frown. 


I would have liked to be able to at least mimic what
Nano was saying in order to learn some of the language, but the syllables were
too foreign and too fast.


He turned to the woman and smiled as the guard let go
of her chains. She reached out hesitantly, afraid he would yank her back again,
and I took her hand. In the next second, I felt a falling sensation as my
vision blurred and sharpened to a new scene. 


Everything had a greenish tint to it. My brain felt
foggy, like I was half asleep and didn’t know what was real or not. It was
similar to the alpha state Edward taught me on the ship, except it felt
induced, like I was on drugs. I was in a different place with the same stone
walls, and it appeared I was moving. 


Then there were voices, which I couldn’t seem to
focus on. I started to enter a room when I saw two huge men, talking quietly,
except those kinds of voices carried. They spoke in their native tongue, but
though I didn’t know the words, I knew what they were saying.


The larger man was insulting the other, saying he
could have ruined everything. I moved behind the door and focused on the
voices. One of them spoke about a hidden passage to the king’s chambers. The
other was worried about horrible beasts. The first one explained that it was a
myth and that the assassins knew better than to worry about monsters.


Assassins? What assassins would need to worry
about monsters guarding a hidden passage to the king? A fierce impression
of loyalty rushed through me.


A shout of outrage startled me and I turned back to
the door, only to find myself staring at the thick chest of one of the mountain
men just a foot away.


And then the falling sensation ceased and my vision
reverted to normal. I was on my knees with Nano holding me up and the woman
watching me in concerned. As my mind returned to normal, I realized I had been
seeing and feeling her memory. The guards were behind the assassination of the
king, so of course she didn’t know who to trust or who to talk to.


“She’s innocent,” I said, slowing climbing to my
feet. I considered the guard, not one of the two the woman had seen, and he
looked confused, not afraid of getting caught. “Some of the guards are in on
this. She came across them discussing assassins using a secret passage to get
to the king. I don’t know which king.”


“The High King,” Nano said. “Assassination of the
city kings would accomplish very little; they are chosen by blood. It’s an
inherited title, which one no one wants. The High King is about to sign over a
lot of money to rush the growth of vegetation and forests on the top world. We
have been slowly getting our oceans back. When the land is flourishing, many
will move there and will essentially divide the world into two groups. The
problem is that those who live above land will have food and water while those
who live below will suffer.”


“Why doesn’t everyone go above land?”


“The High King is trying to make it so that everyone
can, but there are those who are afraid war will return with the land, and
those who will use the under-cities to control those in their family and
service.”


“Like slaves?”


“We have laws against slavery now, but with the
return of land, most of the law will go above ground and many servants who
can’t get out in time will become slaves. That’s why I will be mostly living
underground, trying to keep things like that from happening. We are depleting
the under-cities, and we need the land back,” Nano said.


The woman and guard were waiting patiently and
confused, not risking interrupting Nano. 


“It sounds like a lose-lose situation. How can we
stop the king from getting assassinated if his own guards are the ones behind
it?” I asked.


“Oh, our king can protect himself. We just need to
inform him of the danger he’s in, not from the assassins, but from the guards.
What’s more, I am fairly certain that the Kingdom guards are not the ones
behind this. A small number of guards from other cities will be going to the
Kingdom in order to share news, so some of them must be the guards in
question.”


“And we can’t trust the guards to tell him because we
don’t know which guards are against him.” 


Nano nodded. “This woman should be taken personally
to the king of Kor, which is this city. Then it looks like a trek to the High
King is in order.” He turned to the woman and said something, to which she
nodded hesitantly. He turned back to me. “Well, what say you? Want to see what
being a Guardian is all about?”


“You solve civil problems?”


“We solve all problems. We work for the Gods, the
kings, the people, the peace, and the good of all mankind. We are essentially
problem solvers. The Gods say jump, we say ‘yes, master,’ the people say help,
we say, ‘what do I get for helping?’” he said.


“What?”


“Just kidding. We help all those who need our
assistance. Do you want to do this? I can drop you back off on Duran if you’d
prefer.”


“What about Edward? Won’t he worry about me?”


“He has his own mission to do, and I’m sure Divina
knows you’re safe.”


I really did want to see more of Dios. If Nano said
Edward was on a mission, I believed him. Surely I would be safer with Nano than
on my own on Duran. “All right. I’ll go with you.”


“Great. The journey to the king’s home will be a
dangerous one, but certainly an experience to be remembered.”


“It’s okay. I know you won’t let me get eaten,” I
said. 


He got a weird frown on his face, then walked away
without confirming or denying anything. The woman looked at me expectantly. I
sighed and followed him down the halls, which grew increasingly dim. The woman
followed me. 


We walked in silence for about ten minutes. “My name
is Dylan. What is your name?” I asked the woman. 


“Vet hyaxt yuben?” Nano asked.


“Dyeba,” the woman said. “Hyaxt hon?” she asked me. 


I didn’t know if I could pronounce it, but Dyeba was
probably her name, and so I bet she was asking mine in return. “Dylan.”


“Didyan?” she asked, completely mispronouncing my
name.


Nano burst out laughing. I’d been called worst.
“Close enough, yes.”


“Yes is suko, no is swiyo,” he said when he could
stop laughing enough to speak. He said something to Dyeba and I heard him
intentionally mispronounce my name the way she had. “Now, we’re about to go into
Kor’s biggest town. The Dios people are aware of foreigners, as in people from
other worlds, but in some city’s, they’re uncomfortable. They may give you odd
looks or stare at you. Some are scared of diseases that they believe foreigners
carry. If they find out you’re human, you may be treated like you have small
pox, because we’ve heard how you use diseases in war.”


I scrutinized Dyeba, who looked perfectly human to
me. “How can they tell that I’m a foreigner?” I asked.


His eyes widened as if I asked the stupidest question
ever. We arrived at a dark stairway, which Nano started up without hesitation.
Dyeba waited patiently for me and I made a motion for her to go ahead, but she
smiled and grabbed my arm, pulling me along with her. “Kokioset.” So, once again,
a woman led me confused and unresisting into the darkness. 


The stairs were steep and stone, and finally opened
to a city. A dim one, but well populated. The city reminded me of an old
kingdom, with a cobblestone ground and very tall stone walls. It almost seemed
to open into the night sky without stars. The kingdom was lit with torches
against the walls and on long poles throughout the room. There were hallways,
stairs leading to higher decks, and doors. As they opened and closed I could
see many of the doors were to shops. Of the ones I could see into, one was an
armory, another was a pub, and another had old books. The sound of people,
animals, and running water gave the city an old, medieval atmosphere.


The people all looked human. Most men wore drab,
brown robes with hoods, making them look like shady travelers, or light body
armor, like guards who were on and off duty so often they dressed for somewhere
in the middle. Most women, on the other hand, wore long dresses of silks and
colorful cotton. Little girls seemed to mimic the women’s clothes, while the
boys wore what I would call Amish play-clothes, and none of the children were
spotless.


Dyeba slid her hand down my arm and into my hand.
Nano acknowledged our clasped hands suspiciously. “I don’t think Divina would
like you hanging all over Dyeba while she’s gone.”


Dyeba had an unsure, worried expression and loosened
her grip, not quite letting go. I squeezed her hand gently. “We’re not hanging
all over each other. She feels safe with me. Besides, it’s not like Divina will
ever look twice at me. I’m like a kid to her.”


“Everyone is like a child to her. At the same time,
she’s a child herself. It’s how her mind works. You can’t compare it to ours;
she’s a woman. Don’t take offence. Divina needs a connection, and believe it or
not, the last time I met with her, she wouldn’t shut up about you. You should
give it a chance. And be careful who you kiss, because she will know.”


“Don’t women always?”


Dyeba said something, looking around with a worried
expression.


“Skete,” Nano said. “Let’s go, we have a long trip
ahead of us.”


Nano led us up a set of wide steps. Most of this area
was more of the same, except that at one wall was a huge doorway with a crest.
Behind the metal crest were majestic, engraved wings.


Guards flanked the door, two on each side. I expected
them to come investigate us and Nano to convince them to let us in. Instead,
the door burst open and a little boy, about eight or nine, came running out.
The guards’ shock turned to uncertainty as the boy hugged Nano like a
long-lost-father and then spoke excitedly for several minutes before Nano could
get a word in edgewise. 


Nano turned to me. “This is my grandson, Ket. His
parents work a lot, so I’ve taken him traveling a few times.” 


“Nice to meet you,” Ket said, in perfect English. He
held out his hand.


My eyes were wide as I shook his hand. “Nice to meet
you, too.”


“I’ve been teaching him the languages and cultures of
other worlds, including English.”


A woman walked through the doors and the guards
followed her as she approached until they surrounded us. She talked quietly
with Nano. Unlike Ket, this woman had an elegant, refined nature. Both Ket and
the woman ignored the guards, but Dyeba was clinging to my side and had my arm
in a death grip. 


“It’s okay. If Nano trusts them, they have to be good
people. He’s afraid of Edward, and Edward would eat him if he gets me killed
after everything Edward went through to keep me safe.”


“I’m not afraid of your master’s wrath. I’m afraid of
Divina’s,” Nano said, as if Divina was so much more frightening. “And she
doesn’t know what you’re saying. She doesn’t speak English.”


“I know that, but she understands my calming tone.”


“You know, if you pick up a pet or friend everywhere
you go, Kiro will lock you in his cabin and never let you out. He’s going to
have a fit when he finds you with a naowen. Divina will have a fit if you try
to bring back a woman.”


“Don’t worry, I’m not collecting women or pets. And
Shinobu’s harmless, like a little kitten.”


Nano started laughing so hard the woman backed up in
alarm while Ket looked like he didn’t know what to do. “Harmless! That’s
hilarious! You should say that to Kiro!”


“Edward.”


“Whatever. Mai, Ket, this is Dylan. Dylan, this is my
daughter Mai. We don’t have caste titles like sago do.”


“Didyan?” Mai asked, just like Dyeba had. 


“It takes a long time for us to learn the ‘l’ sound.
Ket?”


“Dallen.”


“That’s pretty good,” I said. Ket beamed.


“There are many sounds in the English language we
have trouble with,” Nano said.


“I get the feeling you all are better with ancient
Hebrew. But Hebrew has an ‘l’ sound.”


“We learn the languages of other worlds, but we have
sounds you don’t know, and your mind is probably trying to form it into
something you do know. It’s a trait of a Guardian, and it’ll help you learn
other languages.”


Dyeba asked him something, but it was Mai who took
her arm. Dyeba held me tighter, but Mai was insisting. 


“What’s happening?” I asked Nano.


“Dyeba was asking what was happening, and Mai is
taking her in to see the king. I explained to Mai a little about the situation
and she wants me to wait until Dyeba can tell the king what she heard. Dyeba
doesn’t think he’ll believe her.”


Mai gave up and let go of Dyeba. “But he’ll believe
her if you say so, right?”


“I wasn’t the one she told. I believe both of you
fine, but you were the one she showed the memory to, and she’s not allowed to
touch the king. As the Guardian of Earth, your statement is the one he’ll
either believe or not. You’re not trying to get him to help you, only to
protect her until we can inform the High King.”


“Why not take her with us?”


“Tis not going to be an easy trip.”


“She’s not a delicate little flower.”


Nano and Mai led the way through the door into what
looked like a medieval castle. The inside was open with a high ceiling and
surprisingly extravagant glass chandeliers, but it was illuminated with
candles, not lightbulbs. While the ceiling and walls were stone, the floor was
dark wood. 


We were greeted by what I suppose were servants who
led us into a larger room with a huge wooden table. The hefty table was covered
with crudely painted stone and metal dinnerware that would make a housewife
cringe. Numerous plates with silver dome lids caused my stomach to growl, for I
hadn’t eaten since the meat kabobs on Duran. Traveling must be harsh on the
stomach.


“We’re being invited to dinner,” Nano said.


“What does dinner consist of?”


“Mostly bread, vegetables, fruits, and grilled fish.”


“Sounds healthy, but I’m hungry so I’ll eat it,” I
said. I was suspicious as to how produce could be grown underground, but I
assumed it was accomplished with magic. 


We sat down, Nano on one side of me and Dyeba on the
other. She finally let go of my arm, apparently assured she wasn’t about to be
arrested. There were about a dozen men and women at the table as well as a few
children, but nobody touched the bounty before them. While the plates weren’t
exactly extravagant, I was hungry enough to eat whatever extraterrestrial
concoction that was placed in front of me. 


A man walked in with Mai and they both joined Ket,
who was eagerly chatting away to a bored looking woman. The woman gave Mai a
false smile, to which Mai returned an equally cold and calculating grin. When
they sat down, Mai pointed me and Dyeba out to the man, who waved her to
silence and stared at me. 


“Nano. That guy looks like he wants to cut my head
off,” I whispered.


“Yes, that’s Kun, the king, and he looks like that
all the time.”


“He has a naturally fierce expression?”


“No, he wants to cut everyone’s head off.”


“And he is a good guy why? Why do you trust him to
bring Dyeba here? Or to leave him with your family?”


“He is Mai’s husband. Of course that means he’s a
good guy; my daughter would never have married an unsuitable man.”


Most fathers couldn’t say that about their daughters
with a straight face and a shot gun in their hand. Maybe in this culture, young
women are super wise and responsible and have no interest in bad boys… Now
who can’t keep a straight face?


Everyone waited while the king loaded first his, then
his wife’s plate. That he was taking his dear sweet time seemed to be the norm,
for the adults watched with patience and the children followed his every move
as if afraid he would take it all and leave them hungry. Everyone finally
started helping themselves. Mai loaded up Ket’s plate, making sure to give him
enough veggies to make his face turn green. Most of the parents were filling
their child’s plate, so when Nano started to reach for my plate, I quickly
picked it up and helped myself. 


Nano had to stop me from getting what I thought was
blueberries, saying that Divina told him I was allergic to it. Instead, he
highly recommended something I could only describe as plant jerky. I stuck with
what looked safe; noodles, bread, and fish.


The fish was really dry, so I dipped it in the red
sauce my noodles were in. The half dozen adults who saw this started laughing
while the children squealed in delight and started dipping their own fish. Nano
looked to see what all the fuss was about and groaned.


“What did I do now?”  I huffed.


“What is a very fancy, proper food on your world?” he
asked.


“Caviar, sword fish, Kobe beef…”


“What would you think if you saw someone dipping one
of those in ketchup?” At this point, the parents had lost their mirth and were
trying to stop their children from dipping. “I bring you into a king’s home and
you unravel the order and obedience in the family structure.”


“At home, I make food that children scream at their
parents to have.” I wasn’t bragging about it; I felt guilty working at a
fast-food place. “Most kids will eat bugs if they were dipped in ketchup.”


“Ronez told me often of cultures on Earth that ate
bugs.”


“Well, Scottish cuisine was based on a dare, like ‘I
dare you to eat that.’ I had a friend from China who said that the only thing
Chinese people didn’t eat with legs were chairs.”


“I don’t see a problem with either statement.
Obviously, both cultures understand the value of utilizing their resources. You
wouldn’t believe what we had to survive on when we first migrated underground.”


I pushed my plate away… then I gave in and finished
my food.


Before long, we were both done and ready to leave.
Nano went to talk to the king about Dyeba staying. I could tell that Mai was
not happy about it, but her husband approached me. He spoke in his language,
his voice deep enough and his poster rigid enough that I understood he was
trying to intimidate me. 


“Tell him what you saw and I will translate. My
son-in-law is not smart enough or wise enough to learn any foreign languages,”
Nano said.


I gave the king my kindest smile and spoke to Nano.
“It’s lovely to know that the people with power are idiots here. Makes me feel
homesick.


“Dyeba was wandering in the hallways until she ran
into two huge mountains. Said mountains were discussing something quietly, and
the bigger one was saying the smaller one ruined their plans. Dyeba crouched
behind the door to hide, but continued listening. They started talking about a
hidden passage to the king’s chambers and something to do with assassins. The smaller
mountain said something about a horrible beast, but the other one said the
beasts were a myth. Then Dyeba got caught.”


Nano finished translating and the king tried to stare
me down. I glared right back; I wasn’t cowering to a stranger even if he was a
king here, when I did nothing wrong.


Finally, the king snarled out an answer and walked
away. Dyeba smiled, hugged me, and kissed me on the cheek. She was pretty, but
not my type, so it was easy to say goodbye to her. Nano led us out.


We walked through town for a few minutes before
coming to two large, wooden gates. Matching guards stood on either side. With a
nod to Nano, they both pulled the gates open to reveal the mouth of a cave. One
pedestrian rushed forward to bow and hand me a torch, speaking reverently
before dashing off to help the other women transport fabric.


“I don’t understand,” I said.


“They have figured out you’re the Guardian of Earth.
I’m not really surprised.” Nano took the torch from me and entered the cave,
leaving me to hurry after him. It was another ten minutes before he slowed
down, and that was only because the terrain was getting difficult. 


“Can I ask you about your childhood?” I asked.


Nano shrugged. “Sure.”


“Did your parents know you were to be a Guardian?”


Nano gave me a confused frown. “I wouldn’t know. All
of the Guardians are taken from their parents at birth. Kiro… Edward and Ronez
were the exception; they were born sago and were made Guardians when their
parents were killed. They’ve actually become examples for the rest of us. All
Guardians are born with the power from the gods. You, on the other hand, were
created a Guardian without the will of the gods, because of your power.”


“But I only signed the book a few---”


“You were born to be a Guardian, Dylan. You couldn’t
become a true Guardian, though, because Ronez was Earth’s Guardian, so your
power was restricted until you could sign a book.”


“By who?”


“Well, by no one. The gods figured you’d die and
didn’t need to be dealt with. Because you were something they didn’t create themselves,
they assumed you would never be able to handle the power. The prophecies only
annoyed them at first. But you lived, and now it must infuriate them that their
greatest Guardian wasn’t their creation.”


“That makes me sound kind of…”


“Freakish?” he asked innocently.


“Thanks. But if the Guardians are all taken from
their parents, who raised them?”


“I’m surprised Edward hasn’t explained this to you,
but all Guardians are raised by monks,” he said. 


That wasn’t what I was expecting. “Like, religious monks?”


“Every world has a degree of religion. The gods pick
a small number of monks, priests, whatever, from one or two religions that are
relatively accurate and have appropriate ethics. They teach the monks and give
the baby Guardian to them.”


“But Ronez and Edward stayed on Duran.”


“They were given to the monks of a small island. Soon
after their birth, there was a world-wide war, and before that every major land
had a different religion. These monks had learned the truth of the gods from
ancient history and magic, so the gods chose them to raise the boys and it
became tradition. Until you, that is. You remained with your family.”


“I want to say I wish I hadn’t, but I have no idea
what my life or personality would have been like if I had been raised by monks.
I bet they’d have been Japanese Buddhist monks.”


“Why do you say that?” Nano asked. 


I shrugged. “A lot of Duran reminds me of Japan, a
country on my world, and Buddhism and Shinto are the religions of Japan.”


“Perhaps Japan was influenced by Duran. All worlds
have some cultures influenced by other worlds,” he said, as if it were the most
natural conclusion in the world. Before I could comment, he continued. “We are
now entering the swamp lands. Be mindful not to fall in.” 


The tunnel opened into a gigantic swamp. Moss covered
the cave floor, leading to the murky green water. The only light in the cave
came from the trees growing out of the water. In the large swamp, there were
about a dozen thin trees, all glowing a gentle white light. In the center of
the swamp was a huge tree with a white glowing trunk and glowing leaves that
put out different colors. 


“How do we cross?”


He smirked at me. “How do you think?”


“Magic.” 


His answer was to face the water, raise his right
hand, and yell in his deep, powerful, commanding voice, “Van hyet!”


Answering his call, the water was suddenly separated
as stone pushed out of the ground to form a narrow, jagged, treacherous looking
path across the water. “Oh, yes, this is going to be fun.” I stepped forward
considerably slower and more hesitantly than Nano. 


I was expecting it to be slippery, and I was right.
There was a slight layer of algae, glittering softly in the dim light. Walking
slowly, I was able to make it halfway across before slipping. After hours of
work with Edward just a few days before on the art of falling, I was able to
avoid diving clumsily into the water. Not all of me landed on the narrow
walkway, though, and as Nano tried to help me, something grabbed my leg before
I could pull it out of the water. I grabbed the other edge of the walkway, but
nearly let go from shock when the water creature started to lick my calf. 


Nano grabbed me and pulled me away, but the creature
dug its claws in deep. Finally, after several agonizing moments of tug-a-war, Nano
won and pulled me firmly back onto the walkway. I rolled onto my back to see
the creature, which looked very similar to Gollum, in Lord of The Rings,
recede grudgingly back into the water. 


“Be careful,” Nano said. I just glared at him, still
catching my breath. “Don’t worry, it didn’t want to harm you. It was probably
lonely and wanted attention. You would have drowned, though.” 


This was the point where I started to wonder if maybe
Nano was just a little bit insane. “Sure, and drowning is nothing to worry
about. There’s something seriously wrong with you Guardians.”


“You’ve only met two of us. You don’t know the half
of it. Wait until you meet the Guardian of Vaigda. Don’t be mistaken; we’re all
insane.”


Maybe I’ll fit in after all. “If I get eaten,
poisoned, torn apart, or worse, Edward will kick your butt,” I said, almost
certain of my threat.


“Would you rather be here, or on Duran alone?” he
asked. He walked away without waiting for an answer.


I decided to go along with it, seeing as how the
alternative was staying with the lonely water goblins. At the end of the swamp,
we came to the entrance of another cave. “Where is the torch? And why do I feel
like this is the wrong way?” I asked. The chill from the mouth made my skin
crawl. Goblins behind me, the unknown before me.


“It fell into the water when I tried to pull you out.
This is Aranisia. Otherwise known in English as ‘Spider Caves.’ I hope you
don’t have arachnophobia.”


“I could hardly call it a phobia. I don’t like
spiders, but they eat bugs I dislike, and they don’t particularly bother me.”


“They may after this.”


Well, shit. “What are spiders doing on this
world?”


“They were imported. I’ll explain after we get out.”
With that he entered the cave. This habit of his was proving quite irritating. 


Now, I am quite aware that if you step into a creepy
old house, the door will slam shut behind you. I was not prepared for the mouth
of the cave to collapse behind me! The terrible rumbling of massive rocks
colliding wasn’t nearly as foreboding as the sudden darkness and sound of
hissing from deeper in the cave.


“Do not be alarmed; the cave must close to prevent
the spiders from escaping.”


Oh, yes, that’s very comforting. “Are you sure we
have to go this way?” 


I didn’t like his thoughtful silence.


“Well, now that you mention it, there is another way
that would have been much safer, but it’s too late now.”


I didn’t know where he was, but I gaped at the
darkness and hoped my glare was pointed at him. “Where are you?” I asked. I
jumped when I felt him touch my hand.


“Come on.”


“I am not holding your hand.”


“Fine, then, you can just follow my overwhelming
presence.”


With that, he was gone. Panicking, I tried to run
after him, but instead ran smack into the cave wall, barely avoiding hitting my
head. 


“You shouldn’t do that.”


“I know that! You can see fine, can’t you?!”


“Of course,” he said. 


I growled. Like an angry wolf.


He laughed. “You sound like a furious kitten!” he
said, his laugh growing in volume. I was able to follow the sound until I could
smack him in the head, which only made him laugh harder. “Let’s go, before the
spiders all die from laughing, too.”


“At least make a---” My request for light was cut off
as he said something quietly in his language. A gentle light kindled from the
end of a wooden wand that Nano was holding. As the light increased in a pulsing
rhythm, I could make out intricate writing carved around the wand and that the
light was actually emanating from a small crystal on the end. “You have a
wand,” I said brightly. 


Nano looked confused. “I have a stick.”


“Yes, a stick that does magic. You have a wand.”


“It’s the stone on the end. Any stone, clear object,
or iron object can be easily used as a focal point for magic. Many wizards
carry a stone or crystal to focus their more difficult or dangerous magic.”


“So creating light is difficult magic? Why not just
use a flashlight?”


“What’s a flashlight?” he asked. I just stared at
him. “No, light isn’t difficult to create. In fact, that’s why I use the stone.
We Guardians always have something with us to fiddle with. As I expect Ki…
Edward has probably explained to you, your magic will spark when you have
uncontrolled emotions. This is manageable but never goes away. We each have
come across an object that we like to fiddle with. Over time, our magic sparks
are pulled into that object by unconscious intent. 


“That object can become incredibly powerful and we
start to use that object to do the spells we’ve outgrown or just mastered so
easily we became bored with it. Mine is that stone. Unfortunately, the magic in
it has started attracting attention. People and creatures want it, and they
don’t know why, so I put it on the end of this wand to make it easier to
protect.”


“Wow. Edward never explains things that simply.” 


“He’s more of a show-and-tell person than one to give
a lecture on how something works. He also tends to leave things vague in order
to make you think. He has had many more apprentices than I, and he’s much older
than me.”


“What is his magic object?”


“A stack of cards. Every time he meets someone
powerful that he wants to know, he asks them to a game of cards. Through that
game, and his cards, he can learn a lot about someone. He also uses it with
friends as a bonding thing. That creeps me out, though, I never let anyone play
with my crystal.”


I remembered the cards Edward used to play with
Divina and to teach me mind reading. “He never played against me. I’ve never
touched them.”


“That’s odd; he usually plays all his apprentices
before taking them in. Do you know how to play anything with cards?”


“Poker and Go Fish. What was Ronez’s
magic object?”


“I don’t know. He never told me, and I never really
bothered to find out. It’s not usually a big deal.”


“Do I have one?”


“I highly doubt it. When you find your object, you
will not realize it until one day you reach for it when you’re upset and you
realize that it makes you calm. When Edward is very stressed, you’ll probably
find him reaching for his cards, even if it’s only to touch them. Now we need
to go before the light irritates the spiders.”


I realized with a start that I could hear them. They
had to be huge spiders! I followed Nano through the caves, paranoid that there
were thousands of eyes on us. The cavern walls were shaped like any general
cave, but there were crystals sticking out of some and webs along many. 


It was about an hour in that we came to an open area
with a stream. In the stream was moss. “How does moss grow without light?” I
asked. 


“It’s the water.” He kneeled down and picked up a
small silver bowl beside the brook. He dipped it into the water and held it up
to me. “Do you think your master would mind me teaching you a survival skill?”


“I think Edward needs all the help he can get with my
survival,” I answered dryly, sitting cross-legged beside him. 


“Then I will teach you to purify water to drink.
Clear your mind and look at the water.”


“Edward always tells me to close my eyes.”


“Only until you can clear your mind with your eyes
open. Never close your eyes in battle. I assume you know how to clear your mind
easily enough, now you should learn to do it facing the world. Imagine all the
little bits of stuff that isn’t water in this; germs, bacteria, dirt; imagine
it glows a color. It doesn’t matter what color. Don’t think about how much it
glows, that will come on its own. If it’s too hard for you, start daydreaming
about water, but keep half your mind on the glowing water in this bowl and do
not look away.” 


After about five minutes, I let my mind wander to the
haunted springs. Edward said it was clean and I hoped it was because I did
plenty of swimming in it. If I learn this spell, would he want me to
practice and drink from the springs? Eww… Ghost pee.


“It’s glowing!” I burst out before I even realized the
water in the bowl had a green glow to it.


“What color is it?”


“A greenish color.”


“That’s good. Green is natural plant matter. Red is
poison. Stay away from that. Yellow is bad, too, it’s fungus and mold matter.
And black is rot. Really, if it looks bad, you should avoid it. Now, to get rid
of the impurities is going to take work. Push your energies into the water to
line the inside of the bowl. Imagine it as something you can see clearly, like
a paper. Then you pull that energy together and filter out the impurities. Use
the energy as a semipermeable membrane.”


“Like a coffee filter?”


“I have no idea what that is.”


I put my overactive imagination to use and imagined
the energy I could feel inside me flow out in little whiffs of mist to form a
solid piece of paper. 


“Does it need to be that strong?” he asked in a dry
tone. 


“It takes a lot of mist to form solid paper.” I
settled my energy paper into the bowl and let it wrap around the insides.


“It’s not the water that glows, it’s the impurities.
You’re filtering out the glow.”


I imagined the extra-thick coffee filter lifting up,
letting the water flow through it. The flow was slow, but glowless. Finally
enough water had drained out that I could bring the edges of the filter
together. I tossed the imaginary filter with the plant sediment somewhere in
the dark for the spiders to ponder.


“Good job! And that’s probably not something you’ll
hear very often from Edward.” That sounded a little foreboding. “Don’t get me
wrong, he’s a great mentor, and I couldn’t think of anyone better, but this is
the worst time to be his student.”


That I understood. “I’m like a constant reminder that
his brother is dead.”


“Absolutely not. It’s the worst time because he has
to protect both worlds, train you, and he just lost his brother. You’re not a
reminder of Ronez’s death.”


We both stood. “What about Vretial? Isn’t that
another reason this is a bad time?”


“The gods tell us Vretial isn’t a threat.”


“And you believe them?”


“That would be really stupid of me; they don’t even
believe it. They’re just telling us what they want us to believe so we would
blindly trust them and stay out of their way. Most of the gods treat their
Guardian like slaves. If we have even a whisper of a thought that they could
not predict, we’re held in suspicion.”


“That doesn’t sound like a very fair deal.”


“No, but at least we have power and free time to
enjoy our immortal lives. I once met an old man complaining that he was too old
and wanted to die. I wanted to smack him.”


“For not making the most out of life?”


“No, jealousy. It’s hard sometimes to feel so old and
look so young. On the other hand, the alternative is looking my age, and that
is even less appealing.”


“I think you’re crazier than a box of purple elephant
crackers.”


He leaned closer to me with a glare in his eyes.
“Listen to me very carefully, because this means life and death as a Guardian.
I am crazier than a box of purple elephant crackers. We all are, and if
you want to live, you need to be, too.” 


He continued on his way and I hurried after the
light. “That doesn’t make any sense! Edward isn’t crazy!”


“Oh, yes he is. We all are. We’re just crazy in our
own ways.” 


We trekked through the caves until we came to a dead
end. I didn’t even have a chance to suspect that we were lost, because Nano
clearly had no concern for the laws of physics. He walked right through the
stone wall as if he hadn’t even seen it. Due to my track record for physical
damage, I slowly inched forward with my hand outstretched. Unfortunately, Nano
took the light with him, so I had no clue how far away the wall was. Then I
felt his hand grab my arm as he forcefully yanked me through. 


There was no wall. 


We stood inside a massive, stone hallway, well lit
with torches. One direction led to a large dining room and the other led up a
grand staircase. We were surrounded by creatures I could only hope I would
never see again. While they had the general body shape of short, stubby humans,
they were far from humanoid. I couldn’t tell the difference between their armor
and skin at first, but I realized it didn’t really matter because nobody in
their right mind would attack the creatures. Their skin, or hide, was made of
scales the same dull gray as the metal armor. The creatures stood roughly a
foot shorter than me, but made up for it in bulk. However, incased in armor, I
really couldn’t tell if it was fat or muscle. Every one of them had frowning, thin-lipped
mouths and suspicious, narrowed eyes. Eyes which were yellow, I might add. 


“What are those?” I asked.


“Goblins.”


“Are they mad about something?”


“I would guess not. In fact, they seem positively
enthusiastic. There must be a troll down somewhere. These goblins guard the
castle, for a high price. Goblins are master swindlers and greedy as all hell.
If you think you’ve been given or arrived at a good deal with a goblin, don’t
take it. They also cheat the entire kingdom and will not let you into or out of
the castles without paying their fee. The trolls work for the kingdom at
clearing out the caves and making them safe. Trolls turn in all gems and
precious finds into the king. The goblins have been rumored to gang up on and
kill a troll to take the finds. They also get unlimited drink and have never
let the opportunity to harass the women pass them by.”


“Sounds like the kingdom is covered, then. No one in
their right mind would want to have anything to do with this place, let alone
be brave enough to steal from it.”


“Exactly.”


Now I understood why Nano was sure that the High
King’s guards were not the ones behind the assassination scheme; the goblins
had too cushy a job to lose it. “But how are you going to get in to see the
king? Will the goblins obey you because you’re a Guardian or are you going to
use magic to get passed them?”


“I could do either one, or I can walk right in seeing
as how the king is my nephew.”


“Great. Just leave me here with the goblins and I’ll
try not to die.”


“Oh, no, no, no. No. Nuh-uh. Not happening. The last
thing I need is for you to get lost and eaten. Edward is much more powerful
than me, and he would feed me to his evil black Tibbit if one hair on your head
was harmed. You’re in my care now and I’m not leaving you for the goblins to
babysit.”


“You do know that I am an adult, don’t you? Capable
of taking care of myself and being responsible for myself.”


“You’re half right. You are an adult. However, as
Edward’s apprentice, he is entirely responsible for you as well as your care.
In the eyes of Duran law, you might as well be his three-year-old child.”


He started up the large staircase and I followed in
silence. I really didn’t know what to say. Of course, that never really stopped
me from talking before. 


“I’m getting really tired of people treating me like
a kid,” I said when we reached the top. We were now on a landing that led to
many halls, doors, and stairways. Straight across from the stairs was a huge
set of doors with three goblin guards standing in front of them. 


Nano sighed and gave me his full attention. “Have you
seen how any of us treat children?”


“Not really.”


“Then how do you know we’re treating you like one? I
know I’m not, and Edward is afraid of children, so he isn’t, and Divina… she
isn’t either. I can’t say I know what the others treat you as, but I treat you
as a young guy who is very accident prone and will cause his terrifying master
great trouble if injured. And I understand why you feel this way, because
you’re in this brand new world and we’re all trying to take care of you. But
think about why. You are new to this all, and you’re very young. You don’t like
feeling like a child, but someday you’ll miss it. I’m not nearly as old as
Edward, and sometimes, such as when I’m invited to my great, great, great,
great grandson’s wedding, I feel older than dirt. 


“Do you know what a wizard is? Someone who has
learned enough to know he knows nothing. You never stop learning. You never
stop developing and changing. I don’t remember who I used to be, and by the
time I know who I am now, I won’t be that anymore. I see the worlds changing
and growing all around me. People, ideas, civilizations… they all are born and
die and reborn. I will never die. I will get older for all eternity. You’re
young. Enjoy it while you can.”


He turned and strolled towards the goblins like he
didn’t just spill his emotional guts all over the floor. 


I followed behind as the goblins opened the doors,
wondering why they needed to open both doors for just us. Inside was a large
room with two small doors, a bunch of guards, and a boy sitting on a classic
throne. There were probably twenty goblins spread out along the wall. A man,
around thirty, dressed in a dark red tunic and tan slacks stood next to the
throne. The king himself was a surprise. He couldn’t have been more than
sixteen or seventeen and with his light blond hair, dark blue eyes, and restless
expression, he looked nothing like I had pictured.


I had enough time to consider if I were supposed to
bow before the boy-king jumped out of his seat and ran to Nano, yelling out a
greeting before almost taking Nano down with a hug. None of the guards tensed,
but the man standing next to the throne snarled.


Nano and his nephew spoke in whatever language it was
they used before they turned to me. “Nila, this is Dylan. He speaks English,
and he’s human. He will be the new Guardian of Earth.”


“That is Tiamat world, is it?” the king asked with a
thick accent.


“Yes.” 


“Nice to meet. Call me please Nila.” He reached out
his hand and I shook it.


“Nice to meet you, too.” The unknown man left the
throne and stomped over to the young king, and the closer he got, the more
threatening vibes I could pick up. He started talking to Nila, who seemed
completely oblivious. “Nano,” I said. 


“Yes, I know.”


The man sneered at me, put his hand on Nila’s
shoulder, and growled something insolent to Nano. I could pretty much smell the
evil on him and it smelled like assassination.


Nano regarded me, rather reluctantly. “Adre, this is
Dylan.”


“Dylan what?” the man scoffed.


“Just Dylan,” I answered with a glare.


“Dylan this is Nila’s brother, Adre.”


“I would never have guessed you and Nila were
related. You must be the pompous sheep of the family,” I said. 


Nila giggled and Nano stepped between me and Adre.
“Dylan, maybe you should wait outside,” he said. Apparently getting kidnapped
and eaten wasn’t as bad as facing Nila’s brother.


“I go,” Nila said happily.


“No, you will stay here,” Adre growled.


“I go,” Nila repeated, obviously knowing his word was
final and he would do what he wanted. 


Nano sighed. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but,
Dylan, watch out for him. Nila is more likely to get into trouble than you are
and if he tries to get you to go on one of his adventures, for the love of god,
just say no. Over and over and over again with a large blunt object if you have
to.”


Nila laughed at Nano’s concern and grabbed my arm,
pulling me out of the room. “Come, I show big volcano, secret bridge over.”


“Do not go near that volcano!” Nano yelled. 


“Sounds like fun,” I said. As soon as the door closed
on me and Nila, we started laughing until the guards looked at us funny.


“I lie about volcano.”


“I know. So what do you want to do?”


“Kitchen. Hungry. No!” he yelled at one of the door
guards when he tried to follow. “Stay! Good boy…”


“Can’t you just tell your guards and servants to
bring you food?”


“I no want king food. I want yummy food. I sneak. You
help.”


“I feel a lecture coming on. Oh, well, lead the way.”


Instead of going downstairs, he led us to another
room. This was a smaller room that was set up like a traditional private
library with books on shelves, a large wooden desk, a fireplace, and two
comfortable looking chairs in front of the fireplace. There were no windows,
but I hadn’t seen one anywhere on account of them being underground. Nila went
right over to the rug and pulled it up. Naturally, there was a trapdoor. 


He opened it, grinned at me, and jumped in. The door
slammed shut and the rug slid back into place. I knew if I jumped in there, I
would break a bone, get eaten, or otherwise injure myself in a creative
fashion. However, the alternative was to go back to Nano and get mauled by
Nila’s brother. Plus, Nano did tell me to watch over Nila. 


“Oh, Edward, Nano told me to do it,” I mumbled. I
lifted the rug, pulled the trap door handle, and jumped into the dark.


Instead of falling to my death, something very
cushiony broke my fall. As the door slammed shut, I was in complete darkness. I
felt around me, as it seemed I was on an old mattress. Nila grabbed my
searching hand and pulled me to my feet on solid ground. 


“You no hurt?”


“No, you?”


“I no hurt. I fall all day.”


“That’s not a healthy habit. Is there a light?”


“I forget fire, no light. You light, yes?” He let go
of me and handed me a cold torch. 


I felt it quickly and reached out to make sure he
wasn’t close. “Stand back, I’m not very good at this, and neither of us wants
me to set you on fire accidentally.”


“You make funny joke.”


“Yeah, sure.” I focused my mind on what I felt like
the top of the torch should look like and tried to recreate what I did on the
ship. It only took a few minutes before I could feel heat coming off the torch.
Or maybe I’m setting something else on fire? Just a few more minutes and
the torch started to glow red. When it burst into flames, I dropped it. 


Fortunately, Nila caught it before it could hit the
ground. “No funny. You drop light, you set floor on fire. No funny. Bad Dylan.”



I saw that we were standing on soft matting, like
tatami mats. The rest of the room looked like an old, decomposing living room
of a wooden house. “If you’re so against lighting the floor on fire, why didn’t
you light it yourself? Aren’t you a wizard?”


“I no wizard. I void.” He walked away. 


I could see the family resemblance to Nano. “Huh?
What’s a void?” I asked, following him into another smaller, but similar room. 


“I can do no magic, no magic can do me.”


“Are you saying that no one can use any magic on
you?”


“Yes. Blood kill magic.”


“How can I do that? Is it a spell?”


“Born with blood by father murder. Gift by God.
Mother, no like. Adre, no like. Nano like. Nano love me. He name me, took me
from mean mother.”


“That was nice. He gave you your name. That’s pretty
special.”


“Nano in mean mood when name me.” 


“Oh.”


“Friends no like. I punish Nano. I put itchy bugs in
Nano bed. He punish back. He make king food yucky. I punish back. I steal you.
I no give you back until he sorry.”


“Um… I don’t belong to Nano. I sort of belong to Kiro
Yatunus.”


“Kiro? He nice. He no mind I punish Nano. No afraid.
I feed you and give you drink.” He then turned and walked through another door.


Great, now I’m a puppy. 


I followed him to the door to find a narrow set of
stairs. Since he had the torch and I didn’t know the way, I couldn’t exactly
turn back. This time it looked like we were in a very old kitchen with a large,
round, metal fire oven in the middle of the room. Against the wall was a large
wooden tub and a wooden table. 


After handing me the torch, Nila started climbing the
cold oven and when he was at the top, he pushed up a section of the wooden
ceiling, which let in light. Another trap door. He pulled himself through.


“Stay!” he whispered sharply. 


After about five minutes I heard a loud crash, a
shriek, and running. Nila fell through the trapdoor, and it slammed shut behind
him. I had just enough time to get under him to break his fall… which resulted
in him crashing into me very, very hard. This surprised me, because I had tried
to use my powers to control the wind to keep me up. 


Nothing happened. When I should have been worried
about my crushed body, I was too busy trying to do any spell I knew. My energy swirled
in me restlessly and agitated, but it wouldn’t obey me. Now I was panicking. 


“My powers aren’t working!”


“I void,” he said, climbing off me. 


The instant he stopped touching me, the torch
exploded in fire, the oven trembled, and the wind picked up. Unfortunately, the
wind picked up the fire on its way into an indoor tornado. Burning wind circled
us, getting more and more chaotic. 


“Stop!”


“I’m not doing anything!” I yelled back. It was
getting really, really hot and I was having trouble breathing. The fire was
closing in.


“Stop!” Nila yelled again. He grabbed my arm and
everything immediately went out. The fire and the wind just stopped.


“I guess I was doing it. Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”


“You too strong. No emotion control. No panic in
magic. You panic, magic panic. Energy is like pet. It protect you, it attack
fear.”


He grabbed the torch, which had somehow remained lit
when the fire tornado went out. Then he grabbed the large sack he had gotten
from whatever room was outside the trap door. He pulled out a big purple fruit
and threw it at me.


“Eat,” he said. 


“The skin, too?”


“Yes. Eat all. Seed food, too,” he said. 


Taking him for his word, I bit in to the fruit. It
tasted like a nectarine, with a texture more like an apple. He pulled out a
small jar of what looked like beef jerky and started eating. He gave me a piece
to try, and while it had a slight beef jerky flavor, it was too mild to really
like. Next he pulled out none other than a thin bar of chocolate. He broke it
in half and gave me the smaller half. 


We sat there for probably half an hour enjoying all
kinds of interesting food. I wasn’t allergic to any, thankfully. Then I another
room filled with books and with a giant map on the wall. He proceeded to tell
me in his broken English all about the history of his people when they lived
above ground. Honestly it sounded like Earth’s history, except instead of
building AI technology, cars, and skyscrapers, they fought until their world
died and they had to move underground.


“I think we should get back now. Nano’s probably done
talking to your brother.”


“Yes, Adre will be hunting me.”


“You know Adre… isn’t a nice person, right?”


He looked at me, startled. “Of course. Adre try kill
me six times. I no stupid. You and Nano here to warn me?”


“Yes. A girl heard the guards talk about an
assassination on you. Well, they didn’t say you in particular, but Nano thinks
it’s you. We came to warn you that the guards are working against you. Not the
goblins, the other guards.”


“Is no shock. Adre think I no know he kill me father…
my father.”


“That sucks. What are you going to do about it?”


“Nano help me, take Adre power away. Nano wait for
proof. I help find proof. I stop assassin, if Adre hire assassin, I proof. Nano
make god drain Adre. Adre live in prison. People happy always.”


“You have a very good vocabulary for someone who
barely speaks English.”


“I have bad grammar. Never have good grammar new
language. Word learn easy. We go now,” he said. He stood and led me back to the
first room. 


“How do we get out?”


He picked up a rope. “You fly, hold rope, I climb. No
touch me. Put fire out.”


“Umm… How?” I asked. He frowned like I said something
that made no sense. “I never learned how to put a fire out.” I knew how to stop
putting energy into a fire, but the torch was self-sustaining.


“Is you fire. You make big, you make small, you make
cold. No learn.”


So I thought about it. After focusing my mind and
gathering my energy, I let my energy flow into the flames. Nila grabbed my arm
and immediately cut off my energy. “Energy in fire. Need no more. More energy
make big.” He let my arm go. 


This time I reached out with my mind. It took a few
minutes before I could feel the heat. Soon I could feel that it was actually
very hot, very fast energy. I imagined it contained in a bubble. The smaller
the bubble, the faster the energy, the hotter the burn. So I made the bubble
larger. I made it cold and more like a jelly bubble than a soap bubble. As the
energy particles would burst through the bubble, the bubble would reseal, but
the energy would be greatly slowed. Soon there was very little energy left in
the bubble and I let it collapse. I opened my eyes to find myself in complete
darkness. 


“Now you fly.” 


I felt him hand me the rope and take the dead torch.
Not knowing how to actually fly, I did what I had with the rock in the forest;
I levitated the rope and held on. The fortunate side about there being no light
was that I couldn’t tell how far up I was, so I wasn’t afraid of falling. I
felt my hands hit the ceiling and let off on the energy just enough to keep the
rope level. I pushed and pulled myself along the ceiling until I felt a spot
that gave a little. Then I pushed more energy into the rope and opened the trap
door, landing safely on my feet.


I dropped one end of the rope down until I felt him
tug. I tied the end around the desk leg and held on just in case. It took him
less than a minute to climb up. I started to untie the rope before I felt him
stare a hole through my back.


“You put fire out. What are you?”


“What do you mean? You said any wizard could put out
their own fire.”


“I lie. Is no you fire. You very powerful. More
powerful than Guardian. You break physics. Wizard put cold energy in fire, make
oxygen gone, make wind blow out fire. No wizard control fire.”


“But fire is just really hot energy.”


“No. Fire is physical energy, no nominal energy.
Wizard and Guardian control nominal energy, you control physical energy. You
more powerful than Guardian.”


“Dylan? Where are you?” Hearing Nano’s voice
in my head shouldn’t have been a shock, but at this point I was already shaken
up. I stumbled backwards and fell through the trap door. 


After I climbed back up the rope, Nila and I returned
to Nano and Adre, who were having a very physical argument. Nila grabbed my
arm, pulled me back out, shut the door, and then loudly slammed both doors back
open. This time Nano and Adre heard us enter and stopped fighting.


“Right on time. Dylan and I should be leaving now,”
Nano said brightly. 


“What? But I thought we were going to…”


“Well, you have helped more than you know, but now
it’s time to return you to your master. The faster I get you back in Divina’s
arms, the faster I can take care of family matters.”


“Divina’s arms? Great, let’s go then.”


“You visit again,” Nila said. It wasn’t a request so
much as a demand.


“Are you kidding? I’m going to ask Edward if I can
visit every weekend.”


“Focus your mind on Duran’s symbol,” Nano said.


I suppose it should have been difficult to remember
what it looked like, but when he mentioned the symbol, it sprang easily to
mind. After all the practice, clearing my mind was easy. I closed my eyes and
focused only on the symbol.


Like the first time I went to Duran, it started with
a weightless, windless, suffocating, falling feeling.


Kiro


Earth was such a dainty place. The air was thin, the
gravity light, and my powers fell short. Instead, there was pollution and
clutter. Ronez had told me that many places on Earth were beautiful and
untouched, or fascinating with cultural and religion influence. Apparently this
land that Ronez and Dylan lived on was one stripped of cultural influence as
well as many natural resources. Even Ronez would complain to me how this land
was filled with bigots and people driven by hate and greed, and I wondered why
he would live here if it was so bad.


More confusing, however, was that I found myself in
what looked to be an old wooden house. There were stairs in front of me and an
empty room behind me. The house was obviously abandoned and was fairly dark and
cold. 


“Well, now. I did not think this would actually work.
I am rather disappointed.”


Standing atop the stairs was a little girl, emitting
a power far beyond her age. Her power was great enough to drive any child out
of their mind, but this child was less than human, and I suspected, less than
sane. 


Her hair and eyes were red like blood. She wore white
robes that were only a few shades paler than her skin. This was once a little
girl, but now it was something entirely unnatural. More of an evil entity than
a living person, but I wondered if there was anything left of a soul in that
body. “Want to play cards?” I asked, pulling out my deck.


She sneered. “I am going to kill you and you want to
stop and play cards?”


“There’s always time for a game. Besides, we couldn’t
play a game after you killed me. Do you know any games?”


“Snapdragon.”









Chapter 12


“Oops,” Nano said. 


With that one word of doom I thought as my blood ran
cold, don’t open your eyes. So I opened my eyes. The only reason I
didn’t scream, was because I forgot to. In all fairness, it was probably for
the best.


Standing in front of me, maybe three feet or so, was
the biggest damn cat I ever saw, standing just about as tall as me. The cat had
a sleek black coat that set off the shiny white saber fangs sticking out of his
mouth. Glowing green eyes regarded me with intelligence, curiosity, surprise,
and most definitely delight. Someone didn’t get their baby horse for dinner.
Then his great black wings reared up and an unearthly screech erupted. 


“My bad.” 


Then the cat was gone. I felt pressure all around me
and my eyes were forced closed. When the pressure released, I decided not to
open my eyes. If something wanted to eat me, I damn sure didn’t want to watch
it do so.


“You can open your eyes now.”


“No.” I felt tiny claws attach to my thighs and
scamper up until they reached my shoulders. I opened my eyes as Shinobu wrapped
around my neck and rubbed her cheek against mine. “Hi there, sweetheart. Were
you a good girl while I was gone?” We were back by the lake, exactly where we were
before we left.


She let out a loud purr in answer. 


“Let’s try to find Divina or Edward now,” Nano said,
and walked off.


“Which, for some reason, reminds me, Nila said
something about you two punishing each other?”


“I gave Nila his name. When my wife’s sister asked me
what I would name her son, I was in a grouchy mood. I said Nila, which means
nephew. Nila was sometimes teased about it, so he decided to put poisonous
insects in my bed. I rearranged his menu with the kitchen so that he wouldn’t
get anything he likes and would instead be given stuff he hated.”


“He said he was punishing you back by kidnapping me.”


“I told you to watch over him, so that doesn’t count.
And before you worry about it, I know he took you through his secret passage to
steal food out of the kitchen.”


“So Nila isn’t actually related to you? He’s your
wife’s sister’s son?”


“Well, I’m not married anymore, but no, we’re not
biologically related. After his father’s death, his mother became unstable and
I took care of him.”


“He said his father was murdered.”


“They are brothers by their father’s blood, but Adre
is a bastard and refused to acknowledge he was the king’s son until Nila took
the throne. We both suspect Adre murdered him, because he left Adre’s mother to
marry Nila’s mother. When Nila was discovered to be a void, Adre fought his way
to Nila’s side. He wants to kill Nila and take over the throne.”


“And you’re leaving Nila with him because?”


“Nila can take care of himself. Any magical attack
directly on him will not work. Any magical attack indirectly on him will be
countered by the goblins. They are very powerful, and they will defend their
king because they love their easy jobs.”


“Is Adre a wizard?”


“Yes. He, unfortunately, is related to me. He is my
great, great, great grandson.”


“But not every single wizard on a world is a
descendant of the world’s Guardian?”


“No. Every few hundred years, the Guardians are
encouraged to go to other worlds and… mate. That’s one of the reason we all
have the same body type.”


“So not all humans are human?”


“Ronez wasn’t human. We really consider the person is
whatever the world they born on. I could consider about half of the wizards on
a world descendants of that world’s Guardian. That includes those who are
descendants of more than one Guardian. Now we need to find Edward and Divina.
Sit down,” he said, nodding to a bench.


“Huh?”


“Sit down.” We both sat. “Now, kind of let your mind
wander, but revolve your thoughts around your book.”


So I daydreamed.


About twenty minutes later, my mind was on my book. I
was always a paranoid person, but there was something stronger about my worry
for my book. It was like being in a dark mansion or mist full of monsters,
except that it was my book that was in the dark mansion or mist, which was even
worse. I could feel my book like a comforting warmth. And then I realized that
I not only could feel it; I could feel where it was.


 


*          *          *


 


This was a sensory overload. Most of the stalls sold
things I couldn’t even imagine. There were fish and tentacles, whole sea
creatures, big and small, harmless-looking and downright scary. Whole fish,
sliced fished, chopped and diced fish, big, small, tiny, bags of tiny dried
fish, live fish, dried fish, cooked fish, fish in buckets, fish in spices, fish
eyes, fish bones, skinned fish, fish skin… my god, I had never seen so many
versions, preparations, and presentations of fish! There were fish everywhere,
and not only fish, but tentacles, claws, and feet. There were sea creatures on
sticks and in bags, cooked and raw, spiced and plain. There were stands of
spices of all different textures, colors, and smells, of sweets with bright
colors, and booths that only sold drinks. Vegetables, fruits, berries, nuts,
spices, and meats, fully prepared meals in clear boxes… the variety was astounding.
It looked like everything was caught, made, or grown by the booth owners, like
a giant farmer’s and fisher’s market. The smells of fresh, dead meat, raw and
cooked meat, and spices threatened to start choking me. Whether any of it
smelled good or not, I couldn’t tell because the combined scent was repulsive.


Store owners thrust samples of stuff at me and Nano
as we passed. Then Nano and I turned onto a completely deserted road. There
were no booths or people, just sides of buildings and backdoors. 


“We can talk now; I will shield us from any few
listening ears. So, how are you enjoying Duran?” Nano asked me.


“I love it. I never got to travel on Earth, due to
money and school. It hasn’t sunk into me yet that I threw away all the money
and time I put into the university, but I’m not regretting it. It seems like
I’m still discovering something at every corner on this world. I keep expecting
to see a car go by or see a church or Starbucks. I like the philosophy of the
people, and how close they are to nature. I don’t like the outhouse, though.”


“Those are the norm on Shomodii, but not here.” After
a few minutes of walking, he slowed down. “I wish I could take you to Malta.”


“Is it far away?”


“Well, yes, the planet Malta is very far away.
Unfortunately, you would need to sign Emrys’s book to go there and that is not
an option right now. This is the golden week, where the sun is closest and the
three moons are perfectly aligned. Malta is a little like Shomodii before the
Reformation. The people worship the elements and their god has not bothered
them in a very long time. Most of the people have the ability to control land,
air, water, or fire. There are a few that can see through time, into the future
or past. Some have magic for healing. People live in tribes according to the
kind of magic they use. The priests are the teachers, and they live in temples
all over the world. Every child of a tribe must be schooled in a temple until
they are properly trained. This is because too many parents were stopping their
children from reaching their potential out of fear or jealousy. They have an
unusual amount of empaths, which are people who can feel the emotions and
feelings of those around them, so these people are trained as children to be
gentle pacifists and to love openly. They are peace keepers.”


“Wouldn’t being around the pain of others make them
hateful over time?”


“No, because along with that horrible curse, they
have the power to heal physical and emotional pain with just a touch. The
person being healed has to relive their pain, but the empath goes through it
with them, and when it is over, the person is much better. Healing is a
dangerous skill to have.”


“So the worlds don’t all have plain old wizards?”


“Most do, but Madus, the god of Malta, does not like
following the template. He set it up so his people would leave him alone. There
are people to control the weather, so no one can beg him for rain or a good
harvest, there are people to heal the sick, or heal the heart. They understand
about the twelve gods, the guardians, and the Land of the Dead, so they cannot
ask him why. One thing he did give them was the golden week. All chaos is gone,
all powers are multiplied to the point where there is no sickness. No one
leaves.”


“What do they feel about people from other worlds?” I
asked.


“About the same as Dios. Most worlds couldn’t care
less about people of other worlds. There are not usually tourists, so they are
not targeted.”


“Then why does Duran have a problem with it?”


“Duran is a self-reliant world. They could build
spaceships and be friendly neighbors, but Erono had instilled a suspicion in
them. They are fairly fearful of what you would call spirits. Not just dead
beings, but supernatural ones. To them, nature has a spirit. They also know
about the gods and Guardians, but not the books. As far as they know, the only
people who can travel between worlds are the Guardians.”


“Why not tell them the truth.”


“Because no one knows who the Guardian of Duran is,
and Kiro does not want them to. If they found out that others can come to
Duran, they would figure out a way to track them back to Kiro… Edward. They
would come to him relentlessly to complain and beg. ‘Guardian, please make it
rain.’ ‘Guardian, please heal my daughter.’ ‘Guardian, please make the bullies
at my son’s school bleed from their eyes.’ ‘Guardian, here is fifteen percent
of the profit from my crops. Please give most of it to Erono to thank him for
my harvest.’ ‘Guardian, should I sell my house and move in with my sister?’
‘Guardian, please take me to a world where all the people are as smart as me.’
‘Guardian, can I bear your children?’”


“Please stop! I get it! I don’t want to be a Guardian
anymore!” I yelled. He laughed at my outburst. “Why do your people know you are
the Guardian?”


“I travel around all the time, so they cannot ambush
me. Also, they have a king to annoy. And third, I say no in the most offensive,
degrading way I can, so everyone has already heard how prickly and selfish I
am.”


“I’m sure you make a great jerk.”


“A lot of it is about religion, though. Most sago
would put their hands up and back away when confronted with any sort of
supernatural. The majority of people here want nothing to do with the gods or
books. Ask Edward to explain the dejava to you. It’s hilarious.”


“Are there aquariums here?”


“Yep, and zoos, too.”


“Can we go to one?” I asked, excited at the prospect,
but also trying really hard not to sound like a kid.


“You’ll have get Edward to take you. As much as I
enjoy them, I don’t know were any are in Anoshii, and I know Edward is worried
sick about you.”


“I don’t think that he will; I’m kind of a danger
magnet. I’m hoping that with magic, that’ll go away.”


“It should. I wouldn’t expect you to have anymore---”



I didn’t hear the rest of what he said, because I
tripped over something at that moment and fell to the hard ground. It wasn’t
until I tried moving that what had tripped me started to move. I had just
enough time to roll onto my back to see the huge, black snake recoil to take a
strike at my face. As it opened its mouth wider than my head and hissed, I
could see sparks behind its fangs. Venom and electrical shock… great.


There was no slow motion, or my life flashing before
my eyes, or even spells I could do to stop the snake. The only thing that
passed through my mind was that it would be neat if the aquariums had a gift
shop that also sold fish-like pets.


I heard the shriek as the snake reared back in pain.
Shinobu struck like a mongoose, her claws buried deep into its head as she
tried to bite out its eyes. The snake managed to shake her off just in time to
be blasted with red lighting from Nano. Finding us to be too much work for a
small meal, the snake slithered off at a scary-fast rate. Now it was Nano who
stood over me. He held out his hand and I took it.


“Thank you,” I said as he helped me up. Both my knees
were scraped, but it was far better than being eaten whole by a snake.


“You’re too accustomed to danger. More than that,
you’re too accustomed to taking it. Were you abused as a child?”


“Not really. I guess I had some aggressive characters
in my life.” A lot of aggressive characters. I picked up Shinobu, whose
fur was standing on end. She was not happy, but she settled down and wrapped
her tail around my neck when I started petting her.


“And did they teach you to fight?”


“I only fight when I have to. I really don’t like
fighting.”


“That snake was going to kill you. You didn’t think
to do something about it?”


“I really didn’t think about it. I thought about the
aquarium and---”


“That’s what I’m talking about! You need to fight
your fate. You are so used to danger that you tell yourself it’s inevitable and
let go.”


“Not normally. I’m a good runner.”


“You’re not a good Guardian. React with your magic or
your sword. Never let go.” With that, he turned and walked away.


Not a good Guardian… I am failing Edward,
Ronez, Tiamat… everyone on Earth. Maybe I should have let Edward take the book
and train someone else. 


“What are you doing back on the ground?” Nano asked. 


When I realized I had slumped to the ground, I stood,
glaring at him. I went from slumping and self-deprecating to angry before I
knew what I was doing.


“One week! I haven’t even known about magic for an
entire week! I pick up some book on my lawn one day. Three weeks later some guy
shows up, telling me everyone who came near me is going to die if I don’t go
with him, oh, and also that I’m a damn wizard. I end up fighting spiky cats
from Hell and get hit by lightning. I died! I say goodbye to the girl I thought
I loved over the phone and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in a world full
of dangerous creatures and, guess what, there’s a god who wants to kill me and
destroy the world I’m suddenly responsible for! I get chased by toxic, giant
wolves, and raptors, and end up with some super rare infection from a plant that
almost sliced my foot off and poisoned me. I get lesson after lesson in magic
while trying to learn a new language and adapt to the ridiculous gravity. And
then I get lost in this new world, picked up by another Guardian, told that I’m
not just a wizard but a super-Guardian, and brought to a new world with water
goblins and giant spiders! Forgive me for not reacting correctly when a giant
snake tries to eat my face!”


I was huffing and puffing by the time I was done. By
his stunned expression, I assumed that he wasn’t about to speak, so I went on.
Shinobu seemed to be stunned still, too.


“Go home, I’ll find Divina and Edward on my own.”


“I can’t leave you on your own.”


“You babysat me all day, I’m sure I can find my way.”


He sighed, and this seemed to be the one time he
wasn’t going to turn and walk away. “We know you’re not a child. All of us do.
And it’s not that you act like one. But you’re what, twenty-one? Are you even
legally of age on your world? I’m fifteen-hundred-sixty-two years old. Edward
is more than two-thousand-years-old. Even Divina is so much older than you it’s
ridiculous. To us, you’re a child. To the Guardians, everyone is a child, and
though you are one of us now, you’re still a baby compared to us. You’re going
to become more powerful than all of us, but right now, we’re all responsible
for you. And there is no point for us to protect you, and train you, and guide
you, if you’re not going to be able to do it yourself. I know this is your
first week. You are learning fantastically, but you need to get it through your
head that you are powerful. You may rely on everyone else right now, and I know
that frustrates you, but eventually, everyone will rely on you. You have
to know your strengths to use them. You have to know what you are.”


With that, he turned and walked away.


 


*          *          *


 


I sat for about an hour, processing everything that
happened to me since I opened the door to Edward. After an hour I came to one
profound conclusion; no matter how dangerous this life was, or how much trouble
I got in, or how lost I got, this life was better than my life on Earth.


Once again focusing on my book, I stood. Shinobu
opened her eyes and glared at me. 


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 


She accepted the apology and closed her eyes again. I
started off into the street, continuing the way Nano and I were going. I
traveled for a few minutes before I slowed to a hesitant stop. I knew I wasn’t
going the right way, so I backtracked and made a left turn in an intersection I
had passed without thought. 


This street was almost deserted and even the sunlight
seemed to avoid it. I walked slower. The shops that weren’t clearly abandoned
looked sinister. There was a group of three very large men off to the left and,
thanks to my luck, they all noticed me in time to intercept my path. 


The man in front I assumed was the leader. He had
short, black, spiked hair while his two accomplices had shoulder length black
hair. He wore a dark red, button up shirt with black pants and a black robe,
while his friends wore black tunics with black pants. They were all about a
foot taller than me and were thin.


“Dano ni takonate antao,” the leader said.


I didn’t recognize any word except “takonate,” which
was money. Of course they wanted money; I was being mugged. I was only mugged
four times on Earth. 


“Musi takonate juno hide,” I said, hoping I was
quoting Edward right. I didn’t think I needed to learn how to tell someone I
had no money at the time, but here I was. 


I was startled by the hiss as Shinobu bared every
sharp tooth and spit at them, her fur was puffed like an angry cat’s. She was
downright pissed off. The men fell back with pure horror on their faces,
pointing at her and repeating a phrase. Her hiss grew louder and they were
tripping over themselves to get away.


I hurried over to one of the abandoned shops, sat
down, and gently pulled her off me. Her hiss died down and her fur settled, but
she was still clearly angry. I set her next to me and pet her. “Calm down.
They’re gone.” I said. She closed her eyes and nuzzled her nose against my
wrist. I could feel her little muscles relax. “Now what happened? Why were they
so afraid of you?” 


The look she gave me could only be considered a
deceptively innocent smile. On a cat/sugar glider/squirrel creature, that was
quite disturbing. How can something with such a little head understand what
I’m saying?


After a few minutes, I picked her up, stood, and placed
her back on my shoulder. Her tail wrapped around my neck again. I was cautious
until I came to another fork. Following my instincts, I turned left onto a more
populated, where the people were more formally dressed. All I had to do was
find my book before anyone spoke to me. 


A man purposely blocked my path. He was about
Edward’s height and wore a dark green uniform, which included a tight,
long-sleeved shirt that had straps on the left side and matching pants. He was
unmistakably a Duran version of a cop. Crap.


“Haso ga motaisensu o ideo?” he asked, pointing to
Shinobu. 


I tried to think of what to say, but came up blank.
The cop repeated the question. Shinobu looked up at him, either because of his
loud voice or my sudden tension, but she was unimpressed. He repeated his
question again, louder and angrier. 


Divina’s sweet voice rang out from behind me and all
my tension melted away. She stopped beside me and Shinobu stood, perfectly
balanced. Divina reached out and stroked her under the chin before regarding
the cop. 


“Haso ga anago?”


Instead of answering, she reached into her bag. It
crossed my mind that she should try the decoy meat. After a few seconds of
searching, she pulled out a small card. He took it rudely before she could hand
it over, but she just smiled. There was a look of disappointment on his face as
he handed the card back


“Ema ideo,” he said coldly.


“Mowa,” she answered, picked up Edward’s bag, and
dropped the card into her backpack. The officer was still glaring at us as we
left.


As soon as we were out of earshot, Divina eyed
Shinobu thoughtfully. I assumed she would ask where I got lost or be mad about
it, but she pointed to Shinobu. “Where did you find that?” Her tone was calm
and patient. 


“In an alley. How did you find me?”


“I discovered you were missing, I looked for you, I
found you. You have to get rid of her before we meet up with Kiro. He’ll never
get over it. You’re going to make him paranoid.”


“Well… She kind of saved me from being mugged… and
from being eaten,” I said. Divina frowned so I explained everything that
happened since I got lost, but skimmed over Dios and focused on Shinobu. “I
really don’t want to just tell her to go away. Can we at least get her
something to eat? Are there humane societies or something around?” 


She sighed. “You don’t seem to understand. This thing
is very dangerous. Has she bitten you?” she asked. I shook my head. “Did you
even wonder about it when she chased off three thieves?”


“Yes, but she wasn’t mad at me.”


“The reason the officer stopped you was because you
need a license to keep this type of animal. You are fortunate that I found you
in time and that I have a license, and so unfortunate that you found her in the
first place. It doesn’t make sense.”


“Maybe Edward will let me keep her if he sees how
nice she is.” 


She sighed and closed her eyes. “Maybe he will be
able to explain the word no to you. I told Kiro to go ahead. He was reluctant,
but I reminded him about the crowd. Come on, your little friend is making a
scene.” She was right; people were staying far away from us. 


I was more worried about them overhearing English.
“Aren’t you curious as to where I was for more than a day?”


“I know. You were with Nano on Dios.” 


Of course she knew that; it was the only part I told
her. I just figured she would want to know what I did on Dios or what Nano
might have told me since I was there so long. “I got to meet Nano’s nephew,
who’s a void.”


“Yeah, you probably shouldn’t tell Kiro you got
involved with a political assassination attempt, or with Adre. In fact, you
probably shouldn’t tell Kiro anything more than you had a nice day with Nano
looking at maps and reading culture and history books. Books are sa… never
mind.”


 “Were you about to say that books are safe?” I
wanted to know who told her what happened on Dios, but figured she wouldn’t
tell me if I asked. 


“Yeah, but that would be a lie,” she answered. 


This street consisted mostly of businesses and we
soon arrived at one where Edward waited. He was already staring at Shinobu as
we approached him. “Divina,” he said.


“I tried; he wouldn’t give her up. He said she saved
him from being mugged.”


“It ate the thieves?” he asked. “Where did you find
this thing?” 


“She found me. She hasn’t done anything to hurt me
and I’d really like to keep her. You have Tibbit and I had to get rid of
Dorian. She can’t be very messy. Please can I keep her?” I asked. 


Edward reached for her quickly and she let out a
fierce hiss, which Edward returned with a growl. 


“Stop,” I told her. She looked at me. “He’s friendly,
so you be good.” 


She reached out again and touched my cheek. “Good,”
she said. I looked at Edward.


“No,” he growled. “I would let you have a dragon if
you wanted, but not this. I don’t care if it’s nice to you; it’ll eat you while
you’re sleeping. This is not luck; you are cursed. You don’t understand what
this thing is, do you?”


“Of course not. Foreigner, remember?”


“This creature is what started leprosy on your world.
Its bite is much worse here. People refer to it as the Dark God’s favorite
assassin. It had to have escaped from experimentation on Canjii.”


“Well, good, maybe they got rid of the leprosy
stuff,” I smiled. Edward’s glared, but I was used to his glare by now. “Can we
at least keep her while on Anoshii?”


“She hasn’t bitten him and she really does seem to
like him,” Divina said.


“No. Get rid of it.” Anger was seeping through his
control and I discovered that I wasn’t completely immune to his glare. 


I knew this wasn’t the time to argue. If I learned
anything since meeting Edward, it was that he was reasonable. Unfortunately, my
future was questionable and Edward didn’t need anything to make his job harder
right now.


I took her to the side of the building and I knelt
down in a patch of grass. “You can’t come with me anymore.” She hopped off my
shoulder and looked at me. “Don’t be mad at Edward; he’s just trying to protect
me. There’s got to be someone who can take care of you. Maybe the next time I’m
in Anoshii, I’ll be good enough with magic that Edward will let me keep you.
So, if you haven’t found someone by then…” She was frowning. I stood and
stepped back, but she took a step forward. “No. You can’t come with me.” 


I returned to Edward and Divina before I allowed
myself to look back. Shinobu was still where I left her, watching me.


Divina wrapped her arm around my waist. “It’s okay.
You’ll see her again. Kiro’s really just upset because some red-head evil girl
violated his cards.” 


Edward looked tired. 


“Did you get the papers?” Divina asked. Edward lifted
the flap of his bag to reveal a small stack of papers in between our books.
“Good. Let’s get something to eat.”


“How long was I gone?” I asked.


“It’s been nearly one Duran day. Kiro returned this
morning, and I got us a room at an inn,” Divina answered.


“Wait, returned from where? Where did you go?”


“I had to go to Earth to take care of something,
which turned out to be nothing. I’m pretty sure that it was a stall tactic from
Vretial’s little pets in order to leave you vulnerable while they searched
Duran.”


“But I wasn’t on Duran. Nano has great timing.”


“Actually, I think it was his god that took you to
Dios. I’m pretty sure Nano just wanted to meet you,” Edward said. 


On the way, Divina and Edward argued over where to
eat. We passed through the same streets several times before they finally
stopped. They were now speaking Sudo and their voices were higher than I was
comfortable with, but no one was paying them any attention. I guess food
arguments were normal amongst sago. 


Finally they settled their argument and took off in
one direction. Judging by Edward’s exasperation, Divina won. While the place we
arrived at was similar in appearance to the other buildings, it was larger and
seemed sturdier. The first thing I noticed after Edward opened the door was
that it was fairly dim.


The floor was hard, black wood with dirt and smears.
Five durable looking dark, wood, round tables, each with a small lamp and four
wooden chairs, littered the room. The ceiling was low and we had to step down
when we entered. At the far end of the restaurant was a long bar, lined with
chairs, and a sliding door on either side. The wall behind it opened to a grimy
kitchen with old stoves and older cooking tools. Three people served food at
the bar; people had to go and get their own food. There were ten customers, and
only two of them were women. 


Divina nudged me up to the bar behind Edward. He
spoke to one of the men who served food. The man nodded, said something, and
then directed us through one of the doors. When he slid the door open, it
revealed only a small wooden staircase; one of those rotting ones found in a
basement. 


We followed him up the stairs into a hallway lined
with sliding doors about ten feet apart, with a large window at the end of it.


“Hya no sanya juuni oteka,” the man said, then quickly
left. 


Obviously this wasn’t a restaurant that expected
tips.


On each door was a sudo word, which I assumed were
numbers, because Edward and Divina had no problem finding the correct door.
Inside was a fully enclosed booth with a table and bench seating. There was
only a little space between the door and the seats. A small lantern sat lit on
the table. Edward took a seat on the left and Divina sat on the other side, so
I was able to sit next to her. 


Edward slid the door shut. “What do you want?” he
asked me, pointing to the door. 


I was surprised to see that the menu was actually
painted on the door. It was color-coordinated and very stylish, but I couldn’t
read any of it. There were five columns and a listing across the top. 


“These are all listed according to flavor.” He
pointed to the one furthest right. “Spicy…” he pointed to the one on its left,
“sweet…” he pointed to the next one, “salty… meaty… and…”


“Kind of sour. It’s like a soy and honey flavor,”
Divina finished. Edward nodded. “And the row across is drinks.”


“Do they have kamitsue?” I asked. 


She pointed to one of them and leaned over me
slightly to do so. “What do you want to eat?”


“Meat. Not meat-flavored stuff, just meat. Something
I don’t need to eat with a spatula,” I said. She frowned. “I can’t eat with the
eating utensil.”


“You just have to get used to it. Speaking of
adapting, how is the gravity?” 


There’s a lot of it. “I haven’t thought of it
in a while. I actually like the air better, but pollution is no excuse not to
have television. I’ve missed all my late-night shows.” 


Divina patted me on the arm and Edward pulled out the
papers. “Did you get the laws?” she asked him. 


He separated a tiny part of the stack and handed her
the larger part. I was able to tell that the writing was vertical and, by the
way she traced her fingers, written from right to left. “What are they?” I
asked as she went further down the list.


“Okay. In Anoshii… Don’t kill. Don’t steal. You need
a license to sell any magic or weapons. You need a title of at least third
degree to sell anything in public. You’re on first degree. Don’t carry
medicines outside your title---”


“Can you just tell me what applies to me?” 


She went silent again. Edward filled out papers with
a pen as Divina read rules. “You don’t have to have any minimum title to buy
weapons or magic below class three.”


“Which includes what?” 


She paused for a minute to think. “Guns, knives,
daggers, swords, and bows are all okay. Incinerators, atomic bombs, explosives
that reach over a hundred feet, and bio-weapons are not. Protection spells,
elemental spells, curses, and potions are fine. Mind-altering spells are not.”


“Curses are not legal,” Edward corrected. 


She shrugged. “That never stopped me. You have to
master the manipulation of fire and you have to be a licensed trainer to own a
dragon. Kiro has one if you wanted to take up his offer,” she smirked. 


Yeah, that’s what I needed; a living, giant flame
thrower that can get angry. 


“You can’t buy any magic without your mentor’s
permission if you are an apprentice in magic.” 


Edward groaned. “They passed that law?”


“Years ago. Don’t be so ancient.” She read through
more. “You must have at least a fifth degree title to invent anything that can
cause genetic mutation or that controls another person’s will, and you must
have it registered within fifty days of creation.”


“I thought Duran was old technology.”


“No. Duran doesn’t have cars, electricity in many
places, or most of the things on your world that cause pollution. We don’t have
wars with weapons that destroy the world. The world is rather peaceful; there
are no mind-destroying religions or nationalism. Rules are put in place for
people, not some government or king.”


“Then what is the king for?”


“He sets the rules the people want and need. You earn
titles like privileges here. The murderers and serious law breakers are
separated and usually forgotten about. Unlike on Earth, people on Duran are not
trying to screw everyone else over.”


“Why can’t Tiamat do anything about that on Earth?” 


Divina shrugged sadly. “She can only create the
humans. She gave them free will and they do what they will with it. She can
either let it go on or take it away. Someday, they may end up like sago… if
they don’t kill themselves first.


“Anyway, Duran doesn’t have the same technology, but
it’s far more advanced. However, only those who earned the right to use it may
do so. Anoshii bans magic for the good of the people, but you can earn the
right to use it for certain matters, such as business. That goes the same with
technology. If there was a fight for honor or women or magic or whatever, you
can’t use technology that can hurt each other or others.”


“What, other than the law, stops people from doing
it?”


“Nothing. Just like on your world. The laws make it
very difficult to get a hold of things like that, and they are very strict on
those who do break the laws.”


“Do you know what you want to eat?” Edward asked
Divina without looking up from the packet.


“Yeah.” 


Edward pushed the door open and a few seconds later,
a waiter appeared. Divina ordered, Edward ordered, and then Edward ordered for
me, still without looking up. In fact, his face slowly got closer to the papers
as he wrote. The waiter repeated back the order and left. 


Edward slid the door shut. “When they talk about the
Jeno period, they mean the second one, right?” 


Divina glared at him. “The third! You’re so old,”
Divina said. He ignored her. “I need to look over those when you’re done.” She
looked back at the laws. “You’re not allowed to marry as an apprentice. Your
mentor can stop you from passing or completing your apprenticeship for a whole
bunch of reasons.”


“Have you ever stopped an apprentice, Edward?”


“That’s not my name. I have only once done something
that drastic to one of my apprentices, and I had no other choice. I couldn’t
teach him in prison.” 


My eyes widened. “What law did he break?”


“What law didn’t he break?” Divina asked. She leaned
towards me casually and my heart skipped a beat. “He tried to take over the
world. He might have, too, if Kiro and I didn’t put him down.”


“Put him down?” I asked weakly.


“We tracked him down, broke down his defenses, and
destroyed his mind. Kiro hated it. Kiro rescued Kame from Earth. Some crazy guy
had kidnapped Kame when he was only six and killed his parents and older sister
in front of his eyes. He abused the little boy. Kiro found Kame when he was
eleven and brought him back here. He was very powerful but also very unstable
and was already losing his conscience. Kiro tried to save him, but it was too
late. At sixteen, the kid was sentenced to life on Canjii.”


“Stop talking about him like he was bad,” Edward
said. He finally looked up and his expression was irritable. “He was a good
person who was tortured until he didn’t know what was right and wrong. The only
person he ever wanted to hurt was the one who he had every right to kill in the
worst possible way.” He went back to his work. 


“You do remember that he tried to kill you, right?”


“I remember that he cried and begged me not to stop
him when he did. You would understand if you ever took an apprentice you
thought would succeed.”


“I always believed in my apprentices,” she said,
insulted.


He frowned at her. “All two of them? Are you
referring to the one you had for six days or the one who mysteriously
disappeared? There’re rumors about what happened to him.” 


And then they were arguing in Sudo again, except this
time, they were angry.


About ten minutes later, there was a knock on the
door. Edward and Divina both instantly took neutral expressions and Edward
opened the door. The waiter was back with a large platter of food. After the
distribution was done, I had a plate, a drink, and the little spoon thing. On
my plate were three large slabs of meat that looked barbequed. Edward had the
same thing, while Divina had several different kinds of food on her plate. 


As soon as Edward slid the door closed, I happily
pushed the spoon away and picked up my food. Edward did the same but muttered
something the same way he did when eating the yorkie. I hadn’t noticed it at
the time, but I realized he had done it on the ship, too.


“What do you say, Edward? When you eat food, what is
that you mutter?”


“Vios denas. It’s basically saying that if this is my
last meal, let it be my greatest. I was born before the Reformation, which was
a war that lasted many years. During the Reformation, it was common practice to
send poisoned food to your enemies. 


“In many small villages, people were suffering at the
hands of those more powerful. Their resources were stolen, their daughters were
married off by the rich for treaties, and their men were forced to fight in
battle. Many families were so poor and hungry that they ate food gifted by
their enemies, knowing it could be poisoned, but too hungry to refuse. That
kind of horror is what finally ended the war, but some traditions prevail even
instinctually.”


“You two have no sense of taste,” Divina said,
expertly eating her weird and colorful food.


I had a feeling she was trying to change the subject
to something lighter, and Edward took the bait.


“Simple tastes are good. One who can eat everything
can eat anything,” he said. 


That’s funny; I remembered him scoffing at a
fast-food burger. The meat tasted like any good barbequed meat from my world
and I really liked it. 


We sat in silence for a while as we ate and Edward
continued to fill out the form. Finally, he handed me the last page. The bottom
half was empty and he pointed out the middle of the space before handing me the
pen. 


“Sign it just as I showed you,” he said. I signed the
symbol slowly but accurately and handed it back to him. “Good.” He then wrote
something underneath it and signed his name under that.


We continued eating while Divina checked over
Edward’s work. She handed it back without having made any corrections. 


I found myself staring at Divina’s drink, wondering
what kind of matter was in it. I figured if I saw enough colors, I would
eventually learn to tell what ingredients are in what drinks. Maybe it could
become a habit to check so I wouldn’t actually drink poison for the third time.


“Dylan? You want to tell me why my drink is glowing
green?” Divina asked.


“Because it has plant matter in it?”


“Yes, I know that; it’s tea. Why are you scrutinizing
it, and why are you using so much energy that others can see it?”


“Others aren’t supposed to see it?”


Edward answered me as Divina just laughed. “It takes
a lot of power to make it visible to others. Your energy latching onto
the particles is what glows, so when we can see it, that means you’re using way
too much power.”


“Do all potions have the same color? Like, if someone
put a potion in your drink, would you be able to tell what it was, or just that
it was there?”


“Potions are typically a compilation of ingredients.
Divina?” 


Divina reached into her bag and pulled out a little
blue bottle. She opened the cork cap and poured a few drops into her drink,
then put the bottle back. “That’s a sleeping potion, enough to knock out a
dragon. Filter.”


She put a sleeping potion in her own drink! When I
gaped at her as if she were nuts, she just nodded to the cup. 


“It’s tea,” Edward said patiently. “You already know
what tea looks like, so distinguish the potion from the tea and figure out a
way to filter it.”


I didn’t point out that I already knew how to filter,
because I didn’t know how to filter something like that. I let my energy swirl
around the liquid until it started glowing. The green substance was still
there, but this time it was overwhelmed by a thick, cool blue glow. 


“It’s blue,” I said. Instead of forming imaginary
paper, I formed a thin, clear, flexible plastic like cling-wrap. It was easier
to mold around the lining of the bowl. When the energy filter started to rise,
water drained through fairly easily. The green glow, on the other hand, wanted
to stay in the plastic, too. I didn’t try to force it through, just moved
slower. I imagined that the particles of potion would be heavier than tea.
Obviously this was the correct method to separate them, because the green glow
started flowing slowly with the water, and the blue became more concentrated. 


The energy started moving sluggish, my head started
pounding, and then my eyes started hurting. Somehow the sleep-inducing potion
was affecting me through my magic. Of course Divina would find something to
complicate my lessons. What fun would a woman have if she couldn’t make a guy’s
job harder?


I stopped the plastic-formed energy from moving or
filtering, which was harder to work with than paper, but at least I wouldn’t
imagine it tearing. I let myself fall into the regeneration spell’s sleep/wake
state. It sounded like the alpha state, but maybe it was a “Guardian state.”
Either way, it was difficult to keep a spell frozen halfway through and stay
half asleep while a potion tried to knock me out. 


I didn’t know how much time passed, but it felt like
it was only seconds before I jerked back into full awareness. The filtering
continued before I even realized I was doing it. The sleep potion was
relentless, but its effect was greatly reduced.


Within a few minutes, I was pulling a small glob of
glowing blue liquid out of the tea. Divina held a napkin out to the side. I
moved the drops over the napkin and dispersed the energy, letting the liquid
fall into the cloth. 


“Very good use of your magic and you had excellent
control,” Divina said. I felt like a dog getting praise; I was far too happy
just to hear her say she approved.


“Were you able to see the energy?” I asked. “It was
formed like clear plastic.”


“If we tried to, we could have, but it wasn’t
visible, no. It looked like drops of potion floating through the air.”


“In magic, there’s no right or wrong way; everything
is different for everyone,” Edward said. “That being said, you did
exceptionally well.”


I just hope I live long enough to use the magic I
learned. “Before we go back into public, can we discuss the book again?”


“You still want me to take your book?” Divina asked
me. 


“Until I can protect it. Right now, Edward is
protecting them both without any help from me. If you have it, it’ll be safer
and no one would expect it to be away from a Guardian.” 


She considered it while Edward pulled out my book and
set it in the middle of the table. Cautiously, she reached for it. The
comforting presence of my book in the back of my mind grew warmer, stronger,
and clearer. The sense of danger instantly cooled, but it certainly wasn’t
gone. She hesitated for only a few seconds before picking it up. 


My body went cold and the air was forced from my
lungs. My skin felt too tight, I couldn’t breathe, and everything grew dark.









Chapter 13


As the darkness faded, I saw Vretial sitting in a dark green, plush
chair. The chair was faced away, but I could feel distress roll off him. Then a
girl appeared, about eleven with dark, vibrant red hair and irises to match,
wearing white robes. She looked frightened. 


“I am very sorry, my lord. I do not understand. The
book has---”


“You took a long time.”


“You know, my lord?”


“Of course I do. I find it interesting that as Shio
was arguing against my orders to go to that planet… Earth, it becomes so
painfully obvious that it’s there.”


“I did not think Krael was telling the truth. He said
that the signal was unmistakably on Earth. I thought it was a trap because he
said it was from the world itself and not a single position.”


“So it seems. We can’t make a tear into that world
until we know it will not destroy…” He sighed and raised his hand to his face.
“What were you saying, child?” 


The little girl’s face filled with relief. “The book,
my lord.”


“Yes. Search Earth for its book.”


“How? You said we cannot use the disk, my lord. Shio
can travel but I will have to stay behind. Unless you will let me---”


“Be silent. You’ll wait for his return and we’ll speak
no more on this matter until he does.” His hand twitched. “What are you still
doing here?” He stood up and my body filled with pain for the third time.


 


*          *          *


 


My eyes opened, the pain dulled, and the suffocation
began. I was in the booth at the restaurant with Edward standing and Divina
leaning over me. I tried to breathe, but my lungs refused to expand.


Finally, the tightness released, so I sucked in as
much air as I could. Divina’s hand was warm and reassuring on my neck and I
struggled to sit up without pushing Divina away. 


“What happened?” Edward asked.


“Vretial. He’s sending Shio to Earth. He said that
the book lit Earth up with its signal. Why did I have a dream in the middle of
the day?”


“It was a vision, not a dream. It was important information
that your book decided you needed to know,” he said, sitting down. “Did Vretial
seem angry or upset?”


“The first and third personality. I think he has
multiple personality disorder. The girl mentioned a disk and he said something
about not making a tear and destroying something, but then he was cut off by
his personality shift. The girl will have to stay behind while Shio hunts it
down.”


“This is good; he’s looking in the wrong place,”
Divina said. Edward looked doubtful, but I was trying to avoid hysteria. 


“No! It’s not good. Vivian. What if he smells my book
on her or in my apartment when she’s in there---”


“The scent is long gone by now,” Edward said. “It
doesn’t matter that they’re not here; only that we now know where they are.
With luck, it’ll be a while before he discovers that the book is not on Earth.
What do you feel about your book? Is it still in danger?”


“Yes.” I focused on my book. “But not as much. It’s
safer, but it’s still in danger. What do we do?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t try to contact Erono like I
wanted to, so I’ll do it tonight. You’re not allowed out of our sight. I’ll
teach you every chance I get.”


“If he gets attacked by Vretial’s strongest servants,
you can’t teach him enough magic in a few days to beat them,” Divina argued.


I find her lack of faith disturbing. 


“It only takes the right spell at the right moment to
defeat them.” He gave me a solemn look, which told me I was about to get some
very important advice. “If you are going to kill someone, and you have the
chance, do it. The longer you take, the greater the chance things will go
wrong.”


“I don’t actually want to kill anyone,” I said dryly.



“I know, but sometimes someone else will want to kill
you and you won’t have a choice.”


“I have a better idea,” Divina interrupted. “Keep him
at my place. No one would find him there, and we can take out the servants
while they’re distracted. If Vretial is sensible enough to send more servants,
we’ll kill them too.”


“Are you suggesting that I just hide out in a little
hole while you two fight the bad guys? I’m not cool with that.” A dog that runs
from its master’s side in battle should not bark.


“You really have no choice,” Divina said,
unimpressed.


“Yes, I do. While you two are fighting your little
battle, who will be there to keep me in my cage?” 


Edward ignored me. “We can stay here and wait for
them to find us or go after them and try to kill them while they’re not
expecting it. It would be preferable if the books were kept at distance, but I
don’t see that happening.”


“Leave Dylan at my place with your book, and his,
while you and I fight the servants.” Divina slid my book onto the table. 


“Why are you going to fight?” I asked Divina. They
were both confused by my question. “Well, it’s not your job to protect the
books, so why are you risking yourself to do so?”


“Protecting the books is everyone’s responsibility.
Duran will be destroyed if Vretial takes the books, and so will your world. I’m
not going to stand by and let that happen,” she said.


“Then why do you want to keep me out of it so bad?” I
asked. 


“Why do you think?” She glared at Edward coldly. “Are
you really going to let you poor, new, untrained, unprepared, uninformed
apprentice get in that kind of danger?” 


Edward leaned back and sighed. “I wouldn’t have
agreed to teach him if I thought he would sit back and let others fight a
battle meant for him. He’s too much like Ronez to hide from the enemy, even
when it risks his book. I guess that’s a bad quality for a Guardian. If I were
to tell him to run and hide, he wouldn’t listen.” 


Divina clinched her fists. 


“Which is why I’m keeping this with me at all times.”
He held up a little bottle full of light orange, translucent liquid. 


“A sleeping potion?”


“No resistance, no waking early.” 


I felt betrayed. 


“You have to understand that, in a fight, you’re
either an asset or a liability,” he told me sympathetically. “I don’t care how
Vretial’s servants are teleporting, but it’s obvious that they are. Let the
gods figure out how. What I care about is that they’re after the books,
particularly ours.”


“So what do you want to do?” Divina asked him.


“We’ll do what we came here to do. Come sun fall I’ll
speak to Erono while you two continue as you were. Then I’ll go to visit Hiroku
again. We’ll leave first thing in the morning. You go back to your place and
put up every protection spell you have. We’ll take care of a few things and
then come over.”


“You think we can get all the shopping done in one
day?” Divina asked.


“I highly recommend we try. Do you know what it is
you need?” 


“Of course. Since I have less than you to do, I’ll
swing by and turn in his forms.” Edward handed her the papers I signed. “I’ll
be at the Togato inn by sunset.” 


Divina gently pushed me up, got out of the seat, and
pushed me back down. Then she pulled a small, black pouch from her backpack.       


“What are you doing?” Edward growled. 


“I owe you lunch, remember?”


“I told you it’s on me.” 


I really, really hoped Divina would just put her
little money pouch back and go. But, of course, she couldn’t, and they were
suddenly arguing again. I plopped my head down and let everything settle in. 


They wanted me to hide from the bad guys. If I
argued, they would use force. They would have to find Shio to attack him, and
they probably already had a plan on how to do that. Most likely, Divina would
sign my book, they would go to Earth, and use some kind of spell to hunt Shio
down. I could try to follow them, but I would stay out of the way until I saw a
use for myself; Edward was right about being a liability. 


But if they could track Shio, why is it so hard to
believe that he could track us? “How do you two plan on finding Shio?” I
interrupted. They ceased their arguing, at least for the moment.


“We’ll create a false signal and let him try to track
it. We’ll have to make it small enough that Vretial can’t spot it and realize
it’s a fake, though. We’re wasting day.” She left without another word, Edward
having won the payment argument. 


There was an almost awkward silence for a few
minutes. 


“Is she mad at me?” I asked.


He shook his head. “She’s just frustrated because she
really likes you,” Edward said. “She’s so determined to protect you; she was
never that way with any of my other apprentices.”


“I’m cute.”


“You’re not going to stay under her protection, are
you?” he asked. 


I shrugged. “You’ll probably tell me to stay behind.”


“And that’s supposed to mean you will?”


“That’s supposed to make you believe I will. Believe
I will, or believe I won’t, I’m going to do what I’m going to do. Do you trust
Divina’s defenses enough to use some sleeping potion or something on me that
will leave me helpless against them?”


“No. I was thinking more along the line of using a
very gentle sleeping spell that only lasts a few minutes while telling Divina
that you’ll be out for a week. However, I haven’t made up my mind which way to
go. On the one hand, I agree with Divina that you should stay out of danger. On
the other, I think you could hurt yourself trying to disobey. I assume you plan
to follow us.” 


“If I were going to disobey, yeah. But I would try to
stay out of the way unless I was needed.”


“It’s a good plan… if Divina and I weren’t involved.
How long did you think you could follow us, assuming you could, before we would
realize you were there?”


“Well, I figure that if I actually were able to
follow you, then hiding from two very determined, focused people should be no
trouble.”


“You underestimate just how powerful Divina and I
are. You need to learn better judgment.”


“Good judgment comes from experience, and a lot of
that comes from bad judgment. I don’t care how powerful you two are, I care how
powerful the enemy is. If I can help at all, I will. It sounds to me like you
two are getting cocky.”


“Did you consider that Divina and I could handle one
wizard by ourselves?”


“Sure. But then I have to wonder how this wizard
killed a Guardian. Besides that, the girl may show up. Now, she doesn’t sound
like much of a fighter, but if she were even able to get away alive, she could
tell Vretial what happened and where we are. That’s also assuming that Shio
doesn’t run off to Vretial as soon as he sees the signal. Then again, he doesn’t
sound like the type who would.” I realized Edward was grinning. “What?”


“I haven’t heard an argument like that since Ronez
and I got into our last fight.” 


“The ‘banging your head against an open door’ kind of
argument, or the ‘beating the dead horse’ one? I hate trying to make plans when
I don’t have all the information.”


“It never stopped my brother. He once engaged me to
someone without either of us even meeting her. Turned out she was already
married.”


My fair mood soured. 


“Don’t,” he said. “I can see the guilt all over you.
You’re not a reminder of his death; you’re a reminder that he made the right
decision, because Earth is still here. Helping you is keeping what he did from
being a waste. That might even be why Divina is trying to help you so badly.”


“There are other wizards out there. Maybe the book
came to me just by chance. You could have given it to someone who didn’t need
so much protection.”


“No. I do believe the book came to you on purpose.
You are a lot like Ronez, and when trained, you’ll be just as powerful. The way
you adapt, both physically and mentally, is remarkable. Now, we’re wasting the
day,” he said, standing up. He pulled a small sack just like Divina’s out of
his bag and poured out a small handful of coins.


There were gold coins, silver coins, black coins, and
dark brown coins, all about the size of quarters. He put one gold coin and
three silver ones on the table before holding out the rest for me.


“You should have money to keep for emergencies.” 


I took it, but held it out hesitantly. “I wouldn’t
know how to use it; I don’t know enough Sudo. Plus, Divina already gave me a
bunch of the black ones,” I said. His eyes widened. “How much are they worth?”
I asked, taking the pouch from around my neck. 


“A person in Anoshii with an average job makes about
one jue in two weeks.” He held out a small silver coin with a hole in the
middle. “This is a klah; almost worthless.” He picked out a silver coin with no
hole in it. “This is a dol, worth ten klah.” He held up a larger silver coin.
“This is a menso, worth fifteen dol.” He held up a small gold coin with a hole
in the middle. “This is Kurol, worth five menso.” He held up a gold coin with
no hole. “This is an unlah, worth ten menso.” He held up the black coin. “And
this is a jue, worth fifteen unlah.”


I poured the pouch into my palm and counted fifteen.
“Do you think she would take these back?” 


“Absolutely not. However, if you used that to buy
something with, you’d get mugged.”


“That wouldn’t be a problem if you had let me keep
Shinobu. She saved me from a gang.” 


He sighed. “I didn’t make you get rid of her to be
mean.  That was a dangerous creature. If I had let you keep her, you would have
been arrested for keeping a vicious and poisonous monster. She could have
killed you with one bite.”


“She wouldn’t have bitten me. She likes me.”


“She may have tolerated you, but naowen are not pets.
She would have gotten angry with you for some reason. After arresting you, they
would have put her down. Let her be free to hide in her natural environment.” 


I sighed, knowing he was probably right. 


“Keep this with you,” he said, handing me a mixture
of coins. “If you get separated again and need something like food, there are
street markets everywhere on Anoshii. You just give them whatever everyone else
is giving them. Food stalls can be found in the covered markets and usually
specialize on one food. Find one that smells good and watch what everyone else
gives and how much they get for it. Please don’t get lost again.” He opened the
door, grabbed his bag, stepped out. After a second, I slipped the coins into
the pouch and put it on.


Once outside, Edward decided the first thing I needed
was clothes. I followed him for a few minutes before he stopped and turned to
me. “What kind of clothes do you want? The kind you’re wearing, the kind I
wear, or the kind more like what you wore before?”


I looked around. Most men wore clothes like Edward’s,
but several had clothes like mine. “I like this material and style, but
whatever works better in the forests.” I was still wearing the outfit Nano gave
me, but Dios was a far different environment than the forests of Duran. “I just
don’t look good in pastels or white.”


“Don’t focus too much on what everyone else is
wearing; people wear what holds up best in the conditions they live and work
in. You can tell about where people live and usually what kind of work they do
by what they wear. Anoshii is full of people from all over the world.”


We passed a group of five teenage boys in black
robes. “Are there magic schools?”


“Yes. They’re usually for rich people who would
prefer to pay for lessons than work for them. I taught at one once and couldn’t
stand it. I really don’t know how anyone can learn anything at them.”


“Does Hiroku know magic?”


“Very little. He prefers science.” 


“I thought Duran was united in science and magic,” I
said.


“For the most part; they’re separate, but they
coexist. Duran was structured on religion. Each of the great lands once had an
entirely individual culture and religion, and worshiped a different form of
nature. The Reformation was the first time Duran even attempted to unite. It
was a united and unanimous decision that the world would be ruled with politics
and science, since religion had pretty much crashed. We now have no real
religion, but more of a philosophy that nature is important and everything from
the trees to animals have a spirit. Some still believe that nature spirits are
minor gods, or are controlled and guided by minor gods. 


“However, with religion at a standstill, magic became
independent of the gods. Where they once believed that magic was created from
the gods, now most sago believe that the gods have magic, which comes from
nature. There is a controversy as to if magic should be acknowledged in the
world’s search for knowledge, or if only science should. If a question can be
answered with magic, is it viable? If politics tries to get involved, people
get furious, because magic is considered separated from law, as religion is.
But people who believe magic is as reliable as science argue that if science is
acknowledged in law, so must magic. This goes on to the degree that most
schools of science teach their students that magic is a useless sport and is
like learning about fairytales. Most schools of magic, which are far more rare,
teach that magic is the reason science works.”


“Your politics sound a lot more interesting than
America’s.” 


We walked in silence until we arrived at a shop a few
minutes later, where Edward paused. “This is Lue’s clothes shop. She’s a little
weird, but just remember not to say anything in English.”


When we entered, I was surprised to find that there
was only one woman there, who I assumed was Lue. She had short, spiky, light
pink hair and her eyes were stone grey. She was about thirty and wore a tight,
dark blue, zip-up vest with a matching, pleated miniskirt. Her black boots went
to her knees and her black socks went most of the way to her skirt. On her
upper arms were two identical symbols that I guessed were words. 


The walls were wood, lined with shelves of folded
clothes. Below each perfect stack was a small, silver plaque with writing on
it. On the bottom shelves were boots that ranged from cow-boy style to black
leather combat style. There was a large, round wooden table in the middle of
the room with no chairs around it. On the far side of the room was a wooden
counter Lue stood in front of. Next to the counter was a large mirror. 


Lue hurried forward to greet us with a big smile and
a question in Sudo, which Edward responded to and indicated me. 


“Dera de tatu ike,” she said to me as she returned to
her counter.


“Go and stand by the mirror,” Edward said in
my head. 


I wondered if he was listening to my thoughts as I
went over to the mirror. Lue approached me with a tape measure, which in itself
was perfectly normal considering this was a clothing store. After she measured
me around the chest, neck, shoulders, arms, and down the back without writing
any measurements down, I became uncomfortable. She kept measuring. 


Once she was done, she started dashing around the
room, gathering garments from different piles while Edward spoke. My assumption
was that he was telling her what I needed, and she had some kind of
photographic memory for measurements. 


Lue piled clothes on the table until it threatened to
topple over. Finally done, she beckoned me over. To my incredible surprise and
horror, she grabbed my shirt and tried pulling it over my head. I showed my
displeasure by locking my arms stubbornly to my side. 


“Soge hinaide kudanai,” she said, annoyed.


“Just let her do her job,” Edward said. 


Lue started slapping my arm. It wasn’t painful,
though I had a feeling it could get to be. I let her do what she wanted, but
didn’t make it easy. She set the shirt on the table and I crossed my arms, then
she picked up a dark green shirt and glared at me until I raised my arms. I
hadn’t been forcefully changed since Mother stopped when I was ten, and having
a stranger do it was no less aggravating and humiliating. 


Lue beamed when the dark green shirt was in place and
turned me toward the mirror. The shirt was long-sleeved but thin and light. It
was sort of like the material of Edward’s shirt except it was stretchy, like
smooth, strong cotton. At least it fit. 


“Sakai da?” she asked me.


“Do you like it?” Edward translated.


“Mowa,” I answered. Lue seemed pleased and started
removing the shirt. I tensed, but knew I couldn’t dissuade her. She placed the
shirt on the table and picked up an Easter-purple one. I quickly crossed my
arms. “Laba,” I said. 


She glared at me, but as the seconds ticked by, she
considered whether or not I could be persuaded. She finally decided I couldn’t
and put it down. When she picked up a tan-colored shirt, I uncrossed my arms. I
didn’t like the color, but it wasn’t offensive.


After about twenty minutes of changing into clothes,
the only ones I refused were the ones of ridiculous colors or the two that
itched to high heaven. I didn’t only try on light-weight summer shirts, but
also thick winter ones that had me sweating in minutes. Then Lue reached for my
pants and I jumped back.


“Soge hinaide kudanai,” she demanded, but Edward came
to my defense. She handed me my original shirt, which I quickly put it on, and
then started refolding the clothes I turned down.


“Pick out a pair of shoes,” Edward said. I
frowned as I looked around. “Those on the right are men’s,” he answered
my unasked question. 


I hurried over and grabbed a pair of black combat
boots, but then hesitated, because I didn’t know if I was supposed to know my
size or try them on. I really needed to learn Sudo. 


“You can try them on. You need something with
room, though.”


After I took off Edward’s boots, Lue handed me a pair
of white, thick socks and then resumed her folding. 


“Put those on first,” he said. 


I nodded and peeled off my sticky socks, to which
Edward shuddered. I put the clean socks on, then the boots. They were too big,
so I tried on a slightly smaller pair that fit. 


We left about twenty minutes later with about fifteen
outfits, a bunch of socks, and two pairs of boots. I really didn’t want so many
clothes, but Edward insisted that by the time I learned to walk through the
forest, I wouldn’t have half of them left, and also that the changing weather
can be demanding. I carried the bag half full of the clothes and the other
empty bags, which I feared were going to get filled. 


“What were those symbols or words on her arms?” I
asked. 


“What? Oh. Those were protection charms to keep evil
spirits out of her. Even though Duran doesn’t have a religion, people usually
heed the philosophy enough to keep charms, and there are shrines where people
can go to ask the gods of nature for something like a good pregnancy or good
crops. When people mix philosophy and magic, they can create some pretty
powerful charms. Which reminds me…”


He pulled out two small objects, one red and one
blue, and handed them to me. They looked like little, rectangular, silk sacks,
about one and a half inch tall and an inch across. On the front of each was a
word in gold script. On the back of the red one, in the same gold, was a little
pond with two circling fish and a stone lantern. There wasn’t anything on the
back of the blue one.


“Is this a protection charm?” I asked.


“Yes, how did you know?”


“I’m not sure. I guess because the fish seem to be
protecting each other and the lantern is protection from the darkness. I think
I just guessed.”


“Well, you have a great grasp of symbolism. Or maybe
you just naturally understand Duran’s philosophy.”


“Psychology is my strong point, and I believe
philosophy is very similar. Not math. I don’t like numbers. They’re too
contradictory. One number can mean a thousand different things and can be used
in infinitely many ways. I like how the brain works.”


“You would have gotten along well with Ronez. Anyway,
that’s for you.”


“Thank you. What is the blue one for?”


“Healing.”


“They have their work cut out for them.”


Our next stop was a shop of weapons and farming
tools. As dangerous a combination as that sounded, it was made worse by how
cramped it was between the ten people already there and the many shelves that
divided the room. 


Edward focused on a shelf full of daggers, throwing
stars, throwing knives, and swords. One of the swords caught his eye and he
took it down, but after examining it for a few minutes, he put it back and
moved on. 


“Pick out a weapon you can keep with you in case
you get mugged again.” 


Oh, but that would never happen. I checked out the
daggers.


There was nothing that wasn’t sharp except for the
guns. I really didn’t want to carry a gun around. If I got a sword, maybe
people wouldn’t want to mug me and I wouldn’t ever have to use it. Or, it could
tell people I had something to defend.


There was a dagger with a black handle which came out
over the side with sharp spikes. It was cool, and if struck the right way,
could protect my hand. I just couldn’t imagine actually stabbing someone.


Edward was examining an object that had a small
handle with a flat metal plate. He looked at me and I showed him the dagger. “You’re
definitely related to Ronez. I think I have something at home you may like
more. None the matter, they don’t have what we came for.”


I put the dagger back, curious to see what Edward had
in mind, and we left. “Do they have light sabers here?” 


He frowned at me. “You’re not getting one. They’re
too dangerous for someone like you.” 


I sulked, but couldn’t argue with that. 


We proceeded to several other stores, most of which
weren’t very interesting. We went to a store full of many different things,
from which I got a bag similar to Edward’s and a headache from many heavy
objects falling off a tall shelf onto me.


We then went to a medical supply store where I got
just about every medicine Edward could think of. Most of them came in little
glass bottles, but some were in boxes or tubes. He also got a large supply of
bandages, stitches (I couldn’t believe they sold them), antibiotics, braces,
and other things I couldn’t identify. He had to show them some kind of card
before he could buy everything.


“Don’t worry,” he said after we left, “most of this
stuff is just for you to take care of yourself if I’m not there and you get
injured.”


“Um… I’m not sewing myself up.”


“Would you prefer bleeding to death?”


“Yes. Yes, I would.”


Edward was silent for a little while before turning
to me. “Where do you want to go? You can’t read so I assume you want something
else to keep you entertained.”


“Are you telling me to go find a good toy at the toy
store?”


“Pretty much.” 


I nodded. “That’s really cool of you, but I would
prefer to work on studying Sudo, or magic, or household chores. Without
cartoons and sci-fi comics, I really can’t think of anything else to keep me
busy. Have you ever played chess?”


“I have, and I would be happy to play a few games,
but it isn’t my favorite. Cards are more my thing.”


“What I’d really like is empty notebooks and writing
utensils. Maybe some music. Do you have some kind of CDs or something?”


“Something to that effect.”


We went to a book store and I had to wait in the
doorway because the shelves looked unstable. Edward came out with a very big
magic book for himself and four empty black books of different sizes for me, as
well as a sack of pencils. I got to look at the writing in the magic book as we
walked. I pointed out one that looked cool. “What’s this spell?” I asked.


“An obedience spell. A good one.” There was writing,
probably instructions, and then what was clearly an incantation. I pointed to
the first symbol of the chant.


“What’s this word?” 


He glanced at it. “Megal.” 


I pointed to the next one. “And this?”


“Udgai.” I pointed to the next one and he caught on
to my plan. “Would you stop that? You have to do more than say the words to
make that work.” I opened my mouth to ask him what else I’d have to do, but he
didn’t let me. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”


“No. But I got two words that I can compare to others
to try to figure it out.”


“Good luck with that.” 


That was cold. 


“We’re almost finished, but we need to go by and get
your license on the way back.”


“License?”


“Proof of title. That’s why I had to fill out those
papers. I hope you like how you wrote your signature.”


“What else do we need?” 


“Only a few more yard supplies and bullets. I was
thinking about something. I eat mainly meat and fruit, and chew on Wigknot
bark. The people of my world are very adaptive. Humans need vegetables, bread,
fruit, meat, and calcium stuff.”


“Yeah, well, I never ate that stuff before. Don’t
worry about my diet, I got fifty percent of my grub from work, and my
home-cooked food consisted of S.O.S. and rock soup.”


“S.O.S?” he asked.


“Shit on a Shingle. It’s toast with ground beef on
top and white gravy poured over it. Anything I eat here would be healthier. Are
fruits sweet or sour?”


“Some are sweet, some are sour, and most are both.
Shomodii and Zendii are the best lands for fruit, but the fruits on Shomodii
are bigger and sweeter. Anyway, I thought you may want variety. Why don’t you
put your new boots on?” he asked as I stumbled.


“I would have to stop and take these off, and get new
socks out.”


After a while without speaking, I let my mind wander
to Vivian. We had met in high school. Honestly, we thought we would be married
by now. Neither of us talked about it except in passing, but we were always
together. I thought I loved her.


Sure, I had to leave her for her own sake, but why
was it so easy? I considered returning to Earth after I was fully trained and,
in my little fantasy, she would welcome me back and forgive me for disappearing
for years. But would she accept my new life? In reality, I knew she would move
on. And then it occurred to me that if I went back to Earth, I wouldn’t see
Divina anymore. 


“Edward, did you ever love two women?”


“You mean where one of them is out of your league and
the other, you can’t be with because it’s too dangerous?”


I nodded and thought he understood until he gave me a
look of pity. “Do you always know for sure if you love someone?” I asked.


“I have found there are degrees of love, and even
different types of love. None of them are easy, but some of them are more difficult
than others to get over. Unrequited love is always hard because you never know
what could have been.”


“So what do I do?”


He stopped in the middle of the street and his frown
was discouraging. “I haven’t a clue.” He ruffled my hair. “You need a haircut.”
With that, he turned and walked away. I stared after him for a moment with my
jaw dropped… then I laughed. 


We arrived at a busy music store. About four rows of
shelves were filled with what looked like thick CD cases and across the room,
the wall had shelves full of weird little sets. They had the general shape of
small CD players, about three inches in diameter. Some were a solid color, some
were multiple colors, some were clear, and some changed colors. Edward went
over to the sets and I followed. 


“Which do you want?” The ones that slowly
changed colors were awesome, but the clear ones revealed everything inside
them. There were little gears and the whole bottom half was hollow. 


I pointed to one of the clear ones and an employee
came as if called. She had short, light brown hair and hazel eyes with tight,
tan shorts and a light green, short-sleeved shirt. Her smile was bright and
cheery as she greeted us. Edward said something and she pulled one of the clear
sets down and handed it to me. The woman didn’t stick around. 


It was very light and made of something that seemed
to be between plastic and glass. There were little jell-like buttons on the
edge around it. Edward pushed a large one and the top opened like the top on a
CD player. Instead of a place for a CD, there was a small indent for a chip.
Edward led me to one of the shelves. 


“What kind of music do you listen to?”


A little bit of everything, but I mostly listen to
what Vivian calls Pagan rock, I thought, but couldn’t say. Of course, I
didn’t have to; Edward could hear my thoughts. He wasn’t allowed to do magic in
Anoshii, so he had to be real careful. 


As if to prove me right, Edward pulled certain cases
from the shelf without replying to my invaded thoughts. After he picked out a
bunch of the cases, the woman returned. Edward and the woman chatted as he gave
her money. She took a case down from behind the counter and handed it to me.


When we left, I pulled the set out of the bag to look
at it better. “How does it run if there’s no electricity?”


“It runs on water. I’ll show you later. The chip she
gave you in the black case is a writable one. You stick it in the top slot and
the music chip in the bottom, and then you can write a particular song or
several onto the writable chip. That way you can keep all your favorite songs
on one chip.” 


Next, we went to another weapons shop and got two
wooden swords, a bow, and some arrows. I had a really bad feeling my combat
training would continue at home.


“Edward? How come I got this?” I asked, indicating the
empty sword holder on my side. “I haven’t got a sword.”


“You need a sword. You don’t have the magic to defend
yourself, so I had planned on giving you Ronez’s sword. He…” Edward went silent
as several people passed us. “Ronez always favored daggers to swords, but he
never went anywhere on Duran without his favorite sword, which was a gift by
another Guardian.”


“How did you two deal with the gravity difference
when you traveled?”


“Well, I never had a problem with Earth’s gravity; it
was the air I disliked. He was born sago, so he was naturally strong. He
adapted well, but still didn’t enjoy Duran; he always missed electricity and
his cars. What do you think of Duran so far?”


“This world feels simple because there’s no
electricity or political stuff that I know of yet, but it’s also complicated
because I’m new to it. I haven’t ever lived in a place where the people’s sole
goal wasn’t to screw everyone else over.”


We arrived at another building, which looked a little
simpler and more elegant than the regular shops. There was no giant window to
display wares or sign boasting a sale, the door wasn’t propped open, and people
were not going in and out of it.


“Now, there are sensors in here. No speaking and
definitely no magic. We should only be in here for a few minutes,” Edward said.


“Can’t I wait outside? I won’t move a step.”


“You have to be there to take your card. Go up to
him, say your name only, and then take your card with both hands. Don’t look
around when we get in there; act as if you’ve been in there a hundred times.”


I nodded and entered. It was easy to resist looking
around because, unlike in the stores, there was no color or furniture that
stood out and demanded attention. Straight ahead of us was a large, old, wooden
desk, piled high with stacks of paper and books. The only light in the room was
made by little floating balls of fires that danced around slowly. Two rotated
over the desk so the man who sat there had light to read by. 


The man looked to be in his late forties and there
were frown lines on his forehead. His dark brown hair was speckled with silver.
He only looked up when we stood in front of him and I saw that even his green
eyes were laced with specks of silver and dull with solemnity. He didn’t bother
to smile or stand.


“Yatunus-mal.” 


I couldn’t figure out if saying the person’s name was
supposed to be a greeting, or just an acknowledgement. Edward responded with a
mere nod. 


“Haso o nai?” he asked me.


“Yatunus-tai Dylan,” I said, praying I didn’t screw
things up. The scowl he gave me did nothing to settle my nerves, so I found
myself with a rare conundrum; where to look. I could lower my eyes to the
floor, which would be suspicious, or continue the tense staring contest with
the stranger. 


A door behind the desk, previously hidden in darkness,
slid open. A girl stepped out, holding what looked like a black, glossy folder
with both hands. She was about twenty-five with long, strait, light brown hair
and smooth, youthful skin. She wore a white dress that looked like one of those
from an old, classic, Roman movie and had no shoes on. I couldn’t be positive,
but it looked to me like no women on Duran ever wore, or even needed makeup.


She bowed as she held out the folder. The man turned
to her, took it, and turned back without acknowledging her, and then she
straightened up and backed away. Just before her face disappeared into the
dark, I saw her smile at Edward. 


The man shuffled through the folder as the door
slipped shut and pulled out a card. It was about three-by-five, thin,
laminated, and looked like black marble. When he held it out to me, I took it
with both hands like I was told. It was surprisingly heavy, but not like stone;
it was definitely some weird form of plastic. In the center were gold symbols
that were my new name, and in each corner was a small word in light bluish
purple. I turned it over to see a row of simple symbols in white. 


Edward left and I followed him, examining my card.
When we got outside, I pointed to the symbol in the right-hand corner. “What’s
this word?” I asked. 


“Mogyaba. It means ‘apprentice wizard’. The one
beneath it is the last name of the one who made your file. He’s going to be
your personal lawyer if you ever need one, which means when he dies, you’ll
have to get a new one.”


“Why do I need a lawyer?”


“I’m not saying you do, but it’s his job to help you
with legal problems. Just don’t ever tell your lawyer you want to sue him;
he’ll take you seriously.”


“Is this guy good?” 


He checked the name. “His great-grandfather was.” He
took my card and examined it, not bothering to watch where he was going.


“Can I see yours?” I asked. He pulled his out of his
bag and handed it to me. Unlike mine, his name and the letters in the corner
were written in vibrant red. On the back, there was a list of symbols in gold.
I recognized that they were the same as mine except in a different order. “What
are these?” I asked, pointing to them. 


“Numbers. They are your personal numbers that law
identifies you with. You should memorize them and never give them out to anyone
but who you have to.” He handed me back my card, took his, and we both put them
away in our bags. 


The sun was getting low by the time we reached the
inn. The hotel was very humble and cozy compared to the shops, very delicate
with a flat roof instead of the otherworldly fantasy design of the other
buildings. While it was very large, it was nothing compared to those on Earth,
and it wasn’t towering like the structures around it. 


Something about it made me feel a little anxious, but
in a good way.


Edward slid the door open, “Ojimada,” he announced
loudly before stepping in. 


I followed quickly, absorbing the home-like aura of
the reception room, which was only about eight-by-eight. The light
bluish-purple walls had a wrap-around mural of small, simple flowers and elegant
streams, which had a calming effect for anyone who didn’t have OCD. The floor
was made of a soft, light wood that seemed to flex just a little under my
weight, and the low, flat ceiling was made of the same wood. The window next to
the door let in a very natural and warm light; however, the heavy wooden
shutters that were pulled open seemed out of place.


The young woman who came in and greeted us had her
black hair tied into a bun and wore a vibrant green dress that almost looked
like robes, with sandals to match. “Loge. Mokate Asano-tai Miyuki,” she said. 


Another ‘tai’ title. How do you greet someone at
your own rank? I didn’t have to worry about it because she went on without
waiting for more introductions.


Edward and the woman spoke while I looked around.
Something was off about the place and I couldn’t figure out what it was. When
they left the room, I hurried after them into the hall. Halfway down the
hallway was a sliding glass door to a courtyard, where there was a small pond
with a waterfall surrounded by exotic, but small plants of various colors.
Sitting on a large rock beside the pond, reading a book, was Mordon. 


“Go ahead. Divina will find you later,” Edward
said. 


I hadn’t realized I stopped, but luckily he had. I
put down the two heavy bags I was carrying, slid the door open, and went out.
Mordon looked up and smiled. 


I slid the door shut. “Hi,” I said. 


“Hi, Dylan,” he said in English.


I sat down by him and pointed to his book. “What are
you reading?”


“Otoga suia kuso betsu to.”


The only word I recognized was “kuso,” which I had
figured out meant “potion.” Then he pulled out the little bottle of sleeping
potion he’d used on his father. I understood; he was reading up on a stronger
sleeping potion.


“Cool. Can I help?” 


With a series of hand signals and words, he told me
to come back later when everyone else was asleep. 


“Okay.” I indicated that I understood. We sat there
in silence while the sun set, cutting off the light for him to read. He suddenly
glanced up, sniffed around, and even seemed a little panicked. 


“Divina,” he said.


“Divina’s coming?” I asked, assuming that he could
somehow smell her perfume. He ignored the question and stared very pointedly at
the pond. The guy could not play innocent well. 


A few minutes later, the glass door slid open and
Divina entered. She sat between us, slightly closer to me. “How was your day of
putting up with Kiro?” she asked me.


“Successful, maybe. I think there were some things
that he wanted that no one had. I got a little music player that is supposed to
run on water, but I doubt it works well. I got new clothes, and my card.”


“Did you get any weapons?”


“No, but Edward’s going to give me something of
Ronez’s when we get back. Is there any shopping we have to do while Edward does
his thing?” I asked. 


Divina considered Mordon, who was giving her his
undivided attention. “We should not be having this conversation in front of
your friend.”


“You’re afraid he’ll overhear one of the ten words he
knows and catch on to the grand plan, then go to Vretial and sell us out?”


“Yes.” 


“Edward didn’t seem to get any Guardian instinct
attacks or something when he met Mordon.”


“You shouldn’t be so quick to rely on your instincts
just because Kiro said they’re trustworthy. The gods didn’t give the Guardians
any special powers of instinct; any they have is because of the Guardians
themselves.”


“How do you know?”


“Ronez and I talked about it. Tiamat told him to
think things through more because his instincts were putting his book in too
much danger.”


“Do you believe everything the gods say?” 


She gazed into the water. “How should I know what
they say?”


“I’ve been wondering that the whole time. Do you
believe everything they say? Do you have unwavering faith in their judgments?
You don’t even doubt at all that they know exactly what they’re doing and
what’s going on with Vretial?”


“That depends. The gods are not all one in the same.
They have different priorities and opinions, and very often, they don’t agree.
I believe what I choose to believe and what I feel is right. No, I don’t agree
with them unconditionally.”


“Then how can you so easily dismiss the instincts of
those who keep such powerful books? I was never hurt by following my instincts.
And seeing as how often I have been injured in my life, that is saying
something.”


The look in her eyes stopped my breath as she
regarded me solemnly. “You trust me,” she said. She peered back into the water
and I was able to breathe again. 


“Yes. You can’t convince me not to.” It wasn’t just
trust I felt for her. 


“You shouldn’t,” she warned. “You know my work. You
know I gather and trade information.”


I didn’t like the sound of that, and she definitely
wasn’t trying to justify herself. “Whose side are you on?”


“I’m on my side, Dylan, and it would be best for you
if you never forget that.”


“Mordon!” There came the call of Mordon’s father, and
Mordon groaned as he stood. 


He slid his book into the cover of a large plant.
“Bye,” he said to me. He went to the door, slid it open, and left quickly,
shutting it behind him. 


It almost seemed like he wanted to get away from
Divina.


“You should ask your friend who his father is before
you trust him so unconditionally.”


“Who his father is, is neither Mordon’s fault, nor my
business. How do you think Vretial is transporting his servants around?” I
asked, changing the subject. “Edward says he doesn’t care, but I want to know.”
I want to know how Ronez died, and I want to know why I do.


“I don’t know. The gods are watching Vretial; they
would know if he were transporting his servants,” she said. I opened my mouth
to ask her to explain, but she sighed and looked around. After determining we
were alone, she leaned closer and lowered her voice. “The gods can transport
people even if their names are not in the books.”


“Does Edward know?”


“No. Nano does. His god, Zer, tells him things.”


“And he tells you?”


“Everyone tells me everything.”


“Why are you telling me this?” I asked. 


Once again, she glanced around to make sure we were
alone. When she looked back at me, she poked me in the forehead. “Because,
stupid, I trust you. Don’t ask me why, I don’t know. None of it makes sense;
we’re missing too much. If Vretial is using his magic to transport his servants
around, the gods would know about it. Since the creation of the books, there
should be no travel between worlds that isn’t through the gods.”


“How was there travel before?”


“The universes had gateways. However, ancient, savage
beasts would roam free, so they closed the gates and each created a book. A
book is an object of power to the gods, more than a symbol or incantation. Each
of the twelve books is an avatar of its world. They were created second to make
changes to their worlds as they see fit, and first to keep others from doing
so. The books represent the world, so the gods’ magic can control changes
throughout all time with them, and only those with a god’s power can do it. 


“The difference between a god and a wizard, other
than the obvious age factor, is that a god produces magic, while a wizard can
only use it. However, the magic the gods use is different from the magic of the
worlds.”


“Can a Guardian control physical energy?” I asked,
already knowing the answer. I was trying to piece together what Nano and Nila
have told me. 


“No, of course not. Only nominal energy and Iadnah
magic can directly, but Guardians can use nominal energy to control physical
energy.”


“How does Edward talk to Erono? More importantly, how
do I talk to Tiamat?”


“Why would Tiamat know any more about anything than
Erono?”


“Honestly, the questions he’s asking are super
important and all, but I really want to know why her book chose me.”


“Maybe you were the best one for it.”


“How? I have terrible luck and I knew no magic. Ronez
had a bunch of children to inherit the book. Children who are powerful and know
magic and---”


“You’re a descendant of him. You’re exceptionally
powerful and impressively adaptive. The books are the power of the worlds, and
are controlled by the gods. They do what the gods would do. Because your book
came to you, it means that Tiamat believed you were the best, even without ever
meeting you.”


“Did she know me before I became a Guardian? Did she
choose me or…”


“She did know you; she knows every human, she just
didn’t know that she knew you. You were chosen because you were who she would
have given the book to.”


“How did the book come to me? Did it just drop from
the sky?”


“I guess. You shouldn’t ask me, you should be asking
your god.” There was a moment of silence as she stared at the water. “I say too
much around you. No one can be trusted in these times, not even the Guardians,
and especially not me. You are foolish to trust me.”


“Ronez trusted you, and so does Edward. What’s so
wrong with that? What are you hiding?” She didn’t answer me. “Or is it
something that you don’t hide? Is that what you meant by trading information?
Do you give information to the enemy? To Vretial? Is that how Ronez---”


“I never betrayed Ronez,” she said. “And I will not
betray you or Kiro. I’ve lived a long time and have been and done many things.
Don’t dig,” she said.


I nodded. It wasn’t a promise. I wanted to tell her I
wouldn’t, but I didn’t know if I could keep myself from trying. My book was in
her hands because I trusted her, and I did, but that didn’t mean I could just
ignore that she was hiding something. Maybe it just wasn’t my business. 


I realized she had leaned in closer to me. The heat
from her body penetrated the cold of the night and I found myself drawn closer.
Her breath smelled so sweet and her eyes sparkled in the light from the hall. I
was getting dizzy.


How did I go from suspicion to intimacy? Oh, of
course; she’s a woman. Her lips were inches from mine when she halted. To
my great dismay, she turned to face the water and getting that kiss was not
going to happen. 


After a few minutes, I sat back against the large
rock behind me. “Will you show me how to talk to Tiamat?”


“I don’t know how; I’m not a Guardian. Everyone else
can only speak if spoken to. You may have to figure it out yourself, but you
can ask Kiro. Now, I have a few things to do and people to meet with. It would
probably be boring and dangerous. If you were to stay here while Kiro and I are
out, would you be safe?”


“What kind of harm can I get into, in a hotel without
electricity or running water? Which reminds me, how does that run?” I asked,
pointing to the fountain.


“This hotel does have electricity. Most places in
Anoshii do.” She gazed up at the sky and stood. “Come on. Kiro should be done
by now. Don’t tell him you’re staying here.”


“I really don’t like lying to him.”


“You’re not lying; you’re just not saying anything.
Besides, if you come with me, we’ll be out for hours.” 


In other words, I wouldn’t be able to hang out with
Mordon and help with the potion. It might be my only chance to make a potion in
a long time. “What about when Edward comes back and I’m here, while you’re
still out?”


“Kiro hasn’t gotten time alone with his son for
years. He’ll be out late. All you have to do is stay in the room and don’t let
any strangers in. Of course, if you felt like you needed fresh air, you can
come out here, and only here. I’ll give you a key,” she said. 


She knew I was planning to leave, though I didn’t
know how she did. I guess if it was her job to get information she wasn’t
supposed to have, she was great at it. I did wonder why she was okay with me
visiting Mordon after telling me not to trust him.


We left the garden and I was careful to memorize the
route back.


Upstairs was a hallway identical to that on the floor
level, minus the courtyard. Our door was the second on the left and, as usual,
was a sliding door. The room was similar to a typical hotel room with tan walls
and sienna colored carpeting. There was a small celadon-green table, about
four-by-three, in the middle of the room, low to the floor with four tan
cushions around it. In the center of the table was an elaborate tea set and a
lantern. The bed was about half a foot off the ground with dark green blankets
and pillows.


On the north wall was a large map of modern Duran,
while a large window with a window seat and large wooden shutters dominated the
east wall. Edward stood by the window, staring out. The conversation hadn’t
gone well. 


“What did he say?” I asked. 


He didn’t look at me. “Little more than ‘none of my
business.’ He said they’re handling it and I should only worry about training
you.”


“Did you tell him about my visions?”


“He knows. I’m going to go visit Hiroku.” He turned
to me. “If there are any problems, you know where I am. Stay with Divina,” he
said. 


He studied me, possibly reading my mind. If I were to
think of something completely off the topic, it would have been suspicious. So
instead, I thought of sneaking out to see Mordon when they both fell asleep. 


“Have fun. Safe fun,” he clarified before leaving and
sliding the door shut. 


“You did very well,” Divina smiled at me. 


“Are you sure he can’t still hear us?” I whispered.


“These walls, like the ones at the restaurant, are
soundproof. I’ll leave in a few minutes. Now, I’m trusting you to not do
anything stupid or dangerous.”


“I know. I won’t do anything stupid. I’ve lived by
myself for almost four years, not including all the time I was alone during my
childhood. But, before you go, will you show me how to use that music player?”


“Yeah. You get it, I’m going to change,” she said. I searched
through one of the bags. “Get something warmer on because Anoshii gets cold at
night during this time of year.” 


I turned to respond without thinking and my heart
skipped a beat. She faced the other way and was lifting her shirt! I tried to
look away. I tried to close my eyes. Instead, I was frozen with my eyes and
mouth wide. Her beauty was unnaturally stunning. She paused, but didn’t lower
her shirt. 


“Try not to have a heart attack,” she said with
undisguised humor.


Her voice only made me fall deeper into my daze. She
remained motionless for a moment and my daze faded away, leaving me confused
and dizzy. I quickly turned away and tried to focus on finding my player. “Are
you… decent?” I asked. I finally found the player and pulled it out of the bag.


“Always.” 


She set a pitcher of water on the table. She had on a
short-sleeved dark blue, satin shirt tucked into her short, black pleated
skirt, with leather combat boots up to her knees. 


“Where are you going?” 


She grinned and sat on the bed. “Just to a few
meetings.” 


Meetings she doesn’t want me at. She grabbed
the little player, turned it over, and pushed a small button. The bottom half
slid slightly to the side, revealing a small, open square. She filled it with
water and popped it closed, setting the water back on the table. I handed her
one of the little CD cases. After popping the top open, she opened the CD case
and took out the little chip. “Did you pick this out?”


“No. I have no idea what it is.”


“Well, Kiro has a good sense of taste. In music at
least.” She stuck it in and pushed another button. The little set started
vibrating for a second before calming. 


Some kind of creepy rock music with a really cool
melody started from the little set. I wasn’t sure about the instruments, but
one sounded like a guitar. We listened for a few minutes before Divina stood.


“I’m going to go. Remember to change into warmer
clothes. Also, remember that magic, including potions and the like, is illegal
here, so, if you’re going to do magic, try to be sneaky about it.” She left the
key on the table for me.


I waited for a few minutes before turning off my
strange little music player.


 


*          *          *


 


It was cold. In less than an hour, the temperature
had dropped at least ten degrees. I was also alone, and it occurred to me that
Mordon’s father may have caught on to his plans and stopped him. After about
half an hour, I decided I would go back soon, but just a few minutes later, the
door slid open and Mordon stepped out. 


“Ite nomanai. Tetaka ni yotaga…” he pointed back at the
door. “… go jiseki tomkatsua.” He slammed his fist into his leg. 


His father made him late. His father didn’t sound
like a very nice person. 


I’ve often wondered who my father was and what it
would have been like with him around. But then I figured he would be like
Mother. I also considered that he could have the same luck as me, in which case
it would be a horrible idea to meet. Seeing other people with abusive parents
enforced my gratitude for having only one.


Being a little scrawny because he was young, I
expected Mordon to dress warm. The thick coat and snow boots, as if he were
preparing for a blizzard, was a little excessive. Maybe I wasn’t the weirdest
person here.


Mordon had a large leather bag that made a suspicious
clang as he dropped it beside me. He plopped down on the other side of the bag
and started ruffling through it before pulling out a small brass pot and a
small sack. He emptied the sack of something that looked like dirt and set it
in front of us. I watched with interests as he snapped his finger at the pot.
Fire burst bright from within it. While I was focused on his display of fire,
he was pulling out small glass bottles, cloth sacks, and a mortar and pestle. 


Though he was younger than me and didn’t have as high
of a title, he was much better at magic. It struck me as unfair that a parent
could keep his child from even having a last name. Mordon started filling the
mortar with different amounts of the strange ingredients. 


“What do you want me to do?” I asked. I didn’t need
to sign out my question. 


As he answered me, he pointed to his eyes and then to
the door. He wanted me to be a lookout, which was fortunate as I had been
hoping he wouldn’t ask me to do magic I didn’t know how to do.


I watched the door as much as possible, but couldn’t
help peeking at Mordon to see what he was doing more often than not. My eyes
must have been the size of golf balls as he reached deep into the flames and
pulled out a pinch of blazing sand to toss into the mortar. This guy had
amazing control over fire. 


He set the mortar inside the flaming pot and
continued to add strange ingredients; everything from plants, to orange goo.  


“Why do you need all this?” I asked, trying my best
to sign it out. 


“Eda mura kinteku…” he said, pointing to the jar.
“…masunda…” He held up one finger, then two more. 


Not understanding a word, I stared at him blankly. 


He slowly reached out his hand to my forehead. The
instant he touched me, I became exhausted. Instinctually, I tried to push his
arm away, but it was already gone. The fatigue evaporated as quickly as it had
come on and the first thing I could push out of my mouth was, “Teach me.”


“How?” he asked, understanding.


“I don’t know. Show me.” I pointed to my eyes and
then myself. 


We both sat there, unsure how to communicate
something so dangerous. It wasn’t fair that I could understand a god, with his
god language and all, and not be able to talk to one of the three friends I had
on Duran. 


The book had the power of Tiamat, and caused me to
understand Vretial when it thought I need to. So… maybe I can make it
translate between me and Mordon. I closed my eyes and focused really hard
on the book. I could feel it all the time, so I simply had to bring it to the
front of my mind. Of course, I didn’t know how to use it, but I was a Guardian,
so I knew it was possible. 


I wasn’t sure what to imagine, so instead I just
wished really hard that I could understand him and he could understand me. 


“Dylan?” he asked, concerned.


“Do you understand me?” I asked.


He blinked. “Perfectly… Are you… using magic?” 


His accent was the same as when he was trying to
speak English, but he was obviously speaking Sudo. I could feel that I was
hearing something different than what he was saying, and his lips were moving
to foreign words, but it sounded like English.


“I think so. I mean I know so, but I’m not sure how
it works.”


“You are not using energy. Or more like you are
producing the energy you are using. This is weird.” 


His words caused a little irritation in my head,
assuring me that I would have a headache later. I could understand his
confusion; the magic was coming directly from the book, which I didn’t even
have on me. 


“Weirder than a guy who doesn’t speak one of the
three languages on Duran?”


“Okay, you are weird. Are you really a wizard?” He
spoke softly as if afraid his loud voice would hurt me.


“What do you mean?” 


“You control the energy so smoothly, yet you act as
if you just entered the craft, because you do not seem to know a lot of magic.
You do not know Sudo, and only know a language I have never heard of. And now
you are using a spell right now that is far more advanced than even my father
could do, yet you do not know what you are doing. Are you a demon?” 


My eyes would have popped out if they weren’t
attached. The itch in the back of my mind was forgotten. “A demon?”


“It is okay if you are, I would never turn you in or
ask anything of you. But if you are a demon, from another world, I want to
know. I am not a religious man, nor an easily frightened one. You seem more
like a traveler than a threat. And Edward is certainly weirder to me than you.”


“Edward? How is a man named Edward anything weird?
Weirder than a demon?”


“You said his name is Yatunus? My great grandfather
was a Yatunus, and I have a painting of him that looks exactly like Edward.” 


That wasn’t surprising to me, because it seemed
perfectly plausible. 


“I’m no weirder than Edward, I’m just a little
younger. I’m not a demon… but…” I sighed. “If you repeat this I swear I’ll deny
it. You can’t even tell Divina and Edward I’ve told you this. I’m from a world
called Earth. I’ve come here to learn from Edward, and I really know very
little. It’s important for me to learn magic in order to protect something from
the bad guys.”


“Protect what?” he asked.


“It’s complicated. The point is… no; that is the
point. I’m here to learn and Edward is protecting me until I can.”


“How do you know I am not the bad guy?”


“Because if you were the bad guy, you would have
acted all shocked when you found me not able to speak Sudo. And this is a much
easier way to talk.” Except for the brain irritation. But it was only my brain.


“So will you tell me about your world?”


“Yeah, but will you teach me that spell first? When I
get into electricity, fast-food, cartoons, and pizza, there will be no stopping
me. And why are you making a potion when you can make your father sleep without
it?”


He looked a little ashamed as he stirred his
concoction. “My father is a very powerful man whose disappointment in me knows
no bounds. I have not gotten close enough to touch him in days, and if I did,
he could easily counteract any magic I could do. I could certainly slip
something in his drink, though, and he would be too distracted to counteract
it.”


“Will you teach me the spell? It would be a great
defense.”


“You will not succeed tonight. This spell has taken
me years to learn, and I only recently did, but you can practice it. Be careful
doing so. Because nominal energy is by far more powerful than physical, it can
convert physical energy into nominal. This is extremely dangerous to practice
because your victim could be drained of physical energy until dead.”


“How did you practice?”


“Servants. My father made me practice it on the
servants over and over until I got it right. Anyway, the two energies naturally
coexist, which makes this even more difficult. Edward can probably teach this
to you better. Is there anything you can think of that converts something into
itself?”


“Like a virus? I can imagine some alien virus that
does that.”


“Good; tiny particles. Imagine whatever you need to…
like that the nominal energy is a virus converting the physical. Pour nominal
energy into your victim, and as you do, imagine the magic energy converting the
physical energy, then remove nominal energy as it is created. You must do this,
and as you imagine the energy converting, you also have to imagine the person
becoming tired. If you are not gentle or you draw too much, the person can be
injured. Are you sure you want to attempt this?”


“Like I said, I have something very important to
protect, but I also want to be of any help to Edward and Divina that I can be.
I won’t take it lightly; I’ll be careful.”


He nodded. “When you are done, do not suddenly stop.
If you end it quickly, the person may wake, but be too exhausted to think
straight, so you must slow down before you are finished. Keep in mind that this
is a spell that exhausts a person; they may not fall asleep, or they may pass
out. There are ways to make them want to lie down and sleep, but that is not
this spell. Does it sound like something you can handle?”


“I don’t know. It sounds like something worth
trying.” 


He sighed. “Try it on me. I know you will try really
hard not to hurt me. Do not wear yourself out or get discouraged; like I said,
you will not get it right the first time.”


“I thought it won’t work if you don’t believe it
will.”


“Yes, but you should not even be doing it if someone
can so easily convince you otherwise. There is a way to reverse the effects,
but I will teach that to you after you tell me about your world. Are you ready
to try?” 


I nodded.


I considered asking him to come back to the room,
where the cold wouldn’t be such a problem. It wasn’t for me, actually, but he
was shivering. Maybe he came from a warmer climate. What stopped me from
inviting him was that Edward could return early. 


I closed my eyes, cleared my mind, and drew in
energy. Being as careful as I could, I made a mental channel to draw energy
from me to him. I imagined not an image but the idea of him getting tired.
Holding that idea in my head, while still willing my book’s language
assistance, I imagined my energy (as a bright blue glow in his body) was some
alien, airborne virus that mutated his physical energy (as a bright red glow)
into the virus energy. It was like a zombie virus, which then left his body
like any good airborne virus. I made sure it was a slow acting virus. After
some time, I felt something new, and it took me a few moments to realize that
it was nominal energy being drawn into Mordon. I opened my eyes to see his eyes
closed and his head down. Fairly certain that I was doing something, I slowed
the virus to a stop and let him fill himself of energy. 


After about five minutes, he looked up at me, wide
eyed. 


“I’m sorry,” I said. 


“How? How can you learn a spell in a few minutes that
took me years?”


“One, I had a great teacher; two, I have a good
imagination; three, I have to learn fast to do my job; and four, Edward says I’m
good at learning magic. I don’t know why I am, and it’s not my fault. I’m
careful. I may not be all that refined, but I don’t need to use so much power
that I lose control.”


“That is something my father has never learned. That
is a lesson that takes a wise man to learn. I am not sure who you are, Dylan,
but you are powerful enough that I believe you are a demon. You also smell off,
not like anyone I know, with a hint of ink.” 


The religions of Duran are different than on
Earth, and so the definition of a demon may be different. “What exactly is
a demon, according to Duran?” I asked. 


He looked startled. “You do not know the demons? The
immortals? They go by many names and there are many stories about them. Some
say they are the children of the gods, some say they were once gods, but they
came down to the worlds to give us the power to travel the worlds.”


I didn’t know for sure if he was talking about the
Guardians, but I started to get that impression. “Guardians.”


“That is one of their names. You are one, right? I
have never heard of a baby demon before. You are like a newbie demon, learning
to use your power and do your job. What is your job? Do you talk to the gods?”


“I’m really not able to talk about this. I’m gonna
get skinned alive. I wouldn’t put it past Divina to be listening right now.”


He took a small sniff. “She is not close. Is she a
demon, too?”


“No. She’s much more terrifying.”


He nodded and focused on his potion. “I understand
that you cannot tell me this stuff. Still, it is great to actually know a
demon. It is fascinating to see the power of a newbie demon, and it is even
cooler to actually teach him something.”


“Demons are something different to humans, so I
prefer to be called a Guardian.”


There was a loud whacking sound in the greeting room
and, out of reflex, I got up to go and check it out. My right foot found a
slippery rock and I was suddenly falling backwards, into the cold water of the
pond. The rock floor hurt and my left knee scraped on the coarse siding,
ripping through my pants and skin. Mordon grabbed my arm and helped me out. I
climbed out of the water, shaking and bleeding.


“Are you hurt?” he asked, worried.


“I’m used to it,” I groaned. I took off my shirt and
started ringing it out into the water. The water was so cold that my fingers
went numb.


“That was unlucky,” he said. 


He started laughing, so I growled and threw my shirt
at him. It was supposed to hit him, but I was shaking so badly that I missed by
a good three feet, so I flopped down next to him. After a second, I realize he
was staring at my Guardian mark. Earth’s symbol was still inked permanently
over my heart. 


“Figures, I ended up with a tattoo even though I
promised Vivian I would never get one.”


“Now will you tell me about your world?” 


He asked for it, so I told him about my home with one
moon, about cars and pizza and electric lights. I told him about highways and
restaurants and computers and garage sales and television sets, about credit
cards and airplanes and high rise apartments.


Obviously I said too much, because by the time I shut
up, my friend’s eyes were round and glazed with shock. “How about I go on
another day and give you some time for this to sink in?” I asked. 


Mordon nodded and continued stirring his sleeping
potion. 


Although I stopped willing my book to translate for
me, I still felt it intensely, and I couldn’t understand why. Then I realized
it wasn’t the book but the danger it was in that I felt. That meant either I
was getting better at sensing it, or…


“I’ve got to go,” I said quickly. I tried to stand,
but I was too late. The ground came speeding to my face even as everything went
dark. The last thing I heard Mordon was calling my name in panic.









Chapter 14


This vision differed from the others because I was in a large, dim
cave. All around me were columns of stone with glowing cracks and chips.
Everything looked slimy. 


A heavy hand came down on my shoulder and before I
could inhale to shout, the other one closed over my mouth to silence me. With
great relief, I recognized his scent as he pulled me back a few steps into the
shadows. Edward let me go and pointed off to the side. 


I was amazed we could actually move in this vision.


Thirty or so feet from us was a man who looked to be
in his mid-twenties. His long black hair was tied back and blended into his
baggy, dark brown clothes. He was pale and thin, so much so that if he added a
cape and some hair gel, he would look like a young Dracula. To complete his ensemble
was a belt around his tunic with a sword attached. The man kneeled on a
cushion, writing something in a thick black book. 


There was a slight flashing of light about ten feet
in front of us and I instantly felt the pain that came when leaving the dream.
I closed my eyes and the pain suddenly vanished. 


Instead of the cold night air and suffocation that I
expected to feel, the air was still warm and humid. When I opened my eyes, we
were still in the cave, but in a different area. Edward had moved us out of the
exposure zone. I quickly located the man, who was now smiling at the person who
had just entered. 


“You fool!” she yelled. It was the little girl with
red hair and eyes. 


The man stood. “Is that anyway to talk to your older
brother?” He didn’t sound irate for having been yelled at.


“What were you thinking?!” 


As soon as she was in reach of the man, she raised
her fists to hit him, but the man grabbed her forearms to hold her still. After
a few seconds of struggling, the fight left her and she nearly collapsed with
her apparent misery. 


“Why?” she cried.


Her brother let her go. “Because I could. Because you
were being watched and Shio was wasting everyone’s time on Earth. I had the
opportunity to hunt, I did, and it paid off.” 


“Then you really did find them?” the girl asked with
astonishment.


I glanced back at Edward behind me, but he was giving
them his undivided attention. 


“I would never lie to you. Vretial is sending for
Shio now. And you were right; they are on Duran.” 


She smiled brightly. “I told Shio. He must feel so
foolish. Maybe we can---”


“No. Leave it to Shio. Whatever they did to make it
look like the book was on Earth, it was a decoy. Obviously, they know we are
looking for it. It is better to give Shio a few hours to work.”


“Why?”


“I have tracked them to Anoshii and you may have been
too young to remember, but magic is not allowed on Anoshii. They cannot live
there; no Noquodi would live in a place where he cannot practice magic.”


“So Vretial’s just going to wait?”


“Don’t count on it. Even though it would be best to
avoid such a public place, Vretial is not that patient. We will give Shio a
chance to get the book himself. Either he will get the book, get himself
arrested for magic, or flush them out. At the very least, he can be a distraction.”


“But I want to get the book for Vretial.”


“If you fail, Vretial will have no mercy. I want you
to watch Shio, but stay out of trouble,” the man commanded. “Stay far enough
away that you are not detected and refrain from using magic on Anoshii.”


Edward put his hand, which was shockingly cold, on my
shoulder. I felt no pain or suffocation; I just woke up.


 


*          *          *


 


I could smell the sweet perfume of Divina even before
I opened my eyes. I was still in the courtyard at the inn, Divina was on one
side of me, and Mordon was a few feet off to the other side. He looked
terrified.


“Are you okay?” Divina asked.


“Yeah. Edward’s probably coming. Are you okay?” I
asked Mordon. 


“Daikala sai?” Divina translated.


Mordon nodded. 


“They know we’re on Anoshii,” I said. Divina was
unsurprised. “They’re not going to wait until we leave. What do we do?”


“Wait till Edward gets here, and then prepare to
fight. Let’s go back to the room.” She took my upper arm and easily pulled me
up.


“What about him?” I asked, indicating Mordon.


“I already spoke with him. He’s fine; just spooked.
He used magic to keep you warm until I got here.” As Divina pulled me through
the door, I waved to Mordon. He waved back, though I wasn’t sure if he
understood what it meant.


When Divina and I got back to the room, Divina was
suspiciously calm. “They know we’re on Anoshii. Do you know how they found us?”
I asked.


“No. I need a moment to think.” 


She pulled a white towel out from under the table and
handed it to me, then went over to the bed and sat cross-legged on it with her
hands in her lap. It was a very attractive position with her little skirt on,
but the drive to protect my book was so desperate it superseded everything
else. 


“When will Edward get here?” I asked, drying my hair
absentmindedly. She shushed me slowly, her eyes closed. 


It was then that I realized what the dream meant,
what Edward being there with me meant. Edward’s book hadn’t been in danger
before. 


“Divina?” She didn’t answer or even move a muscle.
“Divina!”


The door slid open and Edward entered. I jumped up
and was hallway across the room before I gained control over my relief. 


“Are you good?” he asked. I nodded and he regarded
Divina. “Where’s his book?” 


Snapping out of her meditation thing, she stood and
pulled my book out of her backpack. “It’s safe,” she said, handing my book to
me. There was a static shock when I touched it, but I took it anyway. 


Edward reached out his hand for it. “Let me protect
it,” he said. 


If he had both books, there would be nothing to stop
Vretial’s servants from converging on him. If all of Vretial’s followers
attack him, he may not be able to fight them off. If there’s only Shio, he may
hesitate and not know who to come after first if the books are separated. I
also really didn’t want to let the book go. 


“I… I want to protect it,” I said. Edward slowly
retracted his hand and his expression was unreadable.


“What do you suggest we do now?” Divina asked.


I noticed how she worded that with “suggest,” and, by
the frown Edward gave her, he did too. 


“We’ll go back to Shomodii,” he said. Divina made a
sound, but not quite an interruption. “They expect us to be here and if we
leave before they get here, they may not realize we’re gone for a few days.
Besides, I like our chances better in my territory, magic would draw in
troubles with the law, and there are innocent people here that could be injured
or killed.”


“But they don’t know who we are. If we could stay
surrounded by people so they can’t single us out…” Divina argued gently.


“What? They’ll go home?”


“They wouldn’t attack everyone, would they?” I asked.


“Why wouldn’t they? These people don’t matter to
them. They’ll kill their way to us, just like their creatures did to get to you
on Earth. If there are no more objections, let’s leave.” He picked up all of
the bags as easy as if they were empty and headed for the door. I grabbed my
music player, which had been left unnoticed on the bed, as Divina blocked his
path. 


“You’re making a decision that cannot be undone;
think hard about it. Take just a second to think.”


“I thought on the way.”


“You don’t have only one book on the line; you have
yours, his, and our lives.”


“I thought on the way,” Edward repeated. “We can’t
wait for their attack. All my weapons and tools are on Shomodii; if there’s
anywhere we’re safe, it’s there.” He pushed passed her.


“There’s Earth,” she suggested, closing her eyes as
if the thought was painful.


Edward stopped. “That would strip away all my
defenses and leave us relying on you. And I still would have no weapons.” 


“You would have a little power, Dylan is powerful for
his experience, and I am not too bad myself. Earth is not the first place
they’ll look for us, so we’ll have more time to prepare.” She turned to me.
“You have the instincts of a Guardian as much as he does, whatever that amounts
to.”


I realized what she meant. Their decisions were
biased by fears and desires, so she wanted to know what I thought. My first
instinct was the chance to go home, where I wasn’t heavy and I knew the world.
I shot that down, as Duran was now my home and I had to get used to it. My
second instinct was, surprisingly, to side with my mentor, but I shot that down
because I had to stand on my own feet under pressure. My third was to side with
Divina, because her low-necked shirt was awfully persuasive. While I understood
how Edward could be at a disadvantage on Earth, I was at a disadvantage
wherever I was. 


“Where do you think we should go?” she asked me.


“Aren’t there more options than Earth or Duran? I
mean, there are eight other worlds, right? I signed Nano’s book. Maybe we can
go to Dios.”


“Nano warned me about Zer. I don’t want to be on
another world if its god is angry,” Edward said. “It would be better than
Earth, but I would still rather be at home.”


“I don’t like the thought of facing an enemy
underground,” Divina argued. “Going to Earth will give us more time.”


“That doesn’t matter if we can’t do anything with it
and it leaves me with little power. Shomodii will give us more options,” Edward
countered. 


“Shomodii will do us no good if we are attacked
before we can prepare for anything.”


“Split up,” I said. They stopped arguing and looked
at me. “Divina, you take both books to Earth while Edward and I get ready here.
Then the books may not be separated, but they’re far away.” 


They both rolled it around in their heads.


“It’s a good idea. However, splitting up, especially
over worlds, always turns out wrong. And putting two books in the hands of
someone other than a Guardian is just suicidal,” Edward said. 


More importantly, leaving them with Divina was
dangerous to her. 


“Any other ideas?” Divina asked. 


Edward continued. “Splitting up may not be a bad
idea. Divina, you take his book and I keep mine. We’ll go back to Shomodii and
I’ll prepare for the attack at my place. Meanwhile, you gather protection
supplies at your place. Then you take him to Earth, put up protection for him
and his book, come back, and we’ll fight,” he said. Divina nodded her
agreement. 


“Him,” in this case meant me, which meant that their
plans once again left me huddling in a hole. “Why can’t you just put protection
over the books and all three of us can fight. If anything, I make a good decoy,
bait, or diversion.”


“No.”


“Sorry, sweetie, but you are sitting this one out. I
know it makes you feel low, but imagine how we would feel if you were killed,”
Divina said. 


I did. 


“Now imagine how you would feel if one of us died
trying to protect you.” 


I did, and it must have showed on my face. 


“The best you can do right now is relieving us of
having to worry and keep track of you and your book while we fight, which is a
lot more than it sounds.” 


I nodded, even as my mind raced. I had to think of
another way; thinking was my thing, and the only thing I was good for. 


Run away and guarantee my book’s safety until the
enemy found me, or try my best to help Edward and Divina. I knew that, in my
situation, Ronez would try everything he could to switch places with either
Edward or Divina, and his only conflict would be who to fool into safety.
Unfortunately, I wasn’t powerful enough, and I couldn’t risk the books like
that. I knew what the smart decision was, but I just couldn’t convince myself
that running away was the right thing to do. 


By the time it dawned on me what was happening, we
were already down the stairs. “Divina? Will you use your mind talking thing to
say bye to Mordon for me?” 


She put her arm around my shoulder and pulled me
closer. “Sure,” she said. “And what would you like me to do about your
little stalker?” she asked me in my mind. 


I looked back down the hall and didn’t see anything
at first. Then, after closer inspection, I saw her through the glass walls.
Shinobu was in the courtyard garden with her two front paws pressed against the
glass. I reflexively tried to go to her, but Divina’s arm was unwaveringly
secured around my shoulder. 


“She’ll follow us. Kiro will either be too
distracted to notice her, or so paranoid that he’ll notice the sound of her
breathing. If she follows us too far, I’ll try to sneak her into my bag to take
her with us, but she’s not to be alone with you until we talk to Kiro. She’s
doing a bad job at hiding.” 


“You two keep up and keep quiet,” Edward snapped
softly. “And hold off on the magic, Divina; it’s very irritating when I’m
expecting a magic attack.”


The silence was eerie as we left the hotel and
started down the road. There were still plenty of people on the street, but
most of them were young adults and none of them seemed in a hurry. I got the
feeling that I shouldn’t talk. I watched for Shinobu and only glanced ahead to
keep on the path. Edward growled but didn’t elaborate, so I figured it was
because of me. I faced forward and hoped that if Shinobu was following, Divina
would do something.


It wasn’t long before we arrived at the gates at the
edge of town; however, these were different. Instead of entering the homely
neighborhood, we entered the grounds of a beach, which was empty save for a
large sphere, a small pedestal in front of it, and a small wooden cabin. The
bottom half of the sphere was white and the top half was glass. 


“No talking,” Edward whispered to me. “No magic,” he
warned Divina with a harsher whisper.


We followed him to the little cabin. I saw a sudden,
slight movement from Divina and the lid of her backpack lifted. Shinobu’s
glowing silver eyes peeked out at me and I felt a rush of joy. I had no idea
what Edward would do, but I had time to figure it out. At the very least, if
she is as deadly as everyone seems to believe, she can help fight, which may
convince Edward to let me keep her. 


We reached the cabin and Edward knocked three hard,
even knocks. The door burst open, there was a gasp, and then the door was
quickly pulled shut until it was only slightly cracked. A small man, about a
head shorter than me and startlingly delicate-looking, poked his balding head
out.


“Yatunus-mal. Madate.” He shut the door. 


I was startled, but both Divina and Edward were calm
and focused, as if this was normal. I heard the sound of a woman’s voice a few
seconds before the door opened wide and the small man barreled out, pulling on
a dark green robe. I almost lost my balance trying to move out of his way as he
dashed towards the giant sphere. As he did, he pulled a key out from inside his
robe. 


We followed him to the globe, which he halted in
front of the stand. When he stuck the key into the podium, the glass dome split
down the middle and rolled back until it was completely open. To my great
fascination, a two-foot-wide section of the smooth, white, lower half molded
into a solid set of steps.


Edward and the little man spoke for a few minutes
before Edward gave him money and Divina nudged me towards it. I really didn’t
want to be the first to get on that thing, as I could see no flat bottom, but
the thought of refusing in front of Divina was unacceptable. 


It didn’t creak or give as I walked up the steps,
fortunately. The platform had a hard foam-like floor, similar to the hotel’s
floor, and was lined with a long bench seat. Without needing to be told, I took
a seat. Divina removed her backpack and sat very close to me. Edward joined us
a few minutes later, the steps dissolved back into the sphere, and the glass
top slowly slid back into place.


“I hope you don’t get motion sickness or dizzy
easily,” Divina told me. 


I actually got both, but I didn’t feel I needed to mention
that. 


“You’re going to want to close your eyes when we get
in the water.” 


The sudden sound of grinding metal was ominous as the
globe lurched toward the water.


The water line had almost reached the glass when the
globe suddenly plunged into the depths of the ocean. By the time we came to a
full stop, we were completely submerged in the ocean, and the air was very far
away. 


This is asking for trouble. 


The spherical ship seemed to handle the water and the
pressure, though I couldn’t imagine how.


A soft clicking sound broke the silence as lights
came on. There were two of them, one on either side of a track, much like a
rollercoaster track. I stood to see them and as I did, another set came on
about four feet away, scaring a school of particularly scary fish away.


Divina pulled me back down just before the dome began
moving again; however, this wasn’t forward. The dome started to spin, slowly,
but gaining speed. I closed my eyes and I was pretty sure we were also moving
forward. The dome got so fast that we were pressed tightly against our seats.
It was apparently moving forward super fast as well, because the spinning
started to slow after only about ten minutes. 


I felt a jerk as it came to a halt, then rose, and
then stopped again. The gust of wind as the top parted suggested we were
stationary, but I was too nauseous to tell.


Divina nudged me. “You can open your eyes now,” she
said. 


I shook my head and instantly wished I hadn’t. “No, I
don’t think I can.” 


Divina pulled me up onto my feet. “Just take it slow.
That was the quickest way across and everyone hates it at first.” 


Her soothing, silky voice had a positively glorious
effect on me. I opened my eyes and allowed Divina to push me down the steps,
which had returned. With the forest of Shomodii before me and the bright twin
moons above, I didn’t feel overwhelmed like I should have; I felt like I was
back home. 


“Wasn’t so bad, was it?” Edward asked.


“Any landing you can walk away from is a good one,” I
said as I tried to hold onto the ground. We headed into the forest, but I had
to take a quick side trip to relieve my churning stomach. After a few minutes
of trying to decide which way was up, I found that I was making it through the
woods much better than I had the first time.


When we broke through the trees, it was unexpectedly
comforting to see Edward’s cabin, even though I had only been there for a few
days. 


“Hurry up,” Divina said, “I won’t be an hour.” 


I handed her my book and she disappeared into the
forest. 


“You heard her. Get in,” Edward said. 


Once inside, Edward dropped the bags to the floor,
opened the trap door, and disappeared down it. By the time I got down into the
bedroom, there was a lit lamp, hanging close to his bed and he was pushing
aside the bookshelf to reveal a secret room no bigger than a closet. 


Edward dragged out a long chest that scraped loudly
across the floor. Before he could even open it, I felt like it held something
powerful and dangerous. He propped open the lid, exposing a sword. This sword
was something entirely amazing. The shape was that of a katana; a samurai
sword. The handle was wrapped in a thin metal cloth overlain with a firm, thick
black net to give it better grip. The hand guard, with two enclosed slits, was
made of a black material and I couldn’t tell if it was stone or metal. The
sheath was black leather over wood. 


“Go ahead,” Edward said.


I picked up the sword gently, startled to find it
warm, and pulled off the scabbard. The blade itself was the beauty of the
sword. As reflective as marble and as black as space, the blade seemed to ward
off the light around it with an aura of power.


“That was Ronez’s sword. It was created for him; for
the Guardian of Earth, so even as his twin brother, I cannot wield it. The
blade is made of a metal from Vaigda called azurath. It was made for Ronez as a
gift from Vaigda’s Guardian. This metal is unbreakable by physical or magical
attack. Magic cannot be used on it and fire cannot heat it. The fact that you
can lift it tells me more than anything that you were meant to be the Guardian
of Earth as much as Ronez was. No one but you and the gods can even lift it for
long.” 


And yet, the sword felt so very light.


He turned and began rummaging through the closet. I
fitted the sword into the belt harness Edward had made me get. Edward handed me
a basic, black-handled dagger, which I stared at expectantly. When it didn’t
reveal to me where it was supposed to go, I stuck it in my belt as well, and it
stayed well enough. Edward came out with a sword and a dagger at his side, and
slipped a throwing knife into his boot.


I had no warning this time. I was with Edward one moment,
and the next, I was opening my eyes in the room I saw Vretial in so often.
There was a light lit behind me and Vretial was turned the other way so he
couldn’t see me. We were alone.


“Hello,” Vretial said. I was startled for a second,
seeing as how no one was here but the two of us. “Sit down.” 


A wooden chair came out of the dark and I had to move
out of the way so it wouldn’t hit me. It stopped, facing Vretial. I’m slow
sometimes, but I’m not dumb. I sat.


“How long have you known I’ve been watching?” I asked
him, my voice more casual than I had dared to hope.


“For as long as I needed to. Of course, if I try to
look at you, your book will pull you away. Then I’d have to pull you back and
that can get very annoying. I would prefer to just talk.”


“How am I able to move and speak this time when I
couldn’t before?”


“I have called you here myself this time, using your
bond with Earth. So tell me, child, why have you been running from me?” 


His politeness was unnerving and I found myself
sitting on the edge of my seat, ready to run. Where to, I had no clue. “Because
you’re after my book.”


“Yes, so?”


“So, you can’t have my book, or Edward’s.”


“Why not?” he asked, as if he couldn’t imagine. 


“Because they don’t belong to you. You have two
worlds already. That’s more than enough for the other gods.”


“I want it and I have just as much right as the
others to have it. If anything, I have more. I don’t let my worlds shrivel up
and die like the other gods.” 


“What do you mean? Are you saying Tiamat can’t handle
Earth? I lived there and I had no complaints.” Well, maybe a few…


“You like that the people of your world suck the life
out of the planet and each other?”


“Of course not, but that’s not her fault.”


“Isn’t it? She controls the world yet she pays it no
attention. Has she told you the last time she listened to a human’s needs?” he
asked. 


I frowned. For a god, he seemed to be missing a few
key facts… and screws. But then again, he didn’t know where I was. Maybe a
god only really knows the beings of his own world. “We haven’t spoken.”


“I highly suspect otherwise. Tiamat must have
contacted you. I suspect she has and you just don’t know. That’s the problem
with you lower beings. I could suck your life out right now, but here you are,
only wanting a conversation and not fearing me.”


“You requested the conversation. You said you only
wanted to talk.”


“That I did, but I would appreciate a little fear.
It’s a bit rude, you know. I’m the higher being, so I should decide if there is
peace while you graciously accept whatever mercy I give you.”


“Why do you care if I fear you if you can kill me so
easily?”


“What has everyone put into your head? If I were to
kill everyone just because I could, there would be no one and nothing to rule.
I have no interest in killing you. It really doesn’t matter either way to me,
until you start being rude. I don’t like it when people do not fear me.”


“Then make me fear you. You’re a god, aren’t you?”


“I’m working on that. The humans of Earth and sago of
Duran will fear me as they should and Tiamat and Erono will be defeated soon
enough. And with my new power, I will overcome the other worlds. Then I will be
the only one to fear. There will be balance.”


He completely lost me there. Cold wind swirled and I
could feel my body grow heavy and numb. I slid out of the chair and my eyes
closed.


 


*          *          *


 


Edward was shaking me awake. When I sat up, there was
no suffocation. “He wanted to talk.” I dove right into the explanation. “He
said Tiamat would want to talk to me and I’m pretty sure that he thinks what
he’s doing is good. He was very polite.”


“He’ll be very polite as he’s melting your brains,
too. Tell me later what happened. If it wasn’t important, we have to go. That
may have been to stall for time,” he said. 


It wasn’t, though. I didn’t know how I knew, but I’ve
always been good at reading people, and Vretial seemed to be one of the
easiest. “Divina won’t be able to get you to your apartment, but we shouldn’t
be long. Stay where she leaves you in case she needs to pick you up quickly.
Practice your studies while you have the chance.”


He then moved on to collecting certain books from the
shelf. “Can’t you take me back? You can take me back to my apartment…” where
Vivian will be. 


“No. I have to …” He went silent and my heart
followed suit. “Dylan… go to Divina.” By his posture and expression, I knew
that he was listening to something. 


“Are the bad guys near? Come with me. You can’t fight
them alone.”


“I am over two thousand years old and studied magic
my entire life; I can handle a fight. Go to the springs and follow it up until
you reach Divina’s house. She has your book and she can’t protect herself as
well as I can. At the very least, you need to warn her.” 


He was right. As much as I wanted to help Edward,
Divina needed to be warned.


“Go.” 


I did. I hated it, but I had no choice. Moreover, I’d
seen Edward take on the servant cats on Earth, where his power was “weak,” and
I couldn’t imagine one wizard taking him out.


The run to the springs was an easy one, which I
contributed partly to my new boots. I couldn’t get over what I was doing;
leaving Edward behind. However, when I got there, I found myself stumped. I had
no idea which way was “up” the springs. The water was still and there were no
identifiable mountains in one direction or the other. I could practically hear
the seconds tick by over my deafening heartbeat. The answer was right in front
of me; I just had to figure out how to use it. 


Sitting on the same large rock as earlier was the
little spirit girl with whitish hair. She sat in her cross-legged position with
her eyes locked on me. With my vast experience with women to back me up, I
decided to ask her with as much charm as I could muster. “Excuse me, uh, spirit
girl? Can you please tell me which way is up?” She didn’t move, so I slowly
approached her and tried again. “Do you know which way it is to Divina’s?”


She disappeared. Startled, I stepped back, tripped on
a rock, and fell… right through the little girl. As I looked up, she was facing
away from me, but then, without turning, she was facing me. 


“No names.” There was a whisper in my head,
yet her mouth didn’t move. 


“The bright one,” another voice whispered. 


The overall effect was creepy as hell. There was a
sound in the forest behind me; something like a deep chain saw. The girl was
suddenly frightened.


“He’s coming.” With that, she pointed the
opposite way down the springs, and then was gone. 


I struggled for a second with the idea of going to
help them, but I had no idea how, and I already had a problem on my hands. I
climbed to my feet and started in the right direction when suddenly my path was
blocked.


It was the little girl with the red eyes. She looked
younger than ever surrounded by the huge trees, with the same white dress and
her hair tied back into a black ribbon. 


“Hi. What is your name?” she asked harmlessly.


I’ve never had much experience with little kids, but
I knew they could be very dangerous, especially the quiet ones. “I’d love to
chat, but I’m late for a fight.”


“There will always be fights… well, not when my
master gets the books. But you don’t have your book on you.”


“How do you know I’m a Guardian?”


“You smell like one. That, and ink. Where is your
book? If you tell me, there will be no reason to kill you,” she said. Her tone
was entirely innocent and it was extremely creepy. 


I focused on the energy around me, and then on the
temperatures, or the differences anyway. Unlike Divina’s warmth or Edward’s
heat, this girl radiated something cold that went straight to my bones. Whether
she was telling me the truth or not, there was nothing good in her. 


I pointed behind me. “That way. How are you speaking
English?”


She looked insulted. “What is English? My master’s
powers make sure I am able to understand and be understood by anyone.”


That made sense because my book was apparently able
to translate in my dreams, but something about it bugged me. “Where is Edward?”
I asked. 


She frowned. “The other Guardian? We will take him to
my master until we can get your book. If you are very cooperative, I will ask
my master to send you and the other Guardian back here unharmed, even though it
is an inconvenience.”


“I have no proof you will keep your word.”


“Of course not. But I can promise you that if you do
not cooperate, my master will get impatient and kill the other Guardian to
punish you. Also, because my master will be upset with me, I will punish you. I
will strip through your brain to find everything important to you, and destroy
it.” 


It was so creepy to hear someone say that in a
child’s voice. Edward hadn’t shown me how to protect my thoughts.


“That is okay. It would not help; I can search your
memories without you thinking them. Your lover… Vivian. What if I killed her?
What if I used my magic on you to make you kill her? And… your mother. You
dislike her, but you love her. And… Divina. She has your book. So, I guess you
are not really needed. In which case, surely my master would not care if I kill
you.”


That was my cue. I didn’t clear my mind or close my
eyes. I pushed the energy already built up inside me into her as fast as I
could, which seemed to catch her by surprise. As I flooded her with nominal
energy, I heated the energy inside her. It was a dark and dirty trick, but I had
to protect myself. For a moment, I thought it would work. She broke out in
sweat and groaned, before shaking it off like a dog. I could feel the energy
cool and leave her body no matter how hard I tried to keep it heating.


When she started laughing, I gave up. “I would say
nice try, but that was just weak,” she taunted.


She raised her right hand and I didn’t even get the
chance to spot a hiding place before excruciating pain filled my body. I was on
the ground, spasming when it suddenly ended. Shinobu was in my arms, though I
couldn’t feel her over the numbness that came in absence of the pain. The
little girl cradled her arm with the utmost agony on her face, as there was a
very sinister bite on her wrist and all the skin around it was black. The blackness
was spreading quickly and the skin around the bite was dissolving. 


That would explain why Edward didn’t want me to be
near Shinobu. 


Despite the fact that she was evil and wanted to kill
my loved ones, I wanted to help the little girl; I don’t like seeing children
in such pain. I also thought about taking off in the opposite direction, but I
could barely move, let alone get up and run. I was even too numb to feel the
energy around me, so I couldn’t do any magic. Knowing I had to make it to
Divina, I rolled over onto my knees, holding Shinobu up so I didn’t crush her.
My limbs didn’t want to cooperate, so it took several minutes before I could
even manage to crawl. All the while, the girl was screaming and groaning in
pain. 


Shinobu jumped out of my arms in order to hiss at the
girl. “Shinobu,” I grunted. “Go find Divina. Protect her.” 


She looked from me to the girl and I thought for sure
the little animal didn’t understand me. Then, with one more hiss at the girl,
she ran passed her victim and ran towards Divina’s place. I managed to get
feeling back enough to climb clumsily to my feet.


But just as I did, the black stopped spreading and
the skin stopped dissolving. With the injury up to her shoulder and the flesh
eaten to the bone, I felt pity for the child. I had never suffered anything
that looked so painful. When the damage started to reverse, I remembered that
it was me and Divina who were in danger. 


After a minute, the little girl was completely healed
except for a scar in the shape of a bite mark and she glared at me. “My master
will punish you for this.” Her voice was shaking in pain. “He will do far worse
than kill you. Now, I can go get the book from your friend myself and kill her,
or, you can go get it from her and she can be left out of this.”


I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t just hand over
my book, but if it would save Divina… At the very least, she will know what
to do. And with her protection, maybe the little girl can’t get through. 


“Lead the way,” she said. 


I did, slowly, limping, but the girl was staggering
even worse than I. She was not completely healed from Shinobu’s bite, which
would explain why she wanted me to get the book from Divina myself. As she
wheezed behind me, I knew the only reason I was still alive was that she was too
injured to kill me.


I followed the springs for about thirty agonizing
minutes when I came upon a clearing. The property was much like Edward’s;
however, the house looked like something no single man would own. The grass
around the cabin was overgrown with many colorful wild flowers, some of the
colors I had never seen before. The cabin was low to the ground; the walls were
no higher than six feet and made of brick. The roof appeared to be made of
straw. It had a little wooden door and two little windows on the front, and a
small chimney on the side. A ring of bright red and blue mushrooms surrounded a
large rock a little ways from the chimney. It was quite a soft, gentle, small
home; one I couldn’t imagine a woman as energetic and exotic as Divina being happy
with.


“You cannot give her the book,” Divina said,
appearing beside me. I considered her veiled expression, and then glanced back
at the little girl, waiting patiently on the other side of the springs. 


“I can’t let her kill everyone.”


“So kill her.” 


The ease with which she spoke of killing made me
uncomfortable, not because I wasn’t already used to it, but because it was the
same way the little girl did. The only ones who seemed to take life seriously
were Edward and I. 


“I don’t kill people.”


“You’re a Guardian; you’re going to kill people. Come
inside.” Before I could protest, she had her arm around my arm and was guiding
me in. 


“They have Edward. The little girl said they’d kill
him if I don’t give up the book peacefully. Now, I don’t believe they’d just
let him go, but I do believe they’ll kill him if I don’t give them the book.”
The door swung open as we approached, then closed behind us.


The inside of the small cabin was a shock. I had
expected there to be magic over the cabin, but not so much. The first thing I
saw was the large wooden table in the middle of the room, covered with white
plates and books and fruit and bread, with pottery of the most unusual sort and
pumpkins and knives, not the dining type but the ones meant for blood, also
with maps and candles. Next to the group of seven lit candles was a skull I
could only assume once belonged to a sago. Six chairs surrounded the table;
tall chairs with rich red wood and high, pointed sides. Hanging above the table
was a simple chandelier, a circular metal ring with six candles. Across the
table was a brick staircase, which also served as a wall for one of the five
bookshelves. 


The room was not too large; no bigger than
fourteen-by-fourteen, but it was nearly twice as large as it appeared on the
outside. The fireplace was full of bright flame and crackling wood, although
from the outside it emitted no smoke. One bookshelf to the left of the
fireplace was full with jars and pottery, while the others were all packed with
books. Above the fireplace was a large portrait of a large black horse in the
forest. In the corner between the fireplace and staircase was what looked like
a small altar of some sorts, with a tall pedestal, an open book, and two
well-worn candles. 


Sitting on one of the chairs at the table was
Shinobu.


“Have faith in your mentor. Don’t you think he can
handle himself in a fight?”


“But Ronez… Edward wanted to fight those creatures on
Earth to get revenge. What if he allows himself to be captured in order to get
to Shio?”


“That’s possible, even likely, but it’s his business.
He would be foolish to put his book in danger, but if it’s already in danger, I
wouldn’t put it passed him to escalate the problem by trying to satisfy his own
anger. You have to focus on protecting your own book.”


“If I can give them the book and make a diversion, I
might be able to do something to save the books and Edward,” I insisted. 


“You’re in over your head, even as a Guardian. You
have no idea how the gods think. You have no idea what a god can do to you.” 


And then it just slipped out. “But you do, don’t you,
Tiamat?” I asked. Her eyes went wide and every muscle in her body tensed. She
was stunned, which only proved what I had figured out. She was right there the
whole time and I had no idea.


“What?” Her voice was so soft I wasn’t sure if she
actually said it. 


“You know things about the gods, you have power
you’re holding back, and you’re just too flawless. Even when we were running
through the Aradlin, you didn’t run out of breath. You found me on Anoshii, and
I figure that you ditched Edward so he wouldn’t get suspicious. When you
touched my book, not only did I feel that static stuff and go into a vision,
but all of Earth lit up like a beacon at the exact moment. That’s why I feel
it’s safest with you; you can protect it better than anyone else and you would
never hurt it. When I became a Guardian, you had to come check me out in
person. Edward doesn’t know, does he?” 


She wasn’t even looking at me anymore; she was
staring out the window. “No. He would have told you. I was never this careless.
I never made mistakes, and no one figured me out. Except…”


“Ronez. Why didn’t he tell Edward?”


“I asked him not to. When he couldn’t keep the secret
any longer, he started a fight with Kiro so he could leave.”


“Three years ago?” I asked. She nodded. Everyone has
skeletons in their closet. She had a damn cemetery. “Why did you choose me? Why
was I the best one to be a Guardian?”


“It was destiny, Dylan.”


“Destiny made a mistake. Why?”


“You just are. You don’t get it. I did not make you a
Guardian, you were born one. I just let you live,” she said. 


I closed the gap between us, but she didn’t react. It
was incredibly frustrating. She was lying to me the whole time, and she came to
me in the first place because she didn’t trust me. But still… I couldn’t get
over how I felt about her, and I wasn’t even sure what it was. 


“Where’s the book? I need to go before they kill
Edward.” 


She reluctantly pulled my book out of her backpack.
It wasn’t really my book; it was hers. 


“There’s nothing I can say to convince you to let
Kiro go?”


“You mean, let them kill him? No. I have to go. Can
you make another book? Like a fake that I can give them until I can get to
Edward?”


“No, they would know. What do you plan on doing when
you get to him?”


“I don’t know. He didn’t show me how to travel yet.” 


She turned to me and held out my book. I took it
slowly, but she put her hands over mine so I couldn’t put it away. We were so
close and she was so warm that it was playing havoc on my priorities.
Everything was supposed to be different knowing who she really was, how much
she lied, and it only made sense that I would push her away. Instead all I
wanted to do was pull her into my arms.


“Then I’m going.” 


That snapped me out of it. “But can’t Vretial kill
you?”


“He can destroy me, yes, but I can’t imagine being
left powerless is any better. I have to protect this book. Vretial hasn’t taken
over Duran yet; we would know. There’s still a chance. It doesn’t take a
greater amount of power to beat someone like Vretial; it takes the right magic
at the right time. I’m going. You stay.”


She tried to take the book back but I slid it into my
bag on reflex.


“No. You need to keep the other gods informed of
what’s going on. If you go and he defeats you, there’d be ten confused gods,
two of which will have no worlds. If I go and he beats me, there’s eleven
pissed off gods, three without worlds, but still with power. You would still
have power, wouldn’t you?”


“Not nearly as much. If you go, you’re sure to fail.”


“I’m not so sure. If you go, there’s more to risk.”


“What do you mean you’re not sure? You think you can
best Vretial?” she asked. When she put it that way, it sounded stupid.


“Like you said; it takes the right magic at the right
time. I think I know Vretial.”


“Getting a little ahead of yourself are you? What
makes you think you know him?”


My answer was not meant to be sarcastic, but it could
have seemed that way. “Guardian’s instincts.” I reached for the door when she
grabbed me by the arm and pulled me around to face her. I had in mind what to
say, but it vanished from my lips when they met hers. 


She was sweeter and softer than I could have imagined
and my mind was instantly consumed by her. I’d never felt or imagined anything
that was even remotely as mind-numbingly wonderful as what I was feeling then.
My body acted of its own accord to wrap around her. I had my arms around her
and I wanted to never let her go. 


She broke the kiss but my lips found their way to her
neck. “Damn. I’m doing it again.” Her voice was so beautiful I wasn’t sure what
she had said for a few minutes.


“Doing what?” I mumbled into her sweet skin. I didn’t
care; I just wanted her to keep talking. 


“Falling in love, and dragging my Guardian down with
me.” Her words didn’t register on me until she pushed me away. I still couldn’t
think clearly, but reality was flooding back. 


“You’re falling in love with me?” I asked. My words
were slow as I tried to force my thoughts to reorganize.


“Stay here and protect the book or I’ll make you.”


“Not even the book could make me protect it against
my will.” 


“The book is very powerful, Dylan. I am a god. I can
make you do anything I want,” she said. 


I knew she could, but I didn’t know if she would. The
threat sure helped to clear my head, though. “You can’t deny my logic, but if
we both go, one of us could create a diversion. No matter how little help I
could be, if any, it would be best for me to come. Think of your book. Think of
Earth. Protecting me isn’t worth the risk of losing Earth. Where is Erono
anyway?” 


She turned away. “That fool… he’s stubborn enough for
us all. When Vretial has taken his world, he’ll still believe he has Vretial
beat. He is so suspicious of Kiro that he will believe the opposite of whatever
Kiro says.”


“Warn him. You’re one of them.”


“He doesn’t listen to me. He never liked me and won’t
even take me seriously since I took a sago body and made a home here.”


“Why did you?”


“I wanted a life.” She looked at me. “You have no
idea how boring it is in the Land of the Iadnah.” She opened the door and
headed out, leaving me to follow her. 


Both the little girl and her older brother were
standing only a few yards away from the house. They looked exactly like they
had in my vision, except the brother was leering at Divina. He reminded me of
Hiroku.


When I tried to get between them and Divina, she put
out her arm to hold me back.


“We let ourselves in; we just felt uncomfortable
standing outside without so much as a barrier to keep us out,” the little girl
said. 


“You didn’t have protection over us?” I asked Divina,
trying not to sound rude.


“I was a bit distracted.”


“No matter.” The little girl grinned up at her
brother. “If he refuses to cooperate, can I kill the girl myself?” she asked.


“Hush. At least find out if the Guardian is going to
cooperate. And take a better look at the female. There is more than meets the
eye,” the man said. 


I really didn’t like him. 


“You are both sago,” Divina said, surprised.


The little girl seemed angered by that. “What
business is it of yours?” she demanded. When she took a step forward and raised
her right hand, her brother pushed her hand down and pulled her back using the
same grip. 


“Behave,” he said. She stopped struggling and just
glared at Divina. “I am Krael. This is my sister, Tomie. Don’t take offence of
anything she says.” He looked at me. “And you are?”


“Not happy,” I said, aggravated, and silenced every
sarcastic and rude comment that came to mind. “Dylan. And this is Divina. Why
are you working for Vretial?”


“He offered. He took us in when nobody else would
help. He saved Tomie’s life.”


“You’ve seen what he did to the outlands and you still
help him?” Divina asked.


“He’s not destroying anything. He’s going to unite
the worlds in peace,” Krael said. 


I suddenly realized what was bothering me after
meeting with Vretial. “By taking away free will,” I said. Divina and Tomie
gaped at me, but Krael grinned.


“Precisely. Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to
get going before my master gets impatient.” 


“Hang on, you’re speaking English,” I said to Krael.
Unlike with Tomie, where it looked like a bad dub job, Krael was clearly
speaking fluent English. 


“That is your mother language, isn’t it? You’re
human.”


“You learned English? I thought Vretial translated
for you.”


“I never trust the translation abilities of magic
when I can learn the language myself.”


He pulled something out of his pocket and tossed it
through the air at me. I reached out on reflex, caught it, and instantly
regretted it. It was some kind of small disk that burned so badly I was sure it
had burned off my skin before I even realized it was hot. 


I released the disk with a sharp yelp and saw it was
covered in my blood as it fell from my hand. Divina grabbed it before it hit
the ground, grunted in pain, and tossed it back to Krael, who caught it with no
sign of pain and clinched it tight. Tomie grabbed his other hand.


The ground started to shake and the trees swayed. The
ground in front of me actually split open and a wall of bright light rose. The
shaking settled. That’s when Shinobu came running out of Divina’s house and
placed herself firmly in front of me. I picked her up to cradle in my arms, but
Divina gently took her from me. 


“She should stay.” I opened my mouth to object, but
she went on. “She’s so protective of you that she may attack Vretial on sight.
He’d kill her.” 


I nodded that I saw her point and she took Shinobu
back to the house. 


“After you,” Krael said when she returned. 


Divina hesitantly went into the light, but didn’t
come out the other side. She disappeared. Krael regarded me patiently and I
started forward. Expecting to fall into the cracks of the Earth, I closed my
eyes and entered the light. 









Chapter 15


The gravity was too light to be Duran. I opened my eyes and stared
straight into the dark brown eyes I had learned to trust. “Edward!” I exclaimed
foolishly.


He blinked. “Who?”


That startled me as much as I had clearly startled
him.


“Ronez,” Divina whispered breathlessly behind me.


I would have guessed that too, if he weren’t dead. I
examined the man in front of me, who resembled Edward less and less by the
second. For one, his hair was several inches longer. Unlike in his brother’s
description, this man was dressed in a sleeveless, loose, tan shirt, dark brown
slacks, and black boots.


Not surprisingly, we were in the same cave Edward and
I had been in during our vision. Divina was behind me, Undead Ronez was beside
me, and Tomie and Krael were about ten feet in front of us. Edward was nowhere
to be seen.


Undead Ronez leaned in and put his hand on my
shoulder. “Impressive hiding. You have been very… entertaining up until now.”
He slid my book out of my bag.


That didn’t sound like something an ally would say.


Undead Ronez backed away, still facing me as he
handed my book to Krael, who took it with a grin. “We’ll leave them to you.
Don’t do anything stupid,” Krael said.


Undead Ronez growled but let Krael and Tomie walk off
into the dark. I risked a glance behind me to make sure Divina was unhurt, and
she was glaring daggers at the Ronez imposter.


“You’re not Ronez, so who are you?” I asked.


“I am the one who killed him. You can call me Shio.”


Shio killed Ronez… and apparently took his body.
“Where’s Edward?” I asked. Shio rolled his eyes, which was almost creepy
because Ronez and Edward really were identical twins. “Kiro. Ronez’s twin
brother. Where the hell is he?!” If my anger concerned him at all, he didn’t
show it.


“If you are referring to the other Guardian, he is
currently in one of the many dungeons. You will join him soon enough. That is,
unless you make a good impression on Vretial. As for you…”


He took a step towards Divina and I placed myself in
between them, glaring at Shio. He was skinnier than Edward, almost unhealthy,
but apparently the fierce expression ran in the family.


“You have got a lot of nerve for a human.” Especially
for a mortal.


I blinked. It took a few seconds before I realized
that he hadn’t said that in my mind; I had read it in his. I was just about to
say a sarcastic response when it occurred to me that his thoughts were
unguarded.


“How do I get out of here? Which way do I go?”


“You don’t. There is no way out of here. You can only
go through.” And when you do, I’ll have a little time alone with your pretty
friend. Maybe Vretial will let me have some of her power.


I didn’t like the leer he gave her, though she
remained silent. “Where is…” I trailed off as I felt the sudden presence behind
me. It wasn’t Divina’s warmth, but a cold, dismal, powerful presence.


“Dylan, move,” Divina said.


I moved to the side before turning to see Vretial. He
was surprising by all means, but I knew it had to be him. He had short, dark,
auburn hair, and his eyes were the color of peanut butter, but they glowed. He
was wearing black robes and boots. Probably the most surprising characteristic
of his appearance was that he looked thirty at the most.


He also seemed to glow with power and radiate dark
energy. The energy was so strong I had trouble standing. It was sickening,
worse than any flu I’ve had, and made my body feel heavy.


He smiled widely at Shio, Divina, and then me. “Well,
isn’t this a reunion. I’m glad to finally meet you, face to face. I hope you
don’t mind, little human, but I’m going to borrow your companion.” He turned to
Shio. “You can handle the human, right?”


“Of course, master.”


“Good,” he said before grabbing my arm roughly. His
skin was cold and hard like stone, but sent chills up my spine like he was
something dead and slimy. I didn’t know what being touched by a god was
supposed to feel like, but the difference between his touch and Divina’s was
unquestionable.


“Get your hands off my Noquodi!” Divina growled.


Her devotion surprised me, but Vretial paid her no
mind. He wrapped a solid, metal bracelet around my left wrist before letting me
go. The bracelet had symbols etched across it in what looked a lot like early
cuneiform. “Um, it’s pretty and all, but I don’t think it goes with my eyes.”


Vretial laughed. “Such a funny little human you are.
This charm will keep you from overpowering my servant, here, and escaping.”


“Really? How will it do that? And what if I just take
it off?”


“Only a servant of mine can remove the charm. Now
then, if you’ll excuse us. Shio, take the human to see his master.”


Shio bowed to him and the god grabbed Divina’s arm
roughly. There was a flash of light so bright it hurt and when it cleared, Shio
and I were alone in a stone hallway and Vretial’s overpowering energy was far
less potent. There were lit torches lining the left side of the hall, about ten
feet apart. Shio shoved me forward.


“Easy, zombie,” I said, but I started walking.


Passing many side halls, we continued straight down
the endless path. I could feel everyone; Edward, Divina, Vretial, and his three
servants, but I couldn’t tell where they were. I could sense emotions, auras,
thoughts, intentions… but they were all mixed up in the wild energy. It felt
like I was in super thick fog or smoke, except that I couldn’t see it with my
eyes. The energy seemed to be magnifying everything, as well as clouding it
over.


After about five minutes, I was getting irritated.
Shio wasn’t guarding his thoughts, and he had a dirty mind. “So, Shio, tell me;
how did you find Ronez?”


“That is none of your business.”


Somehow, this wild energy was causing me to read
thoughts without my control. Either the energy wasn’t affecting Shio the same
way, or he was too poor a wizard to hear my thoughts in return.


“Isn’t it? I’m his successor; I have to make sure you
can’t track me the same way. Besides, I thought you would want to brag about
it.” I glanced back at him and he glared. He had Edward’s face, but he didn’t
know how to use the predatory glare that Edward had. “And who would I tell? I don’t
expect you to let me go, seeing as how you went through so much trouble to find
me.”


“Shut up. When I gave my soul to my master, I was
granted a small amount of his power. I became something even more powerful than
you Noquodi, and this power became a new soul. The new soul, which is
controlled by my own mind, can travel the worlds. When I am where I want to be,
I find a body. My mind and soul take over theirs. I was traveling a world
called Kahún when I heard word of the Noquodi on Earth. It was said that the
Noquodi of Earth, Ronez, was having problems with Earth’s god and Duran’s
Noquodi, and was currently unstable over the matter. So I went to Earth in
search of him. My soul is drawn to the books, and therefore, him. I later
killed him, but he discarded the book.”


“So, why did you kill him? Because you killed him,
there had to be another Guardian. Didn’t you consider taking him to Vretial and
then hunting the book?”


“That was not possible. I can travel because my soul
was created by a god’s power, but my body cannot. The books allow your body to
travel with your soul. My master has a… device that can rip through the worlds
and create a portal.”


“How? That sounds like some kind of futuristic space
thing.”


“Tampering with physical things like that really is
not hard. Physical things are easily destroyed and changed with magic energy.”


It’s like what Mordon was talking about. “Nominal
energy is like change. Like its purpose is to change physical things. Right?”


“It is the only thing I know magic energy does, but I
do not know if its purpose is to change things. The purpose of something really
does not matter to me. But, as I was saying; the disk creates a portal that
does not require separation between the body and soul. Of course, Vretial was
not concerned with the life of a Noquodi enough to have had me use the disk on
him. So I killed him. Then, Vretial let me use the charm to get this body back
here.”


“So he let you use the charm to bring his dead body
back, but not him alive?”


“Bringing him back alive would have done nobody any
good. For killing him, I have a body I am quite happy with.”


“Just like that, huh? I don’t like you. You’re kind
of a disgustingly horrible person. Honestly, I wish you could meet my mother
and suffer through her Christian rants.”


“Yeah, and you are a little small to be dealing with
gods. You are very loud for someone your size.”


I was obviously getting to him, which had my intended
effect of distracting him from his disgusting thoughts of young girls. If I
couldn’t shut off the mind reading, I had to distract him. “Why bring me and
Edward here, then? Why not just kill us?”


“I would have killed you, but it was Krael who found
you instead.”


I tried hard to think of what I had learned. There
was nothing around I could lift and hit him with. I definitely can’t try to
use my sword. I couldn’t control fire enough to do anything. Despite the
fact I tried it on Tomie, I don’t think I have it in me to burn a man from the
inside out, not even the one who killed Ronez. Then what? Maybe I can stand
behind him and make him forget about me. Not likely. The only thing I could
think of without drawing my sword was Mordon’s sleeping spell, and it seemed
impossible to do while walking, but I had to try something.


I imagined Shio, in Ronez’s body, getting tired, and
then tried to draw in energy… but I couldn’t. It was like there was a barrier
around me that prevented me from getting energy, even while I was bathing in an
insanely huge quantity of it. I looked down at the bracelet. I needed it off,
but when I pulled on it, I found it completely solid. I needed it off, I needed
Shio to pass out, and I needed to find Edward.


How exactly I was reading Shio’s mind without drawing
upon the energy around me, I didn’t know. One more question for the bag.
“How far until we get to the dungeons? Is it a straight walk there?” I asked.


“Yes, this hall leads directly to the dungeons, and
it is not far now. Your master will be there, probably weak and miserable.”


“But… I…” I made a face I hadn’t made in years that I
knew made me look like some pathetic little kid. “I got to go to the bathroom.”


He snarled. “Hold it.”


“No, no, I can’t hold it! I have to go!” Perhaps it
was not strong enough for Vretial to notice or be concerned about, but I never
did get over subconsciously drawing in energy. So while I was not able to draw
in anymore energy; I had a lot in me already. “Please. Please.” I imagined him
getting tired, gently pushed my nominal energy into him, and imagined the
nominal energy virus converting his physical energy.


After a few minutes of my begging, fatigue won him
over. “Alright!” he growled.


I stopped talking as we took a detour, but I
continued to convert his energy. After a few minutes, I assumed that I wasn’t
being annoying enough… so I only had one option.


“I’m Henry the eighth I am, Henry the eighth I am I
am.” I began to sing quietly, barely more than a mumble. Shio took it like
shock therapy.


“What are you doing?!”


“Entertaining myself. If I’m gonna die, I want to at
least have a last little ounce of self expression.” And if my plan doesn’t
work, maybe I can annoy you enough to take out yourself, also. “I got
married to the widow next door. She’s been married seven, times before…” I went
on and when he realized that the verse repeated indefinitely, I was very glad
that I was the only one able to wield my sword, not that he tried yet.


About five minutes later, we came into a large, bare
room that was parted by a wide stream in the middle. “Go.”


For a split second my blood ran cold when I thought
that he wanted me to jump in and die; that I had been too annoying. Then I
realized, fortunately, that wasn’t what he meant. “Here? This is worse than an
outhouse! Does no one understand the convenience of indoor plumbing?!”


I had no time to waste; I was running almost dry of
energy. He was already wobbling. I turned to the stream, took a deep breath,
and crossed my wrists with my left over right. “Will you at least take these
shackles off? I can’t do anything with them on.” It was a cheap shot but he was
so tired and I was so annoying that he slowly stepped forward, grabbed the
bracelet, and pulled. It snapped open easily.


In a split second, I drew in as much energy as I
could, as naturally as inhaling air, and Shio dropped to the ground without a
sound. For a few moments I had to hold onto the wall; I drew in enough energy
to make me dizzy, so I decided to let most of it go. Then, when I could stand
upright, I stuck the bracelet open in my bag and took off running down the
halls to find Edward. It was about fifteen minutes later when I realized that I
was completely lost.


How unlucky.


I wandered around, getting more and more lost.
Apparently chanting “find Edward” in my head over and over didn’t help much. I
finally sat down when I discovered with horror that I was a little lost puppy
looking for his master. What was I gonna do if I found him? He couldn’t tell me
to go home.


What I needed was to figure out how to help them… No.
What I need to do is find my book and protect it. I had no idea how to
protect it, but I had to do it anyway. Edward can protect it. He’s probably
already escaped and looking for the books himself. I was still alive, so
they weren’t Vretial’s yet. If I discard my book like Ronez had, would it
fall safely to Earth? No, Edward would have told me to do that if it were an
option.


I stood. The book found me. If Vivian didn’t have to
write an essay the day the book came to me, I wouldn’t have gone home and found
it. If I hadn’t been filling in for someone at work the day Edward found me, I
would have told him to get his book and get out so I could go back to bed. If I
hadn’t gotten lost and found Shinobu, the little girl, Tomie, would have killed
me at the springs. If Mordon hadn’t stayed at the same hotel as I, I wouldn’t
have learned the spell that got me away from Shio. This was not enough to
convince me of fate or destiny, but there had to be something that was
helping me along.


Without any better option, I started walking again,
this time with the strict determination to find whatever the hell I came to. It
was about ten minutes later that I found a door at the end of a hall, which I
entered without thinking.


The room was either a depressing bedroom or a cell.
The walls, high ceiling, and floor were stone and the only piece of furniture
was a bare bed set with a black metal frame. Attached to the frame were
shackles. The room itself was about twelve-by-twelve, which made it look even
barer.


“You shouldn’t be here,” a young girl’s voice
whispered in my mind, sending chills up my spine.


“Good enough for me,” I said, turning back to the
door… but there was no door. The door had vanished.


“It is too late now.” I turned to see Tomie sitting
calmly on the bed. “You are going to die,” she said.


“But I’m too young to die; I was hoping to live till
Thursday at least. Oh, well.” I didn’t want to read her mind, and luckily, she
seemed to be shielding it. There was nothing I could try to move but the bed
she was sitting on, and I wouldn’t have had the time. There was no time to make
her sleep. So, with no real options left, I drew my sword and gathered more
energy. To my surprise, her eyes grew wide.


“Where did you get azurath? How did you shape it into
a blade? How are you able to lift it?” she questioned.


My sword seemed to pulse and hum with power, which
was so cool.


“Because I’m a powerful Jedi knight and this is my
dark saber. I can win, because I’m the good guy and you’re the bad guy. If I
had some apprentice or something, I would lose, but I don’t so I won’t. This is
the climax battle, and the bad guy never wins the climax battle.” I was very
fortunate that my faith in movies was so strong, because uncontrollably shaking
in front of a little girl was not going to intimidate anyone.


“You are very foolish, human. Do you really believe
you can defeat me?”


“Absolutely. There are a million different ways this
can go and one of them must have me as victorious. Since you can read my mind
anyway I might as well tell you I have a problem with attacking a little girl.”


“I am immortal, you stupid human, and more than four
hundred years old. Now, if the small talk is over, I will to kill you now.”


“But the small talk isn’t over!”


A pressure wrapped around my arms and tried to force
them down, but before the sword lowered, the pressure started to weaken,
leaving a tingling behind. I thought the tingling was my blood flowing back
into my arm after she let go, but her murderous glare and the sword’s increased
pulse made me consider otherwise.


What started as a slight heat in my stomach, like I
ate something too hot, grew into an intense burning that tried to spread all
over. My sword pulsed more violently than ever and the tingling extended up my
arms and then through my body. It overcame the heat until I was left with a
slightly uncomfortable tingling.


Tomie wasn’t happy. “How are you able to control
azurath like that?!”


“I’m not doing it. And apparently, your magic is
going to be worthless on me for a while,” I said. She went to the chest next to
her bed, which must have appeared while I was talking like the door had
disappeared. I didn’t try to stop her as she pulled out a double-edged sword
with a gold-colored tang and a black handle.


“Fine. I will defeat you with a sword.”


“Uh… did you forget that I can use magic?”


“I would hardly call what you do magic. I may not be
able to use magic against you because of your azurath, but I can defend myself
against you.”


“As old as you are, your body is that of a little
girl. Also, I have a better sword.” I was ecstatic that the gravity was lighter
than on Duran. Still, even if I could defeat her, hurting a child was wrong.
She may have been older than me by centuries, but she looked and acted like a
little girl.


She swung her sword at me and I easily blocked it. As
I had expected, she fought like a little girl. She was so good at magic, but
because of her body, she could never excel with a sword, and she would never
weigh enough to do any serious damage. On the other hand, I was clumsy enough
to do it for her. As I slid my blade along the edge of hers to break the block,
she moved hers in the same direction. The result sent my own blade slamming
against my leg. This reminded me of a move Edward taught me. I thrust the blade
upwards and she blocked, but it pushed her back.


“You have no passion for fighting,” she said, much
like a whiny child.


“No, I don’t, and I certainly don’t want to fight a
little girl. I don’t care how old you are, you look like a little girl, and act
like a disturbed little girl.”


“It is one thing to kill a pathetic nothing, it is another
to kill a man who will not fight even when he has the physical advantage. What
do I have to do to make you humor me? Do I have to rip open your gut? Or maybe
I need to promise you that if you do not kill me, I will kill everyone
important to you. It is not like I have anything better to do than kill
people.”


“I don’t need to hurt you, I just need to keep you
out of my friends’ way while they take care of Vretial.”


“What do you think will prevent me from just leaving
and going after them?”


“Pride. As long as this sword is magically protecting
me, you can’t beat me without fighting me physically. You haven’t laid a hand
on me yet. I know size isn’t everything, but you have a child’s body, so I bet
you have a child’s mind; I think you might be too proud to have mastered the
sword or martial arts. You probably relied on your magic. Am I right?”


“I am a master at everything I do. I never needed to
study the sword or martial arts.”


She struck with amazing speed, but I blocked with my
sword somehow without thought. Something like anger lit in her eyes and she
struck again, far faster this time. My blade moved fluidly before my eyes, too
quick to follow closely. And as my sword and hers clashed, all my hesitation
and self doubt faded to an almost arrogant, giddy confidence.


She moved so fast I could barely see her blade, but I
blocked every strike. I found myself not only able to keep up, but able to get
behind her. She turned to me with hate on her face and her sword went to my
throat. I didn’t even block this time; I just grabbed her wrist. She dropped
her sword and started hitting me in the side. She was very strong for a little
girl, but not strong enough.


I reached into my bag, took out the bracelet, wrapped
it around her arm, and held it on her. I didn’t know if she could remove it,
but I couldn’t take that chance. With no other choice but to rely on the
bracelet, I put my sword in its sheath, while still holding her wrist. She
clawed at my hand, trying to get the bracelet off. I pushed her onto the bed and
closed her little wrist into one of the shackles. Luckily, they fit her and
locked automatically. Before she could get the bracelet off, I locked her other
wrist into the other shackle. She started kicking wildly but I was already out
of her reach. She was trapped, unable to use magic, and so angry that she
couldn’t make out any sensible words.


The door reappeared.


I couldn’t leave her there to starve to death, but I
didn’t know what else to do with her. Edward would, but I couldn’t take her
with me to find him. I searched chest, which was filled with sharp weapons, and
pulled out a dull dagger. As quickly as I could, I cut a large X into the door,
and then left it open just a little so the light could make the edges of the X
more visible. I hurried away from her angry screams.


When I got a few hallways away, I stopped and sat
down. The growing unease was starting to make me paranoid. My body wasn’t
supposed to move like it did; it was supposed to move under my control.


“You let the girl off easy. You could have tortured
her,” a voice whispered, sending a chill up my spine.


“No, she was just a little girl,” another, lighter
voice whispered.


“Shut up,” I said to the lighter voice. “Continue,
darkness.”


“All that pain and threatening. Use your imagination.
You could have cut little designs on her skin so she’ll never forget her sins.
You could have hid her shoes somewhere she would never find them again. You
could have made her scream and cry for her brother and he wouldn’t hear. Go,
Dylan, torture her. Don’t leave her for your master to deal with. Torture her.
Torture her.”


I stood up. “Alright. Which way did I come from?” Of
course, I was joking, but so was my hallucination.


“Left, Dylan, Left.”


I turned to my left and got goose bumps. Something
crossed the hall behind me, about fifteen feet away. I looked and saw nothing
there. Of course, I had seen too many movies to go and investigate, and instead
looked up. Nothing… then the torch flames began to flicker.


That narrowed it down to mummy, zombie, ghost, or alien/mutant
monster.


My bag slipped off my shoulder and onto the floor. I
faced the left again and again I felt something behind me, only about five feet
away. Again, nothing there…


That left Japanese ghost or alien/mutant monster.


Suddenly something stood only a foot behind me, but I
could feel no breath. I could sense its presence, but felt no body heat.
“Blood, Dylan, blood.” I turned to see the one who would eat me, and as I did
my foot caught on my bag and I stumbled to the ground.


He looked so powerful and dangerous, staring down at
me with a cruel grin. There was so much energy in him it was like he was
glowing with it, though it wasn’t sickening like Vretial’s. His dark eyes
glittered with dark thoughts in the torch light. His light skin seemed to absorb
the light while his dark hair absorbed the dark. A Greek sculpture wouldn’t
have been as idealized as him. Although I knew his face so well, it was
shocking and seemed entirely inhuman. This time I didn’t mistake him for
Edward, and I knew he wasn’t Shio. It was undoubtedly Ronez who stood before
me.


He wore a black satin, button-up shirt, black jeans,
and black boots. He was about the same build as Edward and, though the face was
structured the same, it looked very different because Edward wasn’t as pale,
and I never saw him look as joyful and devilish as Ronez did. After a moment,
he laughed, as if my fear had amused him greatly.


Then he held out his hand, which I found myself
taking without thought, and he pulled me up easily. “Sorry about scaring you,
but it was a once in a lifetime opportunity and I couldn’t pass it up.”


“No, I get it. All my hallucinations have to mess
with me or I feel neglected. I’m sure I saw your body running around here, but
I can’t really tell you where.”


“That’s alright; I’m done with it anyway. I came here
for you.”


“I’m sorry, but I’m not done with mine.”


“Oh, that’s okay, too. I’ll wait. Mind if I follow
you around until you are?” he asked.


I reached down and grabbed my bag. “Not at all; I
could use the company, and none of the voices in my head are on speaking terms
with me.”


I started down the hall, but Ronez stepped in front
of me and gestured to the left. “Let’s go this way, it smells nicer.”


“Okay. So, how’s everything going?”


“Oh, fine, I guess. It’s a little boring, being dead
and all. Of course, watching you fight bad guys is fun. Watching Divina fight
villains is even more fun. How are you enjoying my sword?”


“It’s wonderful. Were you helping me fight Tomie?”


“When you give it energy, which you unintentionally
did, you gave it power to protect you from her magic. I did give you a little
nudge, but she really wasn’t a powerful opponent without her magic, and mostly
I just gave you some emotional support. This way, please.” He led me down
another hall.


“So, how and why are you here?”


“Well, something not many know is that when your name
is in one of the twelve books, you can’t really die. Exactly what happens, I’m
not sure. Not even mortals enter the land where the dead rest. Furthermore, I
am immortal. Or I was. This is all new to me. I don’t really know where I was.”


“So if you weren’t dead, why are you only showing up
now? You’re not just teasing your brother, are you?”


“No, of course not. I wasn’t able to come before; I
really am somewhat dead. Remember that meeting Divina went to many hours ago?”
I nodded. “Well, now I can be here, but I’m not like a ghost or something.
Really, I’m soul and energy. The problem is that I’m taking up so much energy
with magic so unnatural that I’m disturbing the balance. I can’t be here for
long, but the closer I am to Vretial, who has insane amounts of power, the
longer I can stay. You have a question for me, don’t you?”


I didn’t even pause to get my thoughts together, and
I wasn’t quiet because I didn’t care if anyone overheard us. “Why am I your
successor? Why am I so powerful? Why was I chosen? Divina said it was because I
was the right person, not that I was chosen, but why?”


“You were chosen, Dylan, by me.”


“Why? You have so many descendants.”


“I knew you were powerful, but I also knew how you
think. You have a natural bond with nominal energy that not even Kiro and I
have. Even the way you used magic to talk to your friend was something far too
natural and far too powerful for a new Guardian. You learn quick and you adapt
well. I made the right decision. I do have many descendants, but you’re
different. Dylan, I am your father.”


“Um… what?”


My father… I have a father. No; I had a father.
Edward had been telling me about my father the whole time. Edward’s… my
uncle. But this doesn’t make sense. How could someone so powerful and “wise”
fall for Mother?


“You’re my last child, and you’re the only one I knew
who would be the right Guardian. You know why you’re so unlucky? The universe
has to balance. Even without your Guardian power you were very powerful, so
much so that you created an unbalance. To correct this, bad luck hindered you
every chance it got. The universe was constantly trying to kill you. When you
became a Guardian, you were supposed to be powerful, so it evened out. In all reality,
Dylan, we couldn’t both live. You were meant to be a Guardian; you’re too much
like me. It’s one of the reasons why Shio was able to kill me… It’s just
unfortunate that it wasn’t the right time. I should be the one to fight this
battle, Dylan, but fate was sick of me and now you have to fight untrained and
my brother has to take my revenge.”


“So it’s my fault you’re dead?”


“No. I was meant to be replaced, and I knew it the
moment I met you.”


“You mean the moment I was born? ‘Met me’ makes it
sound weird.”


“Actually… yes. That’s exactly what I meant. The
hurricane was absolutely not your fault either. I really wanted to be there to
raise you, but we couldn’t be close. Even before you were born you were in
constant danger of everything from the flu to earthquakes. The night you were
born, your room caught on fire. After a week of constantly defending your life,
I knew I had to get away, where you couldn’t draw my energy. I wanted to tell
Kiro about you, but I was afraid of what he would do.”


“You were afraid he would kill me to save you?”


“We’re twins; we can’t help it. If he had a child who
would replace him, I would do something I’m glad I never have to. With proper
training, especially from Kiro, you can be far more powerful than I ever could
be, but you might always have bad luck.”


“It’s alright if I have bad luck as long as I have
the power to protect myself and others from it.”


“You will learn to. Until then, you can rely on Kiro
to help you. Unlike me, you won’t naturally draw your energy from him.” He
stopped and turned to me, making me halt. The look he gave me was warm and
slightly apologetic. “When you were young, you would ask your mother if I was
doing well. You wouldn’t ask her who I was or why I left. How come?”


“Well, I figured that you probably didn’t know about
me. My mother is very loose. I still wanted to know, though, a little about
you. I mean… you gave me life.”


He reached out to touch my face, but then faltered
and dropped his hand. “I wish I could have given you a childhood. I wanted to
be with you, but every time I saw your mother neglecting you I wanted nothing
more than to take you and go off to Duran. I didn’t take apprentices like Kiro
did. He’s had some very bad experiences with his children, but he treasured his
apprentices. I loved women, but I didn’t have so many children. I couldn’t be
there for every one of them, but I did everything I could for everyone. After I
had to see so many of my children die of old age, it became horrible, so I had
less. You were fate.”


“I knew it! I was a mistake. Thanks, that really
helps me.”


“You weren’t a mistake,” he laughed. “I wanted you, I
just didn’t learn until you were born that I had no choice. You were different
from the others. The night you were born, you fought and struggled your way
into this world, and hated the doctor’s cold touch. You had a strong kick. The
doctor handed you to me and you stopped struggling. You just looked up at me
with your wide, curious eyes, completely calm in my arms. I carried you to the
nursery and we created a bond. I loved you so much more than I could have ever
imagined. You would sleep, listening to my heartbeat and I hated sleeping
because I wanted to watch you. I never wanted to miss a second of your life.
But I had to. I watched over you every day, but I couldn’t do anything to help
you, even though I was alive. It ticked me off that your mother wouldn’t pay
for your college.”


“You caused that ‘government mistake’ that gave me a
lot of money for the death of my great aunt twice removed or something?”


“Yeah, but you still had to get a job, and you
shouldn’t have had to.”


“I don’t know what my life would have been like with
you. It got really hard when my mother left me without food or brought home an
abusive boyfriend. But I understand that us being together was dangerous. It
wasn’t fair and that isn’t your fault. When Edward… Kiro… was telling me about
you, I had no idea he was telling me about my father. I wish I knew you growing
up, but I really don’t know how I would have turned out if you were there. I’m
glad you weren’t just another one of my mother’s one-nighters.”


The look in his eyes was safe, and warm, and even
familiar. We would have had a great relationship… if we could have. I looked
away. He seemed so loving and fatherly that I was afraid of reestablishing that
bond he spoke of. It could turn out horrible and lonely to bond with someone
who was already gone. On the other hand… better late than never.


“And also… That tiny little perverted instinct that
says pretty women are better than anything else and that you can get them all
if you find the right tactics… Sorry for that.” And he walked away.


I followed in silence for a few minutes until we
turned a corner to find Krael, leaning against the hall, waiting for me. He
grinned slyly and Ronez didn’t look surprised at all to find him there. Since
Krael didn’t appear to notice Ronez, I quickly decided that only I could see dead
people.


“I was hoping you would get around soon. Are you
ready to fight or do you need a minute?”


“Fighting really isn’t my strong suit. Can we just
play a board game, or some cards, and the loser gets locked in the room?” I
asked.


“Sorry, it doesn’t work that way. I really don’t
prefer to fight, but the thing is, I have to do what I’m told.”


Ronez approached Krael and waved his hands in front
of Krael’s unseeing eyes, then made indication of poking Krael’s eyes out. “I
command you to sleep. Sleep…” Ronez said in a deep, hushed voice.


Good to know Ronez had his priorities straight.


“I can’t really do much in the way of backup in this
form; I’m just haunting you.”


“I don’t have my book, I’m lost, I can’t even find
Edward, and there’s no way I could defeat Vretial. What could you possibly
accomplish by beating me?”


“That’s great, son, play the defenseless role. Really
makes him shake with fear,” Ronez cheered.


“Shut up,” I said. Krael frowned. “Not you, I’m
talking to my hallucination.”


“I’m not a hallucination. You’re not psychotic;
you’re neurotic, which makes it less likely to be my fault. Less likely passed
on by genetics. Don’t be afraid. You’ll win this fight, I know, for three
reasons: One, his attacks are weak, I’ve watched him, and he’s in his solid body
right now; two, there is nothing you can’t defeat with that sword; and three,
you’re far prettier than him. You have my blood in you; that makes you
powerful, smart, and good-looking.”


“You’re quite vain, aren’t you?”


“Sometimes, yeah,” Ronez answered with a smirk.


Krael sighed and drew his sword. “You really should
focus on your opponent instead of your delusions. Draw your sword and let’s get
this over with.”


“What if, instead of fighting, I ran as fast as I
could back the way I came from?”


“I would use magic to squish you. As it is, I prefer
to use the sword instead of magic. Feel free to use whatever you have,” he
offered.


As Ronez examined Krael thoughtfully, I drew my sword
and pushed energy into it. Krael didn’t draw energy, but there was a lot of it
in him already. And I had no idea why I could suddenly sense that, so I just
chalked it up to the wild energy swarming the compound.


“Block,” Ronez said.


I didn’t think, I just moved. My sword clashed
against Krael’s before I realized he had moved.


Krael’s eyes widened slightly and he smirked. “You
were able to block. Good; maybe this won’t be so boring,” Krael said.


I didn’t really feel worried about Krael beating me.
I was worried about Edward, who was surely safe, instead of me, who was less
capable. Perhaps it was because of Ronez’s serenity or his three reasons I
would win.


However, I wasn’t completely tranquil. Tomie was a
psycho-killer, but she was also a little girl, so it was difficult to fight
her. Krael, on the other hand, was a man. I didn’t like how he leered at Divina
like a toy and I didn’t like how he looked down at me. There was a very small
part of me that wanted to fight him, and that part could not lose to him. It
wasn’t the annoying hormones that made me want to fight men away from Divina or
even self-destructive pride. This was something I haven’t had to deal with
before. Maybe it was a feeling a Guardian gets when facing an enemy.


He pushed with his sword and I had to step back. As I
did, he turned the blade and thrust down, cutting shallowly into my leg. At the
momentary distraction, his fist slammed into my cheek. It wasn’t a great angle,
so it didn’t hurt too much, but it made me turn slightly and trip on my own
feet. I immediately rolled over and saw the blade nearly miss me. I tried to
kick his feet out from under him, but he stepped back, which gave me the
opportunity to get up.


“Let me fight,” Ronez said, stepping up beside me. “I
can’t do it for you, but I can help, and I can teach you moves you can learn
later. I know moves that you can even use on Kiro if you wanted to show off.
You haven’t had enough training and I want to help fight him.”


“Okay,” I said. Ronez stepped behind me and I felt
something very unnatural. It was energy being forced into me, not drawn in, and
it was cold. The energy made me jittery, not quite like physical energy, but
all my uncertainty washed away and left unwavering confidence. The will to
fight Krael grew. I let my own energy go because Ronez’s was plenty.


I understood for the first time why Edward and Ronez
both said Ronez and I were so alike; I could feel his thoughts and emotions. We
were raised very differently, but had we been raised and lived the same, we
would have been the same. Still, he was ancient to me, inhuman. He had
knowledge, power, and experiences I couldn’t dream of, emotions I didn’t know
existed. Misery that was so great it couldn’t even be called pain. Joy that
could kill. We were the same, except for where our experiences have changed us.
My sword suddenly raged with energy and the black metal glowed reddish-orange.


Krael raised his sword and I raised mine. He seemed
to move so quickly and slightly to the left it was like a twitch. I reacted
instantly. The idea to intercept left entered my head as I moved to the right.
My body wasn’t moving on the mighty brain’s command. I didn’t have time to
think when fighting him. I didn’t see him move until I was already intercepting
him. His twitch was a fake. My sword blocked his strike against my chest and I
stepped forward, throwing him off me. Krael turned away and brought his foot up
in a back kick that caught me in the stomach. However, as I fell, I grabbed his
boot and took him down with me. I rolled over onto my back and kicked downwards
into his side. He turned onto his back, sat up, and reached for my neck. I
blocked him only long enough to wrap my fingers around his neck.


Ronez was giving me his instincts, but he had more
control over me than suggestion. Forcing away his control, I let go. I didn’t
want to choke Krael and Ronez didn’t fight me.


Krael released me to reach for his sword and I rolled
over the other way to get to my mine. It was still slightly glowing, but when I
touched it, it lit bright and angry again. I swung the sword towards Krael’s
shoulder, but he turned and blocked. I pulled my sword up and started for a
strike to his back; however, as he started to react, I redoubled over the front
with a blow to his chest. He was thrown back and landed with a sound that could
have been a groan or a growl. I hadn’t meant to hit him that hard.


“You have to hurt him to defeat him,” Ronez’s
voice sounded in my head.


“But I don’t have to kill him.”


Krael didn’t stay down for long; he quickly
reappeared on his feet with his sword in hand. He swung his sword up and I
blocked it, but then my jaw burned with pain before I even realized he had
punched me. I damn near let go of my sword. He then pulled his sword up again
and connected with the lower part of my arm. My sword fell from my hand but was
suddenly in my other hand. I was right-handed, but it felt no different in my
left. If this surprised Krael, he didn’t show it.


We kept attacking and blocking, faster and faster
until I had no idea if I was attacking or blocking. I very quickly adapted to
Krael’s punches and kicks, and then I could block them with my sword, so he
stopped using those tactics. Although I had little actual idea of what he was
doing and couldn’t predict what he was about to do, my body did.


I slid the base of my blade into his sword’s hand
guard until his and mine connected and then pushed forward. His handle slammed
into his gut and he grunted before pushing forward, which was the natural thing
to do. I used that leverage to push up on his sword with mine, swung mine back
down to the side, I stepped to the right, and I brought the sword across his
chest. He fell back again. I was being so violent, but it didn’t seem like I
was; it seemed like he was just getting easier to fight.


Krael seemed to be drawing his energy from
determination alone. I didn’t know where I was getting energy from, but I still
knew he would wear down sooner than me. Krael’s strikes became less damaging
and less energy-draining as he sped up. I needed to make him attack harder. I
couldn’t step forward because that would give him the advantage the moment I
did. If he had less room, he would have less space to swing his sword, so he
would make up for it by striking harder. He wouldn’t step forward until I
stepped back, so I needed him to think I had stepped back. Just like his little
twitch at the beginning, I moved so slightly to the left, with every intention
of taking a step back and going to the right. Krael instinctively reacted to my
trick. He stepped forward and I used the same strike that he would have used on
me if I had stepped forward. With full swing, I slammed my sword across his
chest with all the power in the point as it hit its mark; his solar plexus. As
I did, his sword came down on my shoulder.


There were a couple of minutes where we both tried to
recuperate. Krael had struck as hard as he could and I was fairly certain he
had at least cracked the bone. However, what I did was worse, and he was having
trouble breathing. Even as I tried to assess the damage on my shoulder, the
pain faded away. I don’t know which of us started to stand first, but we were
suddenly both upright before we were ready. He wouldn’t attack first because
that would completely expose his weakness. I had definitely thrown him off. I
struck while he blocked. We somehow ended up in a sword lock, my sword to his
neck and his to mine. Neither of us could afford to give any ground. Without
letting go with my left hand or even knowing what I was doing, I punched him in
the nose. At the same time, his fist struck my nose. My eyes instantly watered
and my whole face burned. I couldn’t see, but neither could he. I tried so hard
to hold onto my sword, even as he was bringing his down on my injured shoulder.


I still knew where he was and how he would strike. He
swung up and I blocked, allowing me to strike his leg. However, it allowed him
to strike my left arm with the great force of his right. That was fine by me; I
switched the sword back into my right hand, which was no longer hurting. He was
not expecting that, so I used my arm to block while I thrust the handle of my
sword into his solar plexus. Although it wasn’t hard enough to knock him off
his feet, it did knock him back since it was my second strike to the sensitive
area. It was enough.


As he used the extra room to strike me across the
chest, I used it to strike his right shoulder. I could feel the damage, but his
strike wasn’t at full strength. The edge came up onto my exposed chin. That
disoriented me even more than the strike to my nose and then he slammed the
dull edge into my stomach. I thought that I wouldn’t be able to move and was
done for. I couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe, and both my arms were numb. But my
body had other plans. I was on my knees, and I still held my sword. He struck
me across my back. My sword came up just in time to block his from striking across
my throat. After blocking, I was able to throw it off, swing up, and then back
down to strike his right hand. Naturally, he dropped the sword and caught it
with his left hand. Without the gracefulness of his right hand, his swing was
off by a tiny amount. He moved to my left and kept his injured hand at his
chest.


When I swung upward into his chest, I struck so hard
that I almost lost my grip on my sword. His feet left the ground and he landed
with a gasp. I raised the sword again. Ronez was in control again, and he was
going in for the final blow. I wanted to stop, but I didn’t. Krael’s sword was
on the ground several feet away. I took a step back as he tried to sweep my
feet out from under me. He looked from his sword to my eyes. He must have seen
my move because instead of getting out of the way, he put his arms up to his
head. He wouldn’t have been able to get away quickly enough and attacking me
would have left him completely open. My sword swung down with all my strength
towards his neck. His arms would have provided some cushioning, but not enough.
I didn’t want to do it. I really, really didn’t.


“Stop!” I yelled in my own head. The sword
froze merely an inch from him and I could feel myself regain control.


“Alright,” Ronez answered. I sheathed my sword
as it grew black.


The release of energy as Ronez retreated made me
realize how much pressure it was. It made me feel light, empty, and weak. On
reflex, I drew in lots of energy until my body stopped shaking.


Ronez stood in front of me. “Are you okay?” he asked.


“I’m fine.” I looked down at Krael. “Consider
yourself beaten.”


He gaped at me with something between fear and
respect.


“Before we go, tell him that his sister will be his
again and that he is forgiven.”


It sounded like add odd request, but I relayed the
message. Krael’s eyes filled with awe and sorrow. Without waiting for a
response, I started walking down other halls. “Thanks,” I said after a few
minutes.


“No problem. I’m sorry for getting enthusiastic. I’m
used to fighting. I’ve been in a lot of wars.”


“Oh, no, you aren’t gonna tell me your war stories
and tell me what life was like when you were my age, are you?” I asked. He
laughed and shook his head.


I could sense my book, but only barely over the
feeling of Edward, Ronez, Divina, and Vretial. I must have gotten used to the
energy, because I could distinguish between the emotions and power of Vretial,
Divina, Ronez, and Edward. I focused on Edward’s thoughts and emotions for a
moment, just to be sure he was safe.


“I just realized something,” I said. “We’re gonna
win.”


Kiro


Dylan finally took off. He sure was stubborn. There
was no way to really explain to him what I needed to do; he didn’t know the
bond of twin brothers that has strengthened and developed for more than two
thousand years. It wasn’t about revenge, I needed to fight back as my brother
would have; I needed to finish his fight.


I didn’t know what happened that caused fate to
unravel as it did. I had felt my brother’s stress and disorder. Even worlds
apart, we were eternally part of each other, but I could also feel that he
didn’t want to talk to me. Perhaps it was that we were so close that we
couldn’t stand to be civil for too long, and so our arguments were nothing to
worry about. Now, however, I wondered, as I will for the rest of my eternal
life, if there was something I could have done. His life was unfinished and his
death was too easy; too abrupt. My shock was more like a hole, but not
completely an empty one, for my brother didn’t seem dead, only missing.


Then I met Dylan, the human man who was a child to
me. He sounded and acted like my brother so that I burned with emptiness and
was soothed with familiarity. I could see my brother in the stubbornness of his
eyes. He was far more powerful than he should have been, and would be far more
powerful than my brother and I by our age. Even with his power and his
unfortunate “luck,” he was a humorous, happy person who would find his strength
best under fire, and still retain his juvenile joy.


I turned back to the table and stroked my hand across
the sword at my side. The man’s shadow fell across the floor, just short of me.
Dylan was gone, but someone powerful would follow him. If he needed help he
would find it. “My brother’s killer. Where is he?”


“I can take you to him. You’ll have to give me your
book, but if you don’t, we’ll send someone else after you. You won’t be able to
keep us all away. We’ll take your book and you’ll never get the chance to
attain revenge.” He wasn’t young. Despite the youth in his voice, his words and
tone were those of someone quite old, though still nowhere near as elderly as
myself. Unlike Dylan, who was true in everything he did and said, this man was
too general and uncertain of how I would react to his words.


“You’ll take me to the person who killed my brother,
I will fight him and he can try to take my book then.” I turned to look at the
man in my doorway. He was the young man from my Guardian vision, but his body
wasn’t real; he wasn’t alive.


“Okay. That sounds fair enough.” He turned and walked
outside. I followed and shut the door behind me. The man stopped, held out a
small metal disk, and threw it at me. I caught it and held it for a few seconds
as it burned before tossing it back at him. It was probably the foulest thing I
had every touched, so unnatural and sinister.


The ground started to shake and split open, releasing
a shield of bright light. The shaking ended and I walked into the light.


 


*          *          *


 


I opened my eyes and found myself in the cavern from
my vision. Standing several feet away to my right was the man, now in his solid
body. Five feet in front of me was Vretial, emanating enough power to make even
me sick. He was the most powerful of gods. His body was no more than energy so
strong and condensed it was corporeal. He had dark auburn hair and light brown,
luminous eyes.


In my two thousand plus years I had never once
believed I could fight a god, but Vretial was one I couldn’t even imagine dying
from. For the first time in centuries I felt hopelessness, deep down and buried
in countless, meaningless battles. It should have been the other gods fighting
Vretial, but even the gods didn’t want to face him. There was nothing I could
do, but I couldn’t do nothing. Discarding my book would be impossible with
Vretial right in front of me, and even if I could, he could get to it before
another Guardian could protect it. I really had hoped that I would find his
weakness by fighting his minions.


“Don’t look so forlorn, Noquodi, you don’t have to
fight me,” Vretial smiled. “Just give me your book and run off to play with
Shio. He’s the one who murdered your brother. You’ll know it’s him because he’s
wearing your brother’s body.”


A violent wave of nausea hit me. “What?” My voice had
a hint of unsteadiness in it. Not only did he kill my brother but he had the
nerve to use his skin. I didn’t want to fight Vretial; I wanted to destroy my
brother’s murderer.


“I know. I never cared for Shio, he’s a real brute.
Unfortunately for you, he’s busy at the moment, so you’ll have to wait in the
dungeon. Now, you can either hand over the book and live to fight Shio, or you
can refuse me and I’ll make you hand it over, then kill you. You’ve lived a
long and honest life and have learned many things, but have you learned how to
lose?”


I slowly pulled my book out of my bag. I didn’t want
to give it to him, but it was stupid to think I could fight him. My sole job in
life was to protect my book, but if I died before I could destroy my brother’s
murderer, then my brother’s life was unfinished. After that, I was free to
throw my life away trying to protect my book. How foolish of me, to give up my
book for my brother’s serenity, then to give up my life for my book.


Funny… the monks never taught us how to set
priorities.


“I think I will learn how to lose… In a few hundred
years.” I held out my book and felt its power recoil at Vretial’s aura. He took
my book.


“Very good. Now, if you’ll follow Krael to the
dungeon to wait.”


Krael started walking away and I slowly turned to
follow. It felt so weird and wrong. For the moment, the dark god kept his word
and didn’t kill me.


The cave grew dark and I felt the floor become
smooth. The darkness faded after a few minutes and we were in a long maze of
hallways, all exactly the same and lined with torches. It was a short walk and
no words were spoken between us. I was let into the dungeon, a dark cave-like
room with no light, and chained to the wall. I didn’t fight Krael; he wasn’t
worth the energy. He left soon and I could only wait.


This world had gravity almost as weak as Earth, but
the radiation was greater; the world was probably closer to a sun. The energy
magnified my senses, but also made everything fuzzy. I could still feel
Vretial’s power, but it wasn’t so overpowering of everything around him. I
could feel Krael, and several other people who seemed to be trying their
hardest to stay out of the way. After a few minutes, Krael’s presence
disappeared.


It was ten minutes later that I felt Krael, Divina,
Dylan, and two other people appear. One of the two people was the twisted,
dark, and angry little girl, and the other was worthless slime; he must have
been Shio. I waited for a few minutes until I felt Divina move away with
Vretial, and Krael and the evil one leave together. Dylan and Shio started
heading in my direction. I didn’t like that scumbag being with my apprentice.
Dylan didn’t like him, but he wasn’t highly distressed. It didn’t matter; I
wasn’t going to wait any longer. The rusted chains broke easily.


“Kiro, wait.” I heard Divina’s voice in my
head. “It’s not time. Dylan can take care of him. You need to follow Krael;
he has Dylan’s book. You’ll get your chance with Shio later. Trust me,” she
advised.


I thought for a moment. Divina sounded like she knew
what she was talking about.


I didn’t answer her; I just felt the wall to the door
and left, searching for Krael. I went through hallway after hallway until I was
only a minute from Krael. The evil one had separated and seemed to be wandering
around aimlessly.


“Go, now to finish off Shio,” Divina said.


“I haven’t gotten the books yet.” Suspicious.


“I know. Not now. Now is your chance to kill your
brother’s murderer,” she urged.


I sighed and started back down the halls. I didn’t
know if Divina was literally trying to waste my time or not, but my trust in
her was wavering under the weight of suspicion. A few minutes later I stopped
and changed direction.


“No! Dylan is taken care of! Let him handle it!”


The evil one, with her murderous objective, was with
him. “He’s my apprentice; I’m not letting that thing kill him.”


“Have faith in him.”


“It isn’t about faith! He has barely had any
training. I don’t care about timing or faith. He’s my apprentice and my brother
can rest uneasily for a few more minutes for me to protect my apprentice.”
No one had the right to touch him, especially someone as violent and hateful as
that girl.


“He’s taken care of! If you interfere now you’ll
make things more complicated! Let him be, I swear she won’t so much as scratch
him. Trust me!”


I slowly came to a stop. “Why?! Why should I?”
I asked. She didn’t answer, so I sighed. “When this is over, you will
explain to me how you know what you do and why I should trust you.”


“By the time this is over, you will know.”


With great frustration, I turned back to my original
direction. It felt like a long path to get to Shio. It was startling how easily
I was able to set aside my brother’s revenge to protect Dylan, but my brother
was already dead; Dylan needed me. With every step, I debated and questioned
the decision to trust Divina instead of finding Dylan.


The internal dispute was so great in fact, I nearly
ran right into my death. To die because I wasn’t paying attention would have
been a miserable way to go. It was the scent that stopped me; I knew Ronez’s
scent. Immediately I thought it was Shio, but a sudden gust of wind picked up.
I looked from one end of the hall to the other. Where did the wind come
from? It felt like my brother’s magic.


Before I could shake it off and continue, I saw a
small beam of light, only a few steps in front of me. Waist high and no wider
than a finger’s width, the light streamed from one wall to the other. The holes
in the walls from which the light shined were too perfectly round, and the
light was too perfectly focused to be created by nature. I studied the ground
to find similar holes in neat rows, including under myself. After stepping far
enough away that I wasn’t standing above the holes, I tossed my sword across.
The moment the blade crossed the light, metal spikes shot up from the ground.


“Dylan, there are traps! If you can hear me, watch
for traps!” There wasn’t even the slightest response. He didn’t hear me.


I had to get this over with and find him. I lay on
the stone ground and scooted under the light, easily avoiding the trap. At the
end of the hall was an odd indoor stream, where I found Shio lying unconscious
on the ground with very little physical energy in him. Just as Vretial had
said, it was in Ronez’s body that Shio was walking around in. Shio was a
disgusting, horrible creature and seeing him there made me wish I had hours and
hours to torture him for what he did.


I hesitated for a second, wondering why he was
drained of energy. I hadn’t taught Dylan that kind of spell, but he was the
only one who came in contact with Shio since Shio tried to take him to the
dungeon. Maybe an accident? No, not this powerful a spell. Perhaps Divina
helped him. It didn’t matter. I pushed nominal energy into Shio and
converted it into physical energy. He started to wake within moments and when
he opened his eyes, they filled with fear. He knew what was about to happen to
him. Not enough.


“What are you going to do?” he asked in Chreun, the
main language of Mulo.


His voice made my chest burn; hearing it after so
long, yet distorted with fear. I didn’t want to hear fear in my brother’s voice
or see it in his eyes, but Shio deserved every ounce of fear I could give him.


I picked him up by the front of the shirt and shoved
him into the wall. “I have not decided yet. Something painful and slow, but not
too slow. Maybe I will cut you into pieces and use magic to keep you from
bleeding to death before you can die of pain. You will die of pain because you
are weak.” 


“Can you cut your own brother’s body? I can release
this body anytime I want, and then all that damage would be wasted.”


“What makes you think I would let you go? I am far
more powerful than you. You are nothing. I want to burn, freeze, cut, and melt
you. Make you scream in pain for mercy. I can reach into your chest and squish
your heart, but it is too quick a death for you.”


I was almost shaking with anger. I wanted to kill him
in so many ways I couldn’t move for fear of ending him too quick. He had to die
for murder but for me, he would beg for death. He didn’t take an innocent man’s
life; he took Ronez’s. Ronez was my brother for more than two thousand years
and a slimy, disgusting excuse for a man took him away.


“I was just doing my job.”


“Do not anger me more than I am already.” I wasn’t
staring into my brother’s eyes; these eyes were cold and weak. He didn’t look
or feel like my brother. “Perhaps I will start by cutting off body parts. Your
hands and feet. I do not have the patience to start with your fingers, so be
thankful for that. Maybe I should cut off your ears first.”


“Please, just do it. It cannot be any worse than what
Vretial would do to me for being defeated by that little human.” 


“Dylan did drain your energy then?”


“Yes. He even had one of those energy shielding
charms so he could not draw in energy. He must have had it stored up. Stupid
human.”


Again my anger started to fade into worry at the
thought of my apprentice unable to use even the magics he knew. “Was he injured
at all?”


“No, I do not think so. He even got the damn charm
off. Next thing I know I am waking up with you standing over me with death in
your eyes. You cannot do anything worse to me than what Vretial would.”


“Vretial could not get nearly as angry as I am.” 


It was surely my anger that clouded my vision, for I
didn’t see him move until his boot slammed into my knee. It wasn’t painful
enough to make me drop, but it was surprising enough to cause me let him go.
The instant his hand was free, he pulled out a dagger and tried to stab me. I
was faster. I pulled out my sword in time to block his strike.


Shio was a scavenger and sneak, no match for a
Guardian. I gathered my energy into my fist. I was a little dishonest with
Dylan when I indicated that I needed a storm to draw lightning. In full power,
I could create lightning. Shio dropped his dagger and cowered.


This was the man who killed my brother? He was weak;
Ronez shouldn’t have been killed by such a weak man. But the fact was, my
brother was already gone. In the face of such surrender, I couldn’t bring
myself to strike.


Guardians were created to protect our books and our
people. It was unnatural for us to take life; it was the last resort. Shio was
thoroughly scum, but it was my brother’s body. To destroy it further would be
an act as vile as Shio wearing it.


Sago believed people looked in the Land of the Dead
as they did when they died. Before the Reformation, a person who committed an
act foul enough to be put to death for were scarred with the name of their
crime across their forehead. The idea was that in life or death, everyone would
know them for their sins. Since the end of religion as law, such punishments were
deemed unorthodox, but people still went to great lengths to preserve the
bodies of their loved ones.


In my hesitation, Shio had his chance. Knowing he
could never defeat me, he took off down the hall. Right towards the trap.


“Shio!” I yelled. He turned to look at me, but kept
running. I turned away an instant before I heard the metal scrape and his short
scream. I went to him when I heard the spikes retract.


Ronez and I really hadn’t seen each other as flesh in
years, so it was odd seeing his face and missing him. He used to tell me he
didn’t care too much for his body and that if he were to exchange it, he would
want to be some very hot girl so he could be happy with himself. He said the
worse part about it was that there was another exactly like it. After so many
years we stopped noticing each other’s appearance on the outside, because if we
hadn’t, we wouldn’t have been able to fight so enthusiastically. It was much
easier to physically fight out all our problems than to let them emotionally
break us apart. Still, there was something lonely about looking into his
lifeless face. It wasn’t a goodbye, because he hadn’t just died. I hadn’t
really said goodbye.


“I thought I should let you know that your
apprentice beat the evil girl quite easily. You should go and clean up,”
Divina’s voice interrupted my thoughts.


Maybe I had said it.


 


*          *          *


 


I found an “X” on a door with Dylan’s scent on it, so
I pushed the door open. Lying on the only piece of furniture in the room, a
bed, was the little girl I had seen on Earth and in my vision. What do Dylan
and Divina expect me to do with her? I don’t baby-sit.


“Sago! Let me go,” she demanded.


I knew why she was repulsively evil; she was a child
with no conscience or innocence, trapped with an underdeveloped brain yet
stripped of all things that make a child able to bear it. Vretial had given her
magic and taken away her mortality, and time took everything else.


“Divina… you’re much more powerful than you let
on, aren’t you?” I approached the bed slowly, cautious of her power. 


“Yes.”


“Can you help me to remove this girl’s
immortality? Do you know how?” I sat down on the bed and the girl glared at
me.


“What are you waiting for, let me go!”


“Yes, I can, and I do,” Divina’s said, not in my head
but from the doorway.


I looked at her. Unlike with Ronez, I always noticed
Divina’s physical appearance, because she was someone so beautiful it would be
a waste not to. Her power, on the other hand, was even more striking. She
glowed with an ancient, divine power that I had always known was unusual.


Like Ronez, I was a person who needed to figure
everything out. I didn’t particularly enjoy the mystery as he had, but I needed
to know. The exception was people; I never cared to learn everything about them,
so I never tried to figure Divina out. She didn’t want people to figure her
out, and her mystery was part of her charm.


She went over to the little girl and placed one hand
on her forehead and the other on her stomach. The girl started thrashing and I
held her legs down. It reminded me of an exorcism. Divina drew in more energy
and the girl slowly settled down.


“This will remove a lot of her power as well,” Divina
said. The little girl tried to protest but she was already mostly unconscious.


“She won’t need it,” I insisted.


Divina’s hands started to glow. She lifted them
slowly and in their place rose black flame, dark and soft looking. She brought
her hands together and the fire followed. When she separated her hands, the
flame shot through her stomach and out the door. I could tell she didn’t like
it when the flame went through her.


“Your turn.” She sat on a chest next to the bed… the
chest that wasn’t there before.


I put my hand on the girl’s forehead. She looked so
delicate without her immortality. I gathered my energy and focused it on her
memories, her experiences. Anger, hate, pain, time, power, hunger, loss,
self-loathing, loneliness… she knew nothing good or happy. I took her memories
away; erased them entirely. Memories like that didn’t belong in a little girl.
When she would awake, her innocence and conscience would return.


“You’re not sago, or human,” I said to Divina. She
shook her head. “Are you alive?”


“My body is.”


“But you’re more than that. Your body dulls your
power, right? Can you fight Vretial? Do you have a chance of beating him?”


“Of course I do; I just have to find the right way.
My body does hinder my power, but if it’s destroyed, I’ll regain my full
potential. Vretial would try to destroy me, not my body. Are we going to be
different now?”


I sighed. “I’m afraid so.”


“Too bad. I really loved our easy relationship. You
were one of the few who didn’t try figure out my secrets. Ronez didn’t try… but
he still figured it out. That’s why he left.”


It wasn’t really surprising. Divina was divine, but I
never saw her like a god, and it was still hard to do so. She always acted just
a little like a child, and she probably was a child in a god sort of way.


“And then Dylan figured it out,” she said. “Like
Ronez, he wasn’t willing to trust me on blind faith.”


“I spent a lot more time with you than them, so I
learned to trust before I had to deal with faith. After how we met…”


“You will never tell Dylan that, will you?”


“I will if he asks,” I answered. She groaned. “We
have been through a lot. You’ve always had a natural talent for getting out of
dangerous situations. When you defeat Vretial, we need to take this girl with
us. There has to be someone on Anoshii who would adopt her.”


“Things are about to get sticky. Check on your
apprentice,” she said.


I reached out instantly and felt Dylan. He was
talking to Vretial! My apprentice was alone with a dark god.


What does Vretial want with him? What is he
saying? Is he hurting him? He doesn’t seem to be in pain. I had to be
there, but there was no direction I could walk to get there. “Divina! Can you
get me to him?”


“Yes. Protect Dylan, but I also need you to distract
Vretial,” she said.


I nodded. My vision was filled with a blinding white
light and the room became uncomfortably warm. After a few seconds, the light
and heat evaporated.









Chapter 16


Ronez and I didn’t have much time to talk before I felt a sudden pull
of gravity. The dark halls grew darker and Ronez called to me worriedly, but
the darkness consumed everything. I felt great pressure for an unknowable
amount of time before it relented and the darkness evaporated. I found myself
in the room where most of my visions took place… with Vretial standing a few
feet in front of me. 


Ronez was nowhere in sight, for which I was thankful.
He already died once.


“Dylan Marcus Carter or Dylan Reyd Toka Yatunus-tai.”



Perhaps I had unknowingly adapted to the high level
of energy swarming the place, because his aura was not so overpowering. Even
after the visions, it was daunting being alone with him, but in the visions, I
was never the center of his attentions. “So you know me. I know you, too.”


“Oh? I suppose you think that I’m Vretial.”


“Well, yes,” I said, not quite startled. 


“Good, then you’d be right. Let’s move on. Tell me,
boy, how is it you wish to die?” he asked casually. 


That was an easy question to answer. “Old age.”


“You poor child. And you gave that up by accepting
your book. You can’t die of old age, so how do you want to die now?”


I thought about it. I needed to think of something he
wouldn’t be able to do, at least not now. “I… want to die peacefully in my
sleep the night I tell my sixth hundredth son that I am ready.” 


He sighed, but smiled patiently. “I’m going to kill
you, and I’m going to do it now. Listen carefully. How do you want to die?”


“Why are you going to kill me?”


“Because you don’t fear me, and you don’t want to. I
want to make everyone content, but you don’t want that either.”


“That’s my choice. I have free will and I have every
right to be upset about whatever I want to be upset about. I may be miserable,
but I am also happy. There are ups and downs in my life. It’s interesting.
Without free will, there is no reason in the world to live. People invent
things and build things to make life easier. If they’re content, there’s no
incentive to do anything. They’d all just lie down and die.”


“If you’re content, you don’t need a reason to live.
I wouldn’t leave the people to themselves; I will keep them going,” he said,
then frowned thoughtfully. “Let me show you what I mean.” 


Before I could stop him, not that I could anyway,
everything glazed over.


I felt nothing, not happiness, nor despair, nor fear.
I was just there. Being there was nothing but enough. It was fine, but not good
or bad. I didn’t feel hunger or cold or soreness in my muscles. Nothing looked
interesting or boring and the colors were indistinguishable. Just as quickly as
it had arose, the glaze of nothingness was gone and I was flooded with the fear
and desperation I really felt. He grinned as if he had already won. 


“Now, wasn’t that better?”


“No. It wasn’t right or real.”


“That doesn’t matter. You didn’t care. My worlds will
be content. There will be successful communities. No one would feel strong pain
or emotions, like hate or loneliness or desperation. People wouldn’t make
mistakes because their family and jobs would be chosen for them based on logic.
There will be no war. People will follow strict rules that will protect them.
No one will go homeless, thirsty, or starve. The weather will be strictly
controlled, without the radioactivity of the sun and terror of natural
disasters like earthquakes and tornadoes. 


“I cannot remove human nature, so when I take Earth,
the beings will be the same. Then they can never shun another for being
different. For the sago, who strive to be the best they can be and favor
individuality, I will strip them of their pride and individualism, and give
them community. I will unite them all under the same form of controlled
government and religion. They will fear me as their one powerful, strict, and
fair god. 


“The worlds will be joined and there will be one
language. Colors, smells, and tastes are unnecessary, and only cause greed and
pickiness, so they will be removed. Health will be easy to obtain because
without taste, people will eat what their bodies need, and without pain, they
will exercise.” 


I sighed. “It would never work. I shouldn’t have even
bothered thinking that you knew what you were doing.” 


He frowned. “It’s not nice to insult a god. And why
is it you don’t think my plan will work?”


“Well, I don’t know enough about the sago to speak
for them, and I know nothing about the other races, but I do know the humans; I
am one. We’re not the most respectful or wise race, but we are stubborn, and we
are violent. 


“We have what’s called the seven deadly sins: lust,
gluttony, greed, sloth, wrath, envy, and pride. This is the definition of a
human. Care and love are in there, too. We are emotion. We are what you want to
take away. 


“The Christian religion worships the man they call
the son of God; the man they killed. They celebrate his death because they believe
his death made them better people. You’re not a hero unless you die for others.
The people that humans assigned to help everyone only do things that benefit
themselves, no matter how much it hurts the people depending on them. This is
for one reason; they’re human. You can’t take away what makes a human a human
and still call it a success. Whatever you have left is not human.” 


He looked bewildered. “Are you against humans, or for
them? I can’t tell.”


“There are also people like Vivian. There are people
who would work their entire lives to help others. Humans are stubborn and most
work hard their entire lives for freedom, pride, or love. I mean, love is huge.
People live for it, die for it, and sometimes kill for it. They love
themselves, their cats, cars, and each other. Everything we feel, good or bad,
whether it kills us or gives us a reason to live, it’s ours. Our emotions, our
lives, and our right. You can’t take that.”


“Spoken like a true Guardian of Earth.” I turned to
see Ronez standing behind me. “You could be a little more optimistic about
humanity, though.”


“I grew up with and without my mother; I can feel
however I want to about humans.” 


“Hello, dead Noquodi. I’m in the middle of something
right now, but as soon as your son and I are done, I will be glad to talk to
you.”


“Well, actually, you interrupted us. We
were in the middle of something,” Ronez said. 


He had no fear for the dark god; like me. Either our
instincts were fantastic, or we were both idiots. Vretial frowned thoughtfully.


“Oh, you’re right. Please, continue,” he said.


Ronez nodded and turned to me. “I wanted to discuss
your girlfriend, Vivian. She’s not good for you.”


“What? One; she’s not my girlfriend anymore, two;
she’s brilliant, and three; have you seen her? Especially in that red tank
top.”


“She’s annoying. She’s academically intelligent but
that’s it. There’re also prettier girls out there. If you wait, they will find
you. They’ll be drawn to your wise intellect and your---”


“Are you gonna kill me or what?” I interrupted,
looking at Vretial. 


“Are you going to accept my way and fear me? What I’m
doing is uniting all of the worlds under my power. There will be no reason for
fighting or pain.” 


“I know. You’ll end wars and fear and murder. What
you’re doing isn’t wrong. But it isn’t right.” Vretial wasn’t evil; he just had
a different point of view. 


“There is no right or wrong. There are only opinions.
Mine matters more than everyone else’s because I have more power than everyone
else. What would you say if I made you a deal? If I let the other Guardian go
and you give me your soul.”


“You already know what I would say. You’re a god.”


“Quite right; however, I want you to tell me
yourself. And keep in mind the life of your companions.” 


Crap. “What… What does giving up my soul
entail? What would that do to me and what would I have to do?”


“Dylan… your soul is more important than Kiro’s
life,” Ronez said. “If Vretial takes his life, he dies and goes to wherever it
is we go, but if Vretial takes your soul, you’re stuck here as a slave. It is
much worse than death.” 


Vretial ignored him. “You’d be just like Tomie and
Krael. You’ll be my servant, still having free will except where I say
otherwise. You can travel the worlds without the books. Because you’ll be my
servant, I’d teach you great magic.” 


“Don’t even consider it, Dylan.”


“You’re not very polite, dead Noquodi. You don’t fear
me.”


“I’ve feared ex-girlfriends more than you. Of course,
that’s not saying much; I always did like the strong ones.” There he went,
going on about women again. “More to the point, I’m still Dylan’s father, so,
according to the rules when I was growing up, I own his soul until he’s
married. And I could get a lot of money for that pretty face.”


I groaned.


“I would offer to buy him from you, but you wouldn’t
sell him, and I have nothing to use as currency. So either he gives me his
soul, or I kill him, and you. I’ll destroy you just because you don’t fear me.
However, because I am kind, I will give you a choice. Do you want to go first,
or do you want me to take care of your son first?”


“Leave him alone,” I demanded. “Your stupid servant
already took his life, just leave him alone.”


“Don’t worry; you, your master, and your father will
all be together soon. I will kill you now and send you both to the Land of the
Dead. You’re lucky I’m in such a merciful mood,” he said. 


I suddenly noticed something profound and sort of
expected; he was changing. It was so subtle, only enough to keep him from
making a decision. 


“Why do you need me to fear you if you will have four
worlds full of people who fear you?”


“Because the point is to unite them under my command.
I won’t leave anyone forgotten. There cannot be balance otherwise. Either you
fear me or you can’t live.” 


He was repeating himself. I could stall. I could find
a way to help the others.


“I’m fading, Dylan, I can’t stay for much longer,”
Ronez said. 


“Why can’t I go and live on another world?”


“Because I would have to kill you then, when I take
over that world.”


“Then do I at least get a last meal? Or last prayers?
Or a last wish? Do I at least get some famous last words? I have a goodbye
speech in my bag that I wrote a few days ago. It shouldn’t take more than a
half an hour.”


“You enjoy messing with me, don’t you?”


“Absolutely,” I answered.


“You’re not just trying to rid the people of bad
things, you’re getting rid of love and joy. Why don’t you try getting rid of
greed and hate?” Ronez asked.


“You cannot cleanse a people of certain traits like
that. Everything in the universe intertwines inevitably. For example, love for
people and things incite greed and jealousy. Those kinds of combinations even
the gods cannot control. Also…” he trailed off. 


His eyes grew dull and he touched his temple for just
a moment in pain. When he let go, there was hate in his eyes. Suddenly, he
raised his right hand, black fire burst from his palm, and I had no chance of
dodging it. I must have had the deer in the headlights look when I froze. Then
Ronez was in front of me. It hit his unreal body and he started to burn from
the inside out. His skin and clothes crackled and glowed red.


“No!” The scream burst from my lips and I found
myself reaching for him. Since I knew for a fact he was not corporeal, I was
startled when my hand met real skin. He slipped down and I held him. It didn’t
matter how I was able to touch him, just that I could. “No,” I moaned. “You
can’t leave yet. I need to get to know you.”


He smiled and brushed his hand against my cheek. “You
do know me. You’re such an extraordinary kid.” He struggled to swallow. “I need
you to do one thing for me.” His voice was weak.


“What?” The fire had reached his chest. 


“I need you to tell Kiro… tell him that he’s… very
passionate.” I blinked in surprise and he grinned again, as strained as it was.
“It drives him crazy. I’ll haunt you again, son.”


“Yeah. Later. Drop in any time.” I didn’t know what
else to say. He was my father and I knew him for less than an hour. He still
smiled, but it was probably to cover up the pain as the burn reached his throat.
The burn wasn’t hot to my touch, but his skin dried and flaked like ash. I saw
the warmth in his eyes slowly die and realized that the bond I was afraid to
reestablish had been reopened from the moment we locked eyes. It didn’t leave
an emptiness in me; it felt like he was still here, just away. 


He was my father. He was killed by someone as
worthless as Shio, then Divina brought him here to let me meet him, and then
Vretial took him away again. I glared at Vretial, who no longer looked angry.
There was something seriously messed up with this god.


“Anyway, aren’t we falling further and further off
subject?” he asked calmly. 


I had no clue what the subject had been. I didn’t
care. I wanted him to be human so I could kill him. I never wanted to really
hurt a person before, but Ronez was my father and Edward’s brother. How could
he kill someone so important? 


Vretial sighed. “Grieve over your father later. Are
you going to give me your soul or am I going to have to go through the motions
of killing you?”


Something inside me stirred among the anger…
Something that needed to punish the god for what he did. If no one had arrived
to stop me, I don’t know what I would have tried to do. 


“Don’t give him anything,” Edward said, suddenly
standing beside me.


It took a lot to control my sudden relief, but when I
saw his fierce expression, I was glad I had. The anger that radiated from him
made my blood cold.


“Hello, Noquodi. I was wondering when you would join
us. I admit I’m a little disappointed. When will Tiamat be joining us?” 


“When she’s done destroying the body of my brother.
This is my apprentice; you will leave him alone. You and I need to have a
little chat. You sent Shio to kill my brother,” he said. 


Vretial smiled. “Yes, I did.”


“I’ve already killed Shio. I want to destroy you
myself, but I can’t.” 


If word of Shio’s death bothered Vretial at all, he
hid it well. I myself was upset that Divina was destroying the body of my
father. I felt the sudden and foreign desire to have been the one to kill Shio
myself; he killed my father, and Vretial sent him. I wanted to hurt them. 


“Then what are you doing here?”


“I am protecting my apprentice.” He looked at me.
“You have that look in your eyes that Ronez had; the eyes of a warrior. You
want to kill Vretial, don’t you?” 


“Yes.” I was still shaking. 


Edward nodded. “You can’t. Vretial is too powerful,
and he isn’t a part of your fight.” 


He sounded like the wise person he was expected to
be. He was my mentor, and my uncle. I trusted him. Ronez was my father, but he
was Edward’s twin brother. I was angry, but Edward’s pain was much deeper.


“I get it,” I said. 


“Good.” He turned back to Vretial. “You’re screwed
up. The universe relies on balance, which means that there is something as
powerful as you, fighting against you. Neither you nor the force against you is
good for the people.”


“I am perfectly balanced. What makes you decide what
is right for the people?”


“I am the people. Dylan is the people. We live on
these worlds with the other inhabitants. You don’t. You look at a little girl
crying and you offer to remove her ability to feel pain. Why not offer to
remove her problem?” Edward demanded. 


Vretial calmly sat down in his chair to listen to
Edward thoughtfully. “My way is quicker. What makes your way better than mine?”


“The little girl does. And if you don’t believe it,
ask her,” Edward said. 


I wasn’t following along too well, but it sounded
like he was talking about Tomie.


“Well, I can’t very well do that, now can I? You took
away her memories.”


“I made it so she can start over. Divina gave her
back her emotions and we took away her immortality. She’s free now, so don’t
try to come after her.”


“I had no intention to do so. It took many years to
make her what I wanted and the fact that you washed it all away so quickly is
quite frustrating. I would have broken Shio in also, if you hadn’t killed him.
So frustrating. I would kill you, except that I think it would be a waste. I
think it’s only fair, since you took two of my servants, that you become my new
servant. You’re amusing as you are frustrating to me. Your apprentice would
die, though. Too bad you couldn’t protect him.”


“I haven’t failed to protect him yet. Oh, and one
more thing; I’m not only here to protect Dylan, I’m also serving as a
diversion.” 


“For what, if you don’t mind my asking?” Vretial
smiled. 


“For me.” 


Tiamat


To say I was sorry for the way things turned out
would be an understatement. Everything I touched was ruined, everything I loved
was lost to me, everything that once made sense was so wrong. My brothers
thought power was all that mattered and that they were better than the beings
they created. In all honesty, we began creating creatures for entertainment and
scenery, and then as competition with each other. I was the youngest, the most
different, and therefore, my brothers believed I was the weakest… all but my
oldest brother. Vretial encouraged me and taught me to outshine my brothers.
When the universe was still young, he taught me to see beauty in it. When the
gods each created a world, I took my time. I wanted the most beautiful world
with the most incredible creatures and vegetation. I made mistakes, but my
brother would laugh it off. 


Most of my brothers hated Vretial. They said his
power was wrong. Erono thought it would be a great idea to close the gates
between worlds and create books instead. He convinced us all after some
unwanted pests learned to walk freely from world to world.


When Vretial attacked our brother, I was devastated.
At first, I refused to believe my eldest sibling would do such a thing, but he
confessed to me. I told him to never talk to me again. My brothers banished him
and worked together to trap him to the two worlds he controlled. Avoli had been
the only other brother who cared for me, but he would see no one. He was just
as hurt by the betrayal.


Despite my warning him to never contact me again, I
kept an eye on Vretial. He changed. The power changed him, poisoned his mind.
This is when I created the body of a sago to live in. While the body of flesh
dampened my powers greatly, I discovered something so much better and more
beautiful than power; life. 


For that matter, I was also changed, and I became
weaker in the eyes of my brothers. When I became infatuated with my own
Guardian, I thought there would be no greater shame. I was wrong. 


All through time, there were rumors of powerful
people and prophesies of master magicians. None of these amounted to anything
to the gods. When the ancient beasts of the void started whispering of a new
Noquodi, we turned a deaf ear. The idea of a child who could overpower every
other Guardian was preposterous. 


Ronez’s youngest son created a ripple in the
structure of all things the moment he was born. He was impossible. I had my
suspicions immediately about what he was. After the fire in his bedroom the
night of his birth, my brothers believed that the balance of the universe would
end the little child. They believed he would die before he became a threat. 


Ronez was killed and I could not stop it. Living
contently in a sago body on Duran, I was not fast or perceptive enough. And
then I had to go and fall in love with his son. 


I could blame my emotions and love on the body, but
more likely, I was just too adapted to living a real life. This is the only
explanation for being willing to give up this life. I was willing to kill the
only family who ever loved me or die myself for the life of my new Guardian. My
brothers were right about me.


 


*          *          *


 


Arriving in the outlands was like sinking into the
middle of the ocean. This body would suffocate in the energy swarming, but my
being wanted to drink it in. Yes, the power was wild and uncontrolled, but I
was a god.


Dylan stood between me and the snake inhabiting the
body of my former Guardian. While I was adapting to the shock and the magical
current, Dylan did not know that Ronez was actually his father. I focused on
the fact that they would soon be reunited, even if only for a small amount of
time. Vretial arrived, smug and more insane than ever. When Vretial grabbed
Dylan’s arm, I angrily told him to let Dylan go, but there was nothing I could
do against my more powerful brother. He took my arm and flashed us into an
elaborate bedroom.


The room was dim but full with a large bed and
wall-to-wall bookshelves. I sat down on the soft bed, covered in a burgundy
satin blanket and watched my brother hesitantly. 


“You will stay here,” he commanded. He was nothing
like he once was, but so very powerful. 


“For how long?” I asked.


“Forever. You will stay here and I will keep our
brothers away. You are the only one I liked, anyway. You can even be my second
in command as I overpower the others.”


“Why would I do that?”


“You are my sister.”


“But you are not my brother. The power you gained by
taking control of two worlds has broken your mind. Why did you do it?” I asked.



He grinned, but it was not a happy grin, and I
suddenly knew I was not the only one to keep secrets in our family. Then he
flashed out. 


I felt around the compound. This structure was made
half from man and half formed naturally. Dylan was being led towards Kiro by
Shio. Tommie and Krael were walking together. I needed to get Dylan by himself
to meet Ronez. I knew Dylan could handle Shio, but then Kiro started heading in
Dylan’s direction. I had to keep them apart; if Kiro got to his apprentice, he
wouldn’t leave Dylan’s side. I felt bad about keeping Kiro from his brother,
but Ronez was going to have enough trouble with the wild energy. Kiro’s energy
would push him away. Besides that, Kiro had other matters to attend to.


“Kiro, wait,” I sent to Kiro’s mind. “It’s
not time. Dylan can take care of him. You need to follow Krael; he has Dylan’s
book. You’ll get your chance with Shio later. Trust me.”


I sighed with relief when Kiro headed towards Krael.
Krael, now alone, was headed towards me. I could feel that he desperately
needed to talk to me. Luckily, Dylan was able to deal with Shio very quickly. 


I knew Kiro was going to growl at me for this. “Go,
now to finish off Shio.” 


“I haven’t gotten the books yet,” he answered
predictably, with frustration. 


It occurred to me to confuse his senses, but he
needed them at full strength for what he would face. “I know. Not now. Now
is your chance to kill your brother’s murderer.” He started towards Shio as
Dylan headed away. Unfortunately, Dylan went straight for Tommie. “Dylan?
You have to turn around. Dylan!” No response. Dylan could not hear me,
probably because of Ronez. It was okay. I could feel Ronez’s presence grow
strong with Dylan. My young Guardian was protected. 


But Kiro felt that Dylan was with the evil girl also,
and he turned to go to his apprentice. Absolute worst timing. “No! Dylan is
taken care of! Let him handle it!” I yelled.


“He’s my apprentice; I’m not letting that thing
kill him.” 


Foolish, stubborn Guardian never listens, just
like his damn brother. “Have faith in him.” I encouraged. 


“It isn’t about faith! He has barely had any
training. I don’t care about timing or faith. He’s my apprentice and my brother
can rest uneasily for a few more minutes for me to protect my apprentice.” 


“He’s taken care of! If you interfere now you’ll
make things more complicated! Let him be, I swear she won’t so much as scratch
him. Trust me!” 


Kiro stopped. “Why?! Why should I?” I didn’t
have an answer. “When this is over, you will explain to me how you know what
you do and why I should trust you.”


“By the time this is over, you will know.” This
I knew for sure. My secret was too big now. Kiro continued on his path to find
Ronez’s murderer. Just in time, a gentle knocking came to my door. “Come in.”


Krael walked in and shut the door softly behind him.
“How likely is it that you can defeat Vretial?” he asked without preamble. 


“Very unlikely,” I answered honestly. 


“What about your friends? Can they help you?”


“Less likely. Do you want me to defeat Vretial? Are
you willing to stand up to him?”


He sighed and leaned against the door. “He took my
sister from me. I used to think he had a good idea, a plan for a simple and
peaceful life for all. If he wants to make others like my sister, he is wrong.
I plan to lose against him, but I cannot stand by and do nothing. Ronez was my
friend.”


It was the last part I believed. The longing I heard
in his voice… Ronez was an amazing man who inspired loyalty and courage to do
what was right in everyone. “Give me the books,” I said.


He nodded and pulled out my book. “I do not have the
other one; Vretial took that one himself. However, I might be able to get it. I
know where Vretial keeps both of his.”


I thought for a few minutes. It was a good thing I
was also keeping an eye on the others. Dylan and Ronez were headed for the
books, but they would run into Kiro, who was still with Shio, first. “Good, but
I need you to do something else, first. I need you to keep Dylan away from
Kiro. Intercept him. I myself cannot go after the books, as Vretial would
immediately be onto me.”


“Right. So, I need to keep the young Guardian away
from the other Guardian and then try to get the books.”


“Yes. Can you do it?”


“I can try.” He left. 


No wonder I could not stop Ronez’s death; keeping
track of three people was difficult enough. This body made me sluggish and less
capable. 


I watched Dylan and Ronez fight Krael. While I knew
Krael was just acting as a distraction, I grew angrier with each injury he
caused Dylan. Dylan would win, but I still did not like seeing him hurt. I
stopped watching them as I checked on Kiro, who was just finishing up with his
brother’s revenge. 


I told him his apprentice made it just fine and
directed him to the corrupted child.  Kiro easily found Tommie where Dylan had
left her incapacitated. His thoughts swirled and I knew he was on the right
track.


When Kiro asked me to help her, I flashed into the room,
hoping Vretial would not intercept me. Surely he did not mean for me to stay in
that very room. It was very easy for me to suck out the girl’s immortality, but
all of her unnatural and much of her natural power was also revoked. 


Once all of the dark power was removed, I destroyed
it. While nominal energy was impossible to destroy for anyone else, gods
created an even more powerful energy, and so we could extinguish it. “Your
turn.” I sat down on a chest next to the bed.


Kiro knew what and who I was. We spoke for a moment
about Ronez and trust and I knew we would never be the same. I was spoiled,
undoubtedly, for I had what no other god had; a friend. 


“I spent a lot more time with you than them, so I
learned to trust before I had to deal with faith. After how we met…”


I often wished I could have made him forget the story
of how we met without breaking the trust between us. That was a story I never
wanted anyone to hear. “You will never tell Dylan that, will you?” I asked.


Of course, he said he wouldn’t lie to his apprentice.
The fact was, somewhere deep inside Kiro, he felt that Dylan was his closest
remaining connection to Ronez. While Kiro may not yet have figured out how
closely related they really were, Dylan was still maturing and would eventually
look extremely similar to his father. 


As Kiro was distracted with concern for the corrupted
child, something else was wrong; Vretial took Dylan. “Things are about to get
sticky. Check on your apprentice,” I said.


“Divina! Can you get me to him?”


“Yes. Protect Dylan, but I need you to distract
Vretial.” I didn’t bother to tell him that there would be a time distortion
because of Vretial’s energy. It could be a few seconds, or it could be half an
hour. 


The moment I flashed Kiro out, Krael burst through
the door. He looked at Tomie and then at me with frightened, wild hope. 


“She will be fine, but she is no longer immortal; she
will live her life, grow up, grow old, and---” I was cut off by the man’s
crushing hug. 


“Thank you.” He pulled back, reached into his bag,
and pulled out Erono’s book and both of Vetial’s books. “Ronez trusted you?” he
asked.


I stopped myself from reaching out to the book. “He
did. And he died for it,” I whispered.


“Woman, I watched him die. I was the last person he
spoke to… he did not regret his death. He regretted leaving his loved ones
behind, but he knew he was dying for a good cause. If you were that cause…” he
handed me the book, “I will trust you as well. You will defeat Vretial.”


I smiled sweetly. “I am surprised it is not my Guardian
you are encouraging. After all, Dylan is Ronez’s son.” I enjoyed his stunned
expression for a moment before returning to the matter at hand. “There is just
one more thing before you run off to live a happy life with your sister.”


“What is it?” he asked.


“Where are the people? Why is the planet empty of
people?”


“Because as soon as Vretial knew he could lose, he
ripped holes to all of the worlds and moved the people from both of his worlds
to live elsewhere.”


I was in shock. He is that powerful? “Why did
he do that?” 


He gave me a guarded look that could have meant
anything. Then he gathered Tommie into his arms and started to walk out without
answering me. 


“Wait. When did Vretial realize he could lose?” I
asked. Maybe I should not believe in my brother so much.


Krael turned back to me and smirked. “When Dylan
looked him in the eye and was not afraid.”


 


*          *          *


 


I tried to draw power from Erono’s world, from any
world, but only mine would respond. Even though I was connected to Erono’s
world, his power prevented me from syphoning. I asked my brothers for help, but
none answered. 


My own power was not enough. Whatever it was my young
Guardian was meant to be, meant to do, he was not ready. My only option was to
take Avoli’s power away from Vretial. I could either take the world for myself,
or I could destroy the world, keeping Avoli from ever regaining it. If I took
control of it, I would have too much power. It would burn out my body and
probably my mind. 


But could I defeat my brother first? For Dylan’s
life, I could, but then my world would be under threat as well. I opened
Avoli’s book and sent an apology to my most carefree brother. A sense of peace
washed over me. It was what he wanted.


I cut my wrist with a mere thought and held my arm
over the book. I flipped from page to page, spreading my blood over the ink.
Finally, it was done. I had destroyed a world, an empty one, but a creation of
art.


I felt Vretial’s sharp anger, followed by Dylan’s
unbearable distress. I turned my attention to them in time to see Ronez’s last
words. I knew Ronez did not have long, but they should have had more time. 


What’s more, Ronez’s spirit was being turned over to
the Land of the Dead. I would never be able to bring him back if that happened.
I could trap him here; bind him to Earth, or Dylan, or his brother. He would be
as he was; able to see and hear people, but not be seen or heard. But was that
any way to live? He loved Dylan so much, but if I let him go, it would be
thousands of years before they saw each other again, if ever. There were so
many reasons for and against, but he was slipping away so quickly.


The decision was made.


Dylan


Divina didn’t sound like herself at all as she
appeared behind Vretial. She didn’t look even like herself. Her eyes were solid
black. She no longer looked cute and beautiful; she looked downright dangerous.
Her body was visibly radiating power and the air around her actually crackled
with heat. Her voice echoed unnaturally off the walls and held a sort of
controlled anger that made me sweat. She wasn’t the sweet, soft woman who had
kissed me just a few hours before.


Edward pulled me behind him slowly and backed away.
The chair Vretial was sitting on was suddenly gone and he was facing her. 


Vretial made a sound of joy. “I knew you were better
than the others said. You were always the one who knew when to move and when to
sit still. Too bad you weren’t on my side,” he said. She raised her hand and
black fire shot out at him. Instead of it engulfing him, it turned into of
shower of tiny, black jewels. “How sad that you think such simple magic can
destroy me. You thought taking one of my worlds would weaken me enough for you
to win, but it didn’t. You should have destroyed both worlds, or taken them for
yourself.”


“No,” she said. “After I destroy you in a fair fight,
I will give your world to Avoli.”


He laughed. “Fair… you will never be as powerful as
me.” Like lightning, something bright red shot from Vretial and struck Divina.
Before she could recover, he struck her again and again.


Divina needed help. Vretial could not be allowed to
win. I reached out for my book with everything I had, and it reached back. I
used it to search for my connection with Duran and Dios. Finally, after several
agonizing moments, when Divina started to collapse, I felt them. Every attack
Divina used got shot down, and every one of Vretial’s attack was taking her
down a little further. She needed help. 


With a desperate call for help, I drew the magic of
Earth into me and then straight to Divina. The more I pulled and pushed, the
faster the flow became, until I was a river of energy into Divina. And this was
not regular energy; it was concentrated and beautiful. 


Then I felt new energy joining Earth’s inside me.
Duran was answering me. Soon Dios’s magic joined in. The goddess stood to her
feet. She shot a bolt of black lightning at Vretial, and it hit him square in
the chest. He went down.


“What are you doing?!” Edward asked me. 


I could not speak. Now it was Divina who was on the
offensive.


I thought I would burst with the strength of the
power flowing through me, but then I felt new connections form. Foreign worlds
were giving me power to give to Divina. I would have passed out if I could
have. I didn’t even realize I had broken out in fever until Edward grabbed me.
His skin was like ice, but he quickly let me go with a yelp. 


“Stop!” he yelled. 


I tried. There was no slowing the flow; it was too
strong. I tried pushing the energy back, keeping my body from taking it in. I
hurt too much to concentrate. 


Edward grabbed me again. For a few seconds, it hurt,
but then the flow slowed and it was like there was a comforting ice pack all over
me that dulled the pain. The flow came to a trickling stop, but Edward did not
let me go until my fever broke. Then I had to grab onto him because my legs
wouldn’t hold me up.


Divina was all-powerful at this point. She took a
slow step towards Vretial and there was a loud snapping sound from the static
shock that followed her movement. I felt really sick.


She raised her right hand and Vretial slowly slipped
to the floor. He sat on his knees with his arms limp, his eyes closed, and his
head up. He was so calm about it. The light went out and for a moment there was
darkness.


Then, with a fascinating effect, black fire flowed
out of Vretial’s body and dimly lit the room. There was enough light to see
that Divina’s eyes were no longer black; her irises were red, yellow, and
glowed like fire. Vretial didn’t make a sound the entire time Divina was doing
her magic. 


The black fire was still rising from him as he fell
back. It was only seconds later that the last of the fire rose and faded away,
leaving everything in dark. Then, to my disgust, Vretial’s body lit with
regular, bright fire. That was the end of the almighty dark god, who was the
object of fear even for the other gods. The end of all his actions. 


Probably…


Divina fell to her knees and I went to her before
Edward could stop me, but I couldn’t get close to her; the power was too
strong. “Divina? Are you okay?” She looked up at me with pure black eyes. 


“Careful!” Edward cried. 


“Get away,” Divina said. 


Her eyes flashed yellow a split second before I was
flying backwards into the wall. I hit hard enough to disorient me and I slid to
the floor. Warm liquid trickled down my neck. Edward was by my side instantly. 


“What’s wrong?” I asked, not able to focus on anything.



“When she defeated Vretial, his power became hers.
She can’t take the power of the two worlds. Erase Vretial’s name.” With that,
he was gone. 


I found a book in my hand, but it wasn’t mine or
Edward’s, so I opened it and tried as hard as I could to focus. There was only
one signature in it, of which was so foreign that it could only belong to
someone ancient. “How?” I asked. 


I saw Edward talking to her and she was standing
again. He was trying to calm her. “Blood.” 


That made absolutely no sense to me. Fortunately, it
must have to my body, because my hand went to my head, came back bloody, and
wiped the blood all over the signature. I thought I was seeing things when the
name and blood disappeared. 


The effect was instantaneous; the field of power around
Divina vanished. She started to fall, but Edward caught her and helped her onto
the chair that liked to disappear and reappear. She leaned her head back and
Edward was suddenly helping me up. I tried to hold onto the book, but it was
impossible as it suddenly turned to sand. That confused me. 


Edward turned me to face him and held me up. “Are you
okay?” he asked. 


I tried not to sway. “I’m fine,” I lied. Edward
helped me over to Divina and I fell to my knees, but managed to stay in an
upright position. “Divina? Are you okay?” 


She slowly lifted her head to look from Edward to me.
She swayed and blinked as if she couldn’t focus well. “Who are you?” she asked.



I fell back, but Edward didn’t seem surprised, only
upset. “He’s your Guardian. I’m the Guardian of Duran.” 


She shook her head, then tried to steady herself.
“No. Ronez… My Guardian… What happened?”


 


*          *          *


 


Edward attempted to explain to her what happened, but
she argued with everything. Though she seemed to have an idea who Edward was,
she had no idea who I was, and she was convinced that Ronez was the Guardian,
but had no problem believing he was dead. It was like talking to someone who
couldn’t hear you completely; she didn’t seem to be in the room with us, or
even in reality. I myself was having trouble focusing.


Edward kept insisting we had to get home before this
world was destroyed, but I kept trying to sleep. By the time he somehow got us
home, I was half unconscious. I passed out completely soon after, despite
Edward’s pleads. I was pretty sure he was trying to keep me awake. It did occur
to me that I wouldn’t wake up if I passed out, but that didn’t matter to me.
The empty blackness that closed in on my world promised my escape from the pain
and confusion. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke up to the sweet scent of Divina. I didn’t open
my eyes. Though I couldn’t remember why, I knew I didn’t want to face reality
just yet. I just relaxed there on the comfortable bed and enjoyed her wonderful
scent. She smelled like berries, vanilla, and oddly… Indian spices. 


“How’s your head?” Edward asked. I opened my eyes and
everything came back. 


While I reached up to touch the bandage around my
head, I tried not to cry out and tried harder not to heave. I was back home; in
my bed in the bedroom of the cabin in the woods of Shomodii on Duran. Vretial
was gone, Divina was lying next to me, asleep, and Edward sat on his bed across
the room. 


“It hurts. Are you okay?” 


“Moderately uninjured. You’ve both been out for a
couple of days. Try to take it easy.” he said as I heaved myself up. 


It was a very stupid move, but once I was halfway up,
I had to go the rest of the way. Everything spun. Edward moved surprisingly
quickly and handed me a piece of Wigknot bark. I tried to lift it to my mouth,
but needed help.


“Divina… she’s…”


“I know who she is. Do you remember what happened?”
he asked.


“Divina killed Vretial, I erased the only name in his
book, and she lost her memory,” I said.


“Close. She didn’t lose her memory, she mildly lost
her mind. She couldn’t handle the power of the second world. I think Vretial
could handle it because of the way his mind worked. The other gods have
supposedly been informed of what happened. What you did enabled her to kill
Vretial. I felt you calling on Duran for help, and I felt it answer your call.
You were… Never question your Guardian ability again. You are more powerful in your
determination to help and do what is right than any Guardian has ever been. How
you erased the dead god’s name is beyond me.” 


 “What happened… else?” I asked. 


“What you weren’t there for?” he asked. I tried to
nod and failed miserably. “While you were in the caves with Divina and Shio, I
was escaping from the dungeon. I found my way to the little girl that you left
for me and removed her memories. Divina removed her immortality. She’s upstairs
and she’ll be on her way to Anoshii tonight, along with her brother. I know
someone who can adopt her. I also killed Shio, sort of. Vretial thought we were
distracting him so Divina could get the book, but in reality, we were
distracting him so Krael could get it.” 


That didn’t make any sense. “But… Krael…”


“Turned out to be the good guy, plotting with Divina
from the moment they arrived there. He got the books that belonged to Vretial
and gave them to Divina.”


“What happened to Vretial’s worlds? I erased the
name… what did that do to the world?” When he didn’t answer, I looked up at
him.


“It… the world was destroyed,” he finally said. 


I felt my heart sink into my stomach… and boil in the
stomach acid. I destroyed a world. I looked down at my hands, imagining the
blood that would never wash off, and didn’t attempt to stop the tears. 


“If you hadn’t erased Vretial’s name, Divina would
have destroyed both Earth and Vretial’s world. No sentient beings were on that
planet. Apparently, Vretial had considered the destruction of the world, so he
moved all the people to other worlds just before our arrival,” he said. 


Divina had said I would kill people as a Guardian,
but I destroyed a world. I lied back down and tried to keep my tears silent. 


“Just get well. Focus on healing. I did what I can,
but healing the brain sometimes just takes time. Sleep.”


He left and in the silence, I considered what he
said. Vretial moved the people off of his worlds because he thought they would
be in danger. Why would a god do that if he were so evil? And up until the
end, he was so confident. If he had no doubts, why move the people? If he did
doubt, why didn’t he act to save himself?


 


*          *          *


 


I woke again and my head felt much better, but I was
alone. After about ten minutes, I got out of bed and somehow made it up the
stairs. The front door was open to let in bright light and when I stood in the
doorway, I saw that Edward had brought two of the kitchen chairs out on the
porch. He was sitting on one and reading a book. I started to turn back.


“Feeling better?”


“Yeah.” After a few seconds of indecision, I stepped
out onto the porch and sat in the seat next to him. “Where’s Divina?”


“She went home. She wants you to come by soon,
though. Before leaving, she told me that Avoli, the original owner of Vretial’s
second world, was glad his world was destroyed. Vretial had poisoned it. Avoli
is supposedly regaining power and rebuilding. According to Divina, the gods are
looking for change. They don’t want this to happen again. How that will affect
you, not even she could tell me. Do you want to talk about what happened?”


“No,” I said. He nodded and there was a few more
seconds of silence. “Ronez was my father.” He turned to look at me. “He told
me, but I need a little time before I can explain it. Did you know?” 


He stared off into the woods. “No. I figured you were
just so similar to him because you are a descendant of him and because I miss
him. I had no idea I was actually taking my brother’s son as my apprentice.” He
game me a small, but very real smile. “Some things just happen because they were
meant to be.”


“So you’re not upset by that?” I asked. He shook his
head. The silence stretched on and I was surprised by how relieving that
information was. “Did he ever say anything about me or why he chose my
mother? I mean, he said he didn’t, but something might have slipped out.”


“I wouldn’t be able to tell you. Ronez liked women
and he got them. If he ever mentioned your mother specifically, I wouldn’t
know. But he was very careful; when he fathered a child, it was with a woman
who he thought would be a good mother. I knew he had a child who would be about
your age, but it didn’t sound like your mother is the kind of person he would
leave a child with. Wizards aren’t uncommon on Earth and I really didn’t even
consider that you were his son. What?” he asked.


I probably had an odd look on my face as I realized
what he meant. “I have hundreds of brothers and sisters. No… I am the baby
of hundreds of brothers and sisters. That also means that you’re my uncle.”
There was a couple of seconds where we just thought in silence. It was a huge
piece of my life that I never knew existed. 


“Actually, the children of Guardians are not
immortal, so most of his other children have already grown old and died.”


“You’ve had to watch your own children die of old
age?” I asked. I realized it was a rude and hurtful question as I said it, and
the awkward silence was a heavy weight. “You avenged Ronez’s death?” I asked,
trying to change the subject. “Shio had taken Ronez’s body. That must have been
hard for you.”


“All I did was let him go. He found his own death. I
prefer not to think of myself as a superstitious man, but I was born before the
Reformation. There was a Duran fairytale the kings used to tell their warriors
before battle. If you look away from your death, you would never find rest in
the Land of the Dead. Some even said you would relive it for eternity.”


“You made Shio look away from his death?” I asked. He
nodded. “Do you think Divina will ever get her memories back?”


He sighed. “You’re in love with her.”


“Yeah. And she doesn’t even remember me. She told me
she was falling in love with me. Will she heal?”


“I don’t know. I do know she’s strong.”


“I guess it’s best if I don’t get close to her this
time. I’m not powerful like her, so I can drag her down. I’m a liability, at
least for now.”


“I don’t think so. I think the reason she held on so
well was to help you. Everything of power in the universe has to balance, even
the gods. Every god must have something to balance them, whether it is an
alternate personality, an enemy, a brother, or a lover. You may not have the
power she does, but you might possibly be what she needs. I don’t think she
would have fallen in love with you if you were a liability.”


“So she can choose who she loves?”


“No, but she can choose who to be around long enough
to fall in love,” he said. 


I wasn’t sure what I was going to say next because I
didn’t get around to saying it. With a blur, Shinobu was sitting in my lap. My
eyes went wide as I glanced from her to Edward. He didn’t even turn, though I
knew he heard her. “Edward, can we talk about something?”


“She can stay,” he said simply. 


I was stunned, too cautious to feel joy as Shinobu
scampered up my arm to my shoulder and nuzzled her snout in my neck. 


“I saw the bite mark on the little girl and figured
it out.”


“How did you know it was a bite from Shinobu?” I
asked. He leaned forward and lifted up the back of his shirt until I could see
a scar on the left side, about halfway down. It looked exactly like the mark
left on Tomie. 


He let his shirt down and looked at me. “I didn’t
tell you to get rid of her because I was being mean. I just know what your luck
attracts. It confuses me though, how you could find the one naowen that would
create an attachment to you. She seems to be so protective of you that she
would never intentionally hurt you. Just be careful and never go anywhere alone
with her for long.” 


I nodded. “I will.”


“Also, it got me thinking about your terrible luck.”
Edward reached into his bag, pulled out something small, and handed it to me.
It was an iron pentagram, about two inches tall, and a chain. It also was
obviously powerful.


“This was Ronez’s. It can hold energy and even
spells. I never could figure out how he made it, but it’s really handy to have
in case of emergencies. I figure you should have it, since you’re untrained,
you have bad luck, and now because you’re his son.”


“Thank you,” I said, putting it on. I didn’t know my
father well, but I was glad to know who he was and what that made me. I still
had no idea why he chose Mother.


“The reason you have such bad luck is because you’re
so exceptionally powerful. You can learn to work with your energy instead of
against it. That will help, but only to a point. Everything in life has to
balance, like I’ve said before. Your bad luck is nature’s way of keeping you
fair. Unfortunately, this will not change, so you will always have bad luck and
whenever you do something particularly exceptional, it will temporarily become
worse. Just thought you should know.”


“Great. That’s really what I needed to hear right
now; that I will never get any better at staying alive.” I didn’t mention that
Ronez said the same thing in a less hopeless manner. “The spirits at the
springs… I saw one of them when I was trying to find Divina.” He waited
expectantly. “She said that ‘he’ was coming. Do you think she was talking about
Vretial?”


He frowned. “I don’t know. Are you sure she was
talking to you?”


“I think she was, but I don’t think she was talking
about him. She sounded afraid, though. Maybe you should go talk to her.”


“It doesn’t work that way. The dead are not your
friends; you should avoid them and not offer any secrets. As friendly as they
may appear to you, you never know what else might be listening. If the spirits
of the springs offer you any more warnings, you should heed them. If they
don’t, I would assume she was warning you about Vretial and leave it at that.”


Edward continued to read while I pet Shinobu and
enjoyed the morning. The more I focused on how nice and peaceful the morning
was, though, the more I noticed something was off. 


“What’s bothering you?” I asked Edward. By the way he
set his book in his lap, I knew I was dead on.


“Nothing. I was just thinking. Now that Vretial is
gone, the books are in very little danger. You could go back to Earth, live
with your girlfriend, and come back to continue your apprenticeship
afterwards.” 


If I hadn’t gotten to know Edward so much by then, I
would have felt like he was trying to get rid of me. “What about you and
Divina?”


“I don’t need your company and Divina can take care
of herself. Your girlfriend probably misses you.” His voice was too measured
and emotionless.


“She’s not my girlfriend anymore. I gave that up for
the book. She wouldn’t like me as a powerful guardian; I’d blow out the lights
whenever I got upset.” Besides that, my father doesn’t approve. “I don’t
know what she thinks happened to me, but I can’t risk going back. Time would
pass, we’d probably marry, then the books would be endangered again and I’d
have to leave her again. I can’t do that.”


“You’ll lose many loved ones in your life.”


“Yeah, well, I haven’t been immortal for very long
and I’ve already lost two.” 


“You haven’t lost Divina. You can be there for her
and help her heal. Whether or not she heals, she’s still here. If you won her
over once, I’m sure you could do it again,” he said, then gave me an accusing
glance. “You probably get that from your father. I should have figured my
brother’s son could win the heart of the only female god in existence.”


“He was right about you,” I said, laughing. He
frowned. “The last thing he said to me… he wanted me to tell you something.” As
his expression grew suspicious, I paused. “He said you were very passionate.” 


Edward angrily stood and reached for his bag. Having
been on the wrong side of the anger of many men, it occurred to me I should
have been worried. Maybe I was becoming accustomed to Edward and his reactions,
but I felt no danger from his anger. 


“What are you doing?” I asked. 


“That man has always gotten the last word, and this
time he went too far. I’m going to hunt down my brother’s ghost and smack him.”



I laughed as he marched back into the house. It
seemed my father left me with a gift.









Epilogue


Mordon


“Where are you going this time?”


I didn’t bother to look up as Jedes entered my room,
and continued shoving clothes into my bag. “I don’t know yet. I’m running
away.”


“You run away twice a month.”


“Can you blame me?” I threw down my bag. “Do you know
that my father just shut down an orphanage because the children weren’t all
offspring of his kingdom? He said they would grow up and commit treason.” I
turned back to my bag and pulled the cuffs of my shirt further down my wrists
to hide the bruises. 


“Let me guess; he wanted you to do it, and
when you refused, he put you in the dungeon. No, I can’t blame you for leaving,
but you will just be back in a few days.”


“Last time didn’t count.” A group of wizards had
poisoned the kingdom’s crops, so I returned to help, only to get extra chores
for my trouble. If there was one thing my father lacked more than mercy, it was
a survival instinct.


“Mordon.” Jedes’s breathy gasp snapped me out of my
simmering. 


I caught her in time before she hit the floor and sat
her on my bed. Her eyes were flashing in their normal fashion during her
visions. Normally, she only had a vague notion about what would happen. As the
only seer in the kingdom, and one of the few friends I had, I always weighed
her prophesies in my plans.


Her eyes closed and she caught her breath. “There’s a
fire.”


“Where? When?” Her visions could be moments away or
months off, and sometimes they were just completely misleading, but she tried
her hardest to be helpful.


“Your father is in danger. You have to help him.
Someone is coming.”


I went to the door, opened it quietly, and peaked
down either ends of the hallway. “There’s nobody coming,” I said, right before
I heard the bells of the castle grounds gate being opened. After a quick glance
at Jedes to make sure she was unhurt, I left my room for the window at the end
of the hall. From my balcony, I could easily see who came and went, but I could
just as easily be seen, so I often preferred to spy from the window.


The gate wasn’t fully open before I saw the golden
dragon crest on a flag and my heart sank. My despair was realized as the royal
family of Zendii sauntered in. The king, Ome-mor, was a huge man with dark
brown hair and dark purple eyes. He had too much suspicion and no tolerance. He
was also great friends with my father.


Jedes came to stand next to me by the window.
“Haru-joul Aneko,” Jedes said. “She’s very beautiful.”


The woman in question was the king’s daughter, and
Jedes was correct. Her long, curly blond hair framed her unblemished face and
piercing blue eyes. With the elegance of her title and a beauty known
throughout Zendii, she was coveted by many. It was almost a game to the king to
execute cruel and grotesque punishments for any man that made a move on his
daughter. Both Ome-mor and his daughter were riding pure black tokuami, and I
felt pity for the king’s. Any animal that had to carry the man’s girth deserved
to be freed.


“Mordon?” Jedes asked when I didn’t respond.


“She is beautiful, I guess.” She gave me a look and I
scoffed. “I used to bathe with that girl.”


“When you were five.”


“Exactly; she’s practically my sister. Besides, last
time she was here, she shot me with an arrow.”


“You called her fat.”


“I did not. I just said her butt was blocking the
target.” I left the window and Jedes followed me down several hallways until we
reached the balcony of the throne room. 


It was early enough in the morning that the sun was
not spilling into the terrace, so I could watch without being easily noticed.
My father, as usual, was sitting in his throne. The doors were opened and
Ome-mor entered, leaving his tokuami outside. His daughter road hers up the
steps before stopping right inside, where her father helped her down. She
didn’t really need the help; it was just more elegant to let someone else do
all the work.


Ome-mor and my father greeted each other as old
friends and Haru-joul smiled and blushed on cue, as if she didn’t receive
praise every single day for just being alive. I almost gagged. 


But then I caught it. There was the scent of
deception. Obviously, between the king, the princess, and the numerous
servants, I couldn’t pinpoint who was deceitful, so I examined everyone’s face
as well as I could. From my height and position, it was difficult, but I
wouldn’t put myself through the misery of going down there. I would have to get
them one on one. Assured that nobody would act irrationally and make an attempt
on my father’s life in the middle of a crowd, I returned to my room to unpack
my bags.


 


*          *          *


 


Dinner was a grueling affair under normal
circumstances. When we had guests, there was no end to my suffering. My father
and Ome-mor were on opposite ends of the table. I was sitting near my father,
which was understandable, but Haru-joul was sitting across from me instead of
beside her father, which was suspicious.


Every time I accidentally looked at her, she was
watching me and gave me her most innocent smile. It gave me the chills.


Whoever it was that smelled deceptive was in the room
with us, and it was stronger. Someone in close proximity to my father was full
of hate and treachery, and I was starting to think it was Haru-joul. The woman
always put scented oils in her bathwater, to the point it was nearly impossible
to pick out any natural scent. 


Jedes was definitely correct in her prediction that
my father needed help, but I couldn’t figure out where the fire played into it.
Jedes nudged me in the arm to get my attention. She always sat beside me at
dinner, which was a good thing for my nerves when we had guests; she never wore
perfumes and I could pick her scent out of a crowd any day. I took a roll of
bread from the platter that was just out of her reach and put it on her plate.


“Thank you,” she whispered with a blush. 


Jedes was only days apart from me, but still looked
no older than fourteen. It didn’t help that with her red-blond hair and light
green eyes, she looked extremely delicate. When she gasped, I thought she might
have been seeing something, but the soft movement across my foot clued me in. I
kicked and heard a small cry.


“Momo, Koko, get out of there,” I hissed. Ignoring my
father’s glare, I reached under the table until I caught two thin arms and
pulled. 


The six-year-old twins fought the entire way as I
pulled them out from under the table. Momaro looked like he was going to cry as
he hid something behind his back, and Kokaro glared, ready to start a fight. 


“What were you doing?” I asked, gentle but firm.


“Momo lost his fork,” Koko lied. 


I held out my hand and waited. After a minute, Momo
held out the small mirror he was trying to hide. 


“The little perverts!” Haru-joul shrieked. 


Koko sneered at her. “We weren’t looking up your
skirt!” he yelled, then lowered his voice. “We were trying to look at Jedes.”


The girl in question squeaked and blushed deeply.


“Go to your room,” I said. They both ran for the door.


“Stop!” Haru-joul yelled. She turned her outrage on
my father when the boys froze at the door. “Are you going to let them go
without punishment?! They have to learn that being a pervert is wrong! Beat
them!”


“Being sent to their room without dinner or dessert
is a harsh enough punishment for a six-year-old,” I argued. The boys both gave
me pleading expressions, so I turned to Jedes. “Go put them to bed.”


She was just as relieved to be able to leave as the
twin boys.


“Father!” Haru-joul screeched at the visiting king.


The man considered my father and me, then shrugged.
“They were just being boys. I am sure they learned their lesson. If not, Mordon
will punish them next time, yes?” 


Although he phrased it as a question, I knew it was a
demand. I nodded, because I knew my father would agree with him wholeheartedly.
I could see the scheming in Haru-joul’s eyes before she controlled her
expression and gave her father her most innocent and relieved smile. 


“Of course, father, you are right. I was just so
startled that I overreacted.”


My father clapped his hand hard on my shoulder. “Now,
boy, you see that? Why can you not be respectful like Haru-joul?” His hand
tightened painfully and he leaned in to whisper. “Keep those boys under control
or they will be banished. Do you understand me?”


“Yes, Father.”


He let me go and I had to sit down and pretend that
everything was fine. Momo and Koko were both orphans since their mother, a
servant in the castle, died from sickness when they were four. At least they
got to have their mother for a few years.


 


*          *          *


 


“What did I tell you?!” I growled. The boy was
shaking too hard to answer me. “Well, fire, tub! Not well, tub. How senseless
are you that you can’t remember three steps?!” The man who usually prepared my
bath, Doro, had gone to take care of his family and I was left with a boy who
never worked directly for me before.


“I am sorry, prince. I thought it was too hot,” he
whimpered. 


I growled and he yelped, which doused just a bit of
my anger. I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. “I’m sorry. It isn’t you
I’m angry with.” 


“Is it… Doro you are angry with?” he asked.


I growled again. “Just go get hot water before I make
you my permanent personal servant,” I threatened. 


He ran like he was on fire. 


“Still biting the servants, I see,” Haru-joul said,
stopping the door from closing all the way.


I grabbed the pillow from my bed to cover myself.
Since I was trying to take a bath, I was completely bare. Haru-joul shut the
door behind her, pressed her back against it, and winced as if in pain. 


“Oh, turn your back again.”


I glared at her. “I covered myself, and you are in my
room uninvited.”


“No, it isn’t that; I just want to see your butt.”
She bypassed the large tub of lukewarm water and threw herself down inelegantly
on my bed.


“What would your father say if he knew what kind of
girl you really are?” I asked.


She grinned and propped herself up on her elbows. “He
would be in an even bigger hurry to get rid of me, to make a treaty.” She took
the small picture of my mother from my nightstand, considered it for a moment,
then put it back face down. “So I suggest you don’t tell him.”


“What are you talking about?”


She bounced off the bed and invaded my personal
space. As she did, I got my first good scent of her in private. She was not the
one after my father’s life… unfortunately. She was spoiled, greedy, and
egotistical, but not murderous. 


“You don’t know? You really are an idiot. Your father
is getting a daughter-in-law, and mine is getting mining rights to Picor.”


“I will not be married to you. It would be like
marrying my sister.”


She gagged. “If that’s what you like, I won’t judge
you. But see,” she grinned, “we are both nineteen; we have no say in the
matter.” She turned around and pressed her body against me suggestively. 


I tried to push her away with one hand and hold the
pillow with the other, but she forced my arm around her waist instead. 


She wasn’t wearing a slip under her dress. “You’re
naked!” I exclaimed. 


“Not yet.”


“I will not marry you, or sleep with you,” I growled.


She scoffed. “Of course not, that would be gross. I
knew you since we were three. But sex has nothing to do with marriage, and we
would both get something out of this. So here’s how it’s going to go. We will
be married as our fathers command. I will move into the princess chambers, with
my lover as my personal servant, and when your dear father dies, you will have
a queen to rule the kingdom in your absence.”


I stopped trying to push her away. “What do you mean,
in my absence?”


She laughed and turned around, keeping my arm around
her and pressing her breast against me. “I know you want nothing to do with the
crown or the royal duties. I also know that I will never become queen of Zendii
because my father will marry me to someone before he dies. I will prepare
myself to be queen, and when you run off to your adventures, I will be your
alibi. After all, it can’t be said that my husband is a troublemaker.”


“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I
snarled. 


She used my moment of distraction to rip the pillow
from my hand and toss it across the room. Then she wrapped her arms around my
neck and pressed herself against me. “When the villagers say a mysterious fire
started, or when the city is trampled by a herd of wild animals, I will say you
were in my room, trying to make a little heir.”


I honestly never set out to cause trouble, but bad
things happened around me. Usually, I would find out about some sinister plot
against the throne and, while preventing the attempt on my father’s life, I
would end up screwing something else up that got me caught looking like a
clumsy fool. It didn’t help that I often had to set some kind of diversion. 


“Think about it, and when your father announces our
surprise engagement, pretend to be delighted.” She leaned up and kissed me on
the cheek before leaving as quickly as she arrived. 


The servant returned with a pail of hot water, just
in time to see Haru-joul leaving. He looked deliberately at the bath as he
poured the water into it. Most of the servants in the castle were gossips, but
I worked very hard to have a terrifying reputation among them.


“She was never here,” I said. “If anyone hears
otherwise, you will be taking Doro’s place.”


“Of course, prince.”


“Send Momo and Koko to me and work the rest of the
night in the kitchen. The bread was very dry. Make sure it doesn’t happen
again.” Because otherwise my father will punish the entire kitchen staff
severely. He hated dry bread. 


“What about the bath?” he asked. I growled and he
squeaked before taking off as fast as his legs would carry him.


I put one hand in the warm water of the bathtub and
reached the other out towards the fireplace. When I was alone, or especially
away from the castle, my power over fire was prodigious… it was just when
others were with me that I had control issues. I pulled some of the heat from
the flames into me, and through me into the water. Within a few minutes, the
water started to steam. 


I had just gotten in the bath with my door burst open
and the twins ran inside. I put my finger to my lips and shushed them quickly.
“Close the door, quick, and come here,” I whispered.


Intrigued, Koko shut the door and took his brother’s
hand to lead him over to the bathtub. “Why did you want to see us? Is it
because of dinner?”


“No, I need to tell you something.” I looked around
as if I couldn’t smell we were alone and leaned as close to the boys as the tub
walls would allow. “I should not be telling you this. You have to keep a
secret.”


Momo’s eyes widened, but Koko looked suspicious. “We
always keep secrets,” Koko said.


“I need you to do something for me, something very
dangerous.” I looked around again exaggeratedly. “Haru-joul was in here
earlier. She was talking about what you did at dinner, yelling even, when her
eyes turned red.”


Both twins’ eyes widened in horror. 


“And I heard her talking with someone out in the
hallway about an assassination on the king.” I glanced at the door and the boys
leaned closer. “And I heard one of the servants say that her mother… that her
mother was a dejeva.”


Momo opened his mouth to shout and both Koko and I
frantically shushed him. 


“What do we do?” Momo cried.


“I need your help. She wants to make me her slave.”


“You belong to us, Mordon,” Koko growled. “We’ll stop
her.”


“I need you to spy on her. I need you to tell me
everything she does, and says, and especially everyone she talks to. But you
can’t let her know. If she sees you, she’ll turn into a dejeva and eat you.”


“No!” Momo gasped. 


Koko clamped his hand over his brother’s mouth.
“We’ll do it, Mordon. You can trust us.” He dragged his brother out of the room
and shut the door quietly behind him.


The twins were invaluable spies and I adored them
both.


 


*          *          *


 


I was just letting go of the string as my father
barked in my ear to hurry. The arrow shot high as a result of my flinch.


“You need to pull, aim, and release in an instant and
while moving!” my father lectured. “Your enemy will be firing back at you, and
they will not give you the luxury of taking your time.”


No, they would be too busy laughing themselves to
death when they see someone still using a bow and arrow when guns are much more
effective. I ignored my father’s ranting as I pulled another arrow from the
quiver strapped to my leg and notched it. I stood with my body facing my father
and my face towards the target. The one thing I always got right was to face my
body perpendicular to my target. I didn’t need to learn that painful lesson
twice.


I locked my left arm and drew my bow up as I pulled
the string back to my cheek. 


“Lock your arm,” my father demanded.


“It is locked.”


“Then release.” I did, and my arrow went wide. My
father smacked me in the back of the head. “I said aim, and release, you
fool. You there,” he turned his anger on Doro, “pick up that target!”


Doro knew better than to protest an order from the
king, so he took the painted plaque from the bed of wood pieces that held it
up. I gave Doro my best apologetic look as my father was focused elsewhere, and
pulled another arrow. I notched it and drew back the string as I aimed the bow.
Just then, my father turned away, and I aimed away from Doro before releasing
the string. 


My father looked from me to the arrow and snarled.
“Keep practicing. Your lack of hunting skills are going to become a rumor for
the Zendii house to taunt me with. I should send you to your uncle’s farm on
Tumordii. He would straighten you out. Shameful little runt.”


He left to talk to Ome-mor and they both went inside.
“Put the target back,” I said.


Doro did so, gratefully, and darted off the field. I
notched another arrow, locked my arm, drew back my string, and aimed. I scented
her approach ahead of time, so I wasn’t startled to feel the soft touch on my
arm. 


“I know your arm is tired,” Haru-joul said softly,
“but you have to relax. Breathe in,” she said. I did. “Breathe out. Aim again.”
She pressed herself against my back. “Breathe in… breathe out. Breathe in… breathe
out. Now imagine that target is my face. And release.”


I released… and my arrow landed in the center yellow
ring. I marveled in confusion at the arrow as the servants started collecting
the lost ones. To cover up my surprise at hitting the target, I stripped off my
arm and finger guards. 


“There you go; all you needed was a way to get your
frustrations out,” Haru-joul said. “There are other ways, too, you know.”


“Don’t be obscene.” Doro was giving us his undivided
attention, so I waved him off. He was certainly going to go gossip, but he
wouldn’t stick around to overhear anything else. Instead, he would just make
something up.


“I was talking about Jedes.”


“That is just as bad. She’s a child.”


Haru-joul laughed. “Whatever you say. She may not
look it, but she is the same age as us. I really don’t care who you spend your
time with, as long as I am queen.”


“Then marry my father, because you will not be my
wife.”


She sauntered off without another word, but just
before she did, I caught the scent. It wasn’t strong enough to be her own, but
she had definitely been in close contact to whoever wanted to kill my father.


Eager to get the assassin out of my way, I headed
back inside, carefully skirting the throne room. I was vigilant to never head
directly to my destination, but instead take a casual sweep. Usually, when my
father was being targeted, I was followed.


In the hallway outside the conference room, I was
passing the door while holding my breath in prayer that my father would not see
me. The two guards watching the door smirked, since they knew exactly what I
was doing. Just before I turned the corner, a kitchen maid came around it
holding a pitcher of something. I scented her as an afterthought when she
passed me.


As I expected, she was innocent… but there was
another scent I recognized. I grabbed her arm, forcing her to halt, and took
the carafe from her. She gasped when I smelled the dark wine, but she didn’t
look guilty.


The wine was laced with a poison. Most people
wouldn’t recognize the scent of the white-petal flower, or even know of its
mortal properties, but I spent most of my free time in the physician’s home. I
knew potions, I knew explosive powders, and I knew poisons.


I pulled her around the corner so the guards couldn’t
see us. “Who did you get this from?” I asked.


“Nobody… I mean, it was on the table with a note that
it was for the king’s meeting. It didn’t say who left it there.”


“When is his meeting?”


“Right now.”


We were right by the window overlooking the archery
field so I let her go, opened the window, and poured the wine out into the
grass before dropping the carafe. The woman was obviously confused, but she
didn’t run off. “Kys-do, go back to the kitchen. Get another carafe, identical
to that one, and fill it with wine. Don’t let anyone else near it. Take it to
the king and serve it as usual. Do not tell anyone what happened here. As far
as you are concerned, it is the one you found on the table.”


“Was that poisoned?” she asked.


I put my finger to my lips. “Of course not. That
would mean someone is trying to kill the king.”


“But the only strangers to the castle are the
Zendii---” she started.


I grabbed her shoulders gently to stop her. “And we
both know the Zendii family is our ally. We never accuse our allies of treason.
Now, I think you are keeping the king and his guests waiting.”


She nodded and ran off. 


I went to the main study. There was a woman I didn’t
know sitting in a chair in front of the fire, but I could tell she was asleep,
so I didn’t worry. Ome-mor brought many servants with him, so it wasn’t unusual
to see a stranger. Her scent was moral anyway.


The room was spacious with wall to wall bookshelves
on three consecutive walls, several couches, a bulky wooden work desk, and
comfortable chairs. The fireplace was huge and centered on the fourth wall with
a special bookshelf above it. On the north wall, behind the desk, was a large
painting of the castle from a distance. 


I dug around in the bottom right drawer of the desk
until I found a special inkwell. It was slim and not very talk and it looked
like every other one, except it couldn’t stand up; the base was textured. I
went to the bookshelf to the right of the painting and, after a quick glance to
make sure the woman still slept, I started removing several books closest to
the painting on the third shelf up. There was a small circular indent in the
wall, which could only be felt, not seen. I lined the base of the inkwell into
the hole, pressed, and twisted. 


The small snap above me let me know I was successful,
so I put the books and inkwell away. The painting swung free easily with its
latch unlocked, revealing a doorway which only my father, his advisor, and
myself knew about. It wasn’t the most hidden passageway in the castle, but it
was well protected. When my father or his advisor entered, they had to use a
decoy to set off the trap and wait for the fire to recede. 


I didn’t have the patience. 


As the painting swung back into place behind me, I
stepped on the pressure plate in the pitch black of the narrow tunnel. Fire
reared up from torches on either side, sure to scorch any intruder to death. I
stripped off my shirt and pants, balled them up, and entered the flames. 


After a few minutes, I reached the end of the long
tunnel of fire, where the rock floor leveled out and the walls widened.
Completely unscathed, I redressed. It was unfortunate that my clothing was not
as fireproof as me.


There were enough cracks in the stone to see where I
was going. Some places were almost too narrow to pass through, but I made it,
minus a little skin. The tunnel I wedged myself into was little more than a
crevice, but for my work, I was able to look into the conference room.


The view was from a very special painting above the
fireplace, created with a black-netted patch that was translucent from the
back, opaque from the front. I could see out but nobody could see in without
shining a light inside.


My father and Ome-mor had just settled into their
seats around the circular table, my father in his usual seat that was a replica
of the throne, and the visiting king in an elegant chair brought out during
treaty agreements and trade rights. The door opened and Kys-do entered, looking
calm and collected. She had a carafe identical to the one poisoned, which made
me nervous as she handed goblets to my father and Ome-mor. She set the pitcher
down and left without a word. Both men held their metal goblets without
drinking. 


“Picor is an inhabited island,” my father started. 


Ome-mor set his drink down and leaned forward
slightly. “It is a very small island with no natural recourses available to the
people. I will pay to have the people relocated.”


“But you want to keep all of the profits,” my father
understood.


I groaned; Haru-joul was right. Her father was going
to propose a marriage in order to get what he wanted.


Ome-mor picked up his drink, brought it to his mouth
slowly as if to buy himself a second to think, and then lowered it without
drinking any of it. “We have been friends for years, Ishte-mor, I am certain we
can work something out.”


My father took a swallow of his drink and set it
down. “I suppose you have a proposition in mind.”


Ome-mor studied the drink for just a moment before
focusing on my father’s face. It was suspicious, but I couldn’t get a scent
from my hiding place. If my father died before he could sign anything, Ome-mor
would have no rights whatsoever to anything of the Mokii lands, including
Picor. Unfortunately, my father often instilled in people the kind of blind
rage that made them act without prior planning. 


“That girl who was sitting beside your son during
dinner… I’ve seen her before.”


“An orphaned servant. The other staff raised her to
stay out of my way and keep her mouth shut and she does her chores very well.
She is the one to remind Mordon to be where I tell him to be, when I tell him
to be there, so I don’t mind that she is always around.”


“Your son seemed very protective of her.”


“Mordon is protective of all orphans. He gets it from
his mother. There is nothing inappropriate going on between them, if that is
what you’re implying. I know better than to let my son become involved with a
servant.”


“Oh, good. Too many children these days believe that
marriage is about love and passion.” He scoffed. “Speaking of marriage, I have
been having a difficult time finding anyone worthy of marrying my daughter to.”


“I find that hard to believe,” my father said. 


Ome-mor chuckled and looked into his drink cup, but
left it on the table. 


“Not thirsty?” my father asked, taking another drink.



By now I was certain it wasn’t poisoned, but Ome-mor
looked almost offended by what was in his goblet.


“I don’t like wine.” 


That was really suspicious. 


“Since when? You drank the kingdom dry on your last
visit.”


“I drank a bad batch a few months ago, and it made me
horribly ill. I haven’t had a taste for it since. Anyway, I am still tired from
my travels. If you don’t mind, I would like to continue this tomorrow.”


“Of course. You are getting quite old, I have no idea
how you manage the trip every year, just to pester me about mining rights.”


Ome-mor laughed. “Just think about it. I think Aneko
is a good influence on your boy.” He left my father in deep thought.


 


*          *          *


 


“What have you found out?” The twins, Jedes, and I
were in my room with the door closed and Doro was standing outside with
instructions to not let anyone in. Jedes and I were sitting on my bed and the
boys were sharing a dark green high-back, cushioned chair.


Momo buried his face against his brother’s back.
“Haru-joul is definitely a dejeva,” Koko declared. “She treats her maid like
scum. Her maid put the wrong combination of oils in her bath, and she kicked
the old woman repeatedly. She screamed at the stable boy because she didn’t
like the way he saddled her tokuami.”


“Who did she talk to right before she went to the
archery field?”


“Her maid dressed her, and she chatted with the guy
to brought her food.”


“Who was her maid, and who brought her food?”


“Her maid was from Zendii; we don’t know her name.
She is married to the stable boy they brought to take care of their tokuami.
Or, at least we think so. The guy didn’t saddle the tokuami right because he
didn’t have enough time after they were kissing for an hour.”


“You were supposed to be watching Haru-joul, not her
stable boy. Who brought her food?”


Koko shrugged. “Kego-do brought her some soup, bread,
and fruit from the kitchen.”


“She kept touching his chest and playing with her
hair,” Momo said with revulsion.


“Oh, see, that’s how you know a woman is bad. If she
ever does that to you, you should definitely leave.”


The twins nodded their understanding even as Jedes
shot me a glare. “Then Ome-mor went to her room and they went to the archery
field,” Koko finished. 


“Did they talk about anything suspicious?”


“No. Ome-mor said he and the king had a meeting later
and then they left.”


“Good work, boys,” Jedes said. “Go back and pay close
attention to who she meets with.” The twins left and she put her hand on my
knee. “You can’t suspect Ome-mor without proof. He is friends with your father
and there has been peace between Mokii and Zendii for hundreds of years.”


“No, you’re right. If Ome-mor is trying to kill my
father, I will have to get rid of him on my own.”


“No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. Find out for
sure who is behind this, get proof, and then bring it to your father. You could
warn him that someone is out to kill him, but tell him you have no suspects.”


“Have you met my father? If I go to him and
tell him someone is out to kill him, he will beat me just for not acting like a
proper prince. Or worse; he’ll believe me. He’s already so suspicious that he
would probably lock the castle down and interrogate everyone. Nothing would
anger the Zendii house more than to be held in suspicion, and this kingdom does
not need any more enemies.”


There was a scuffle outside the door a moment before
it flew open and Rojio stomped in. “You are to meet your father in his study
right now,” he demanded. My father’s advisor hated being used as a messenger,
so his fury was understandable as he turned and marched back out. 


I sighed and stood. “Bring me something good from the
kitchens for dinner.”


“I always do, but I don’t think he’ll put you in the
dungeons if he is trying to marry you to Haru-joul.”


“He will when I tell him I would never marry the
dejeva.”


“Here’s an idea, don’t pick a fight,” she suggested.


“Are you saying I should---”


“No, of course not. Just make it sound like you are
in agreement with whatever he says. Then, when he thinks you will do what he
demands, make it sound like she isn’t good enough for you or the crown. If your
father is anything, it’s greedy. He will not waste you on someone unworthy.”


I considered her advice on my way to my father’s
study. Even if I did everything right, I never left my father’s study without
some kind of punishment. Two guards stood at the doors, which was an absolute
giveaway to the king’s location. I really need to lecture the guards. I
entered without knocking and closed the door quietly behind me.


My father was sitting at his desk, and we were alone.
“Sit down,” he said. 


The room was small and dark with no windows. The
fireplace sat cold behind him with a huge painting of my mother over it. Across
the room from the desk was a bookshelf filled with handwritten journals and
grimoires that belonged to our family. The only light came from the lit torches
placed sparingly around the room.


I sat in the chair across from him at the desk.
“Hello, Father. How was your meeting with Ome-mor?”


“The same as always; he wants Picor.”


“Picor is a suffering population. If he wants to
relocate the people to a place with better food and jobs, I think it is worth
considering. But he cannot expect to keep all the profits from the land.”


“He has the equipment to put the land to better use,
so I was planning to allow him conditional access, in which he can mine, but I
get forty percent of the profits and several of my men oversee the any and all
activity. Of course, he also has to pay for the relocation of the people.”


“That sounds fair to me. Did you call me here because
you want me to talk to Ome-mor about it?”


“No. I will speak with Ome-mor myself, and he will
agree to it. I brought you here to ask you how you feel about having Haru-joul
as a wife.”


“I think she is beautiful and would make a great
queen and image for the kingdom. She is well-mannered in public, knows all the
right words, and has the lineage to back it up. I also feel she is a spoiled,
egocentric woman who would drain the kingdom dry of money before she could even
become queen. I would prefer to marry her tokuami than her,” I said as
pleasantly as I could. Since he didn’t reach over and hit me, I must have
managed it pretty well.


He leaned back and considered me. “You would have the
title of joul.”


“I don’t want the prince title. I’m just fine not
even having a family name.” That was a lie, but no title was better than a
royal one. The joul title would be closer to the mor title; the king title,
which is what I was trying to avoid. 


“Ome-mor wants to offer her as part of the Picor
deal.”


“Of course he does. Zendii has nowhere near the
riches that Mokii does. He will use anything he can as currency that isn’t
actual money. Are you going to make me marry her?” I was only nineteen; I
didn’t have much choice in the matter.


“Are you serious? She is the princess of Zendii. If
you wanted to marry her because of her beauty, I think she is suitable, but
there are far better women out there. We have no alliance with Anoshii and they
have several beautiful daughters that I can marry you to.”


“So you called me here to ask me if I want to
marry her? Thank you for considering my feelings.”


“I also wanted your opinion on Ome-mor.”


That made me suspicions, so I took a deep breath. My
father smelled as he usually did; full of greed, pride, and anger. There really
was no good quality to be found in him, but he was my father. He didn’t discard
me at birth and for the most part, he loved me in his own way… usually.


“You have an advisor.”


“Of course I do; I can’t rely on you,” he snarled. “I
tried to make you sit in on councils before. You can’t run away every other day
and hold a decent position in the court.”


“I don’t want a position in the court. I want to take
the chance to travel and explore before something happens to you and I get
chained to the throne.”


“You have to grow up and learn responsibility,” he
growled. If I weren’t sitting so far away, he would have hit me for sure. “I
know you have the twins spying on either Ome-mor or his daughter. I want to
know why, and what you found out.”


I sighed. If I lied or told him I suspected nothing,
he would put me in the dungeons, and then the assassin would have easy access
to the king. “I think someone may be trying to kill you.”


“Someone from Zendii?”


“That is my suspicion.” 


“Do not lie to me, boy.”


“Yes. The assassin is from Zendii.”


“How do you know? What have you heard?” When I didn’t
answer, he glared at me. “Don’t tell me you smelled it. You really are just
ridiculous sometimes.”


My father didn’t believe me from the time I was a
tiny child when I told him I could smell a person’s intentions and emotions.
Every scent was seemingly stronger for me than anyone else I knew. Jedes
believes it is a natural power of mine, similar to her premonitions. I learned
from a young age to keep it secret because my father found it extremely
embarrassing and foolish.


Suddenly, the torches all went out and we were
plunged into darkness. I jumped up and felt my way around the desk until I
reached my father, then slapped my hand over his mouth as he tried to yell for
the guards. Assuming the assassin couldn’t see in the dark, it was imperative
my father did not give away his location by calling out. 


The moment we were both hidden behind the desk, the
door burst open and light spilled in. I peeked through the small gap under the
desk and could see the boots of the person entering as well as one of the
guards unconscious on the floor outside. 


As soon as the door shut and it was pitch black
again, I reached over for the fireplace, felt along the upper inside seam
beneath the mantle, and pulled the small trigger. The back panel of the
fireplace slid away and I grabbed for my father blind. I caught his arm and
pushed him in, careful to protect his head from hitting the stone. He was
temperamental enough without a concussion. I made sure he was fully inside the
escape passage before I turned back. My father grabbed me and tried to pull me
through, but I managed to shake him off, push him further in, and press the
trigger again. The major defect in this particular escape tunnel was that it
could only be opened and closed from the outside. 


The assassin, drawn to the sound of the fireplace,
was slowly getting closer. I could smell the person’s scent very well now that
they were close and unaccompanied. I felt along the desk to go the opposite way
of the assassin, when my foot set down on something smooth and I slipped.
Landing hard on my tailbone, I couldn’t hold back a painful grunt. Getting up
was even more difficult, as I had knocked over a stack of papers on the floor
and everywhere I put my hand, there was paper.


A hand landed on my shoulder and turned me towards
the assassin, so I reached up, buried my fist in their shirt, and pulled them
closer until I could get press my nose against their flesh and confirm without
a doubt who exactly was trying to kill my father. I had to warn Haru-joul as
well, because this person’s hate was too great to be confined to my father. 


Before I could let go or strike, the person kneeled
in front of me and there was a sharp, hot pain in my stomach. I reached down
and felt both the handle of the knife and the assassin’s hand still on it. My
blood pouring from the wound felt extremely hot. The assassin gently tilted me
onto my side and the pain was too much for me to uncurl. Then they patted me
softly on the arm, stood, and walked away.


 


*          *          *


 


My dreams were morbid and full of fire; it was the
type of dream that left me more exhausted than when I went to sleep. For the
first time, I knew what it felt like to burn in fire, and I did so… over and
over in my dreams. Sometimes I knew it was a dream, sometimes everything was just
so confusing and vague. I hurt the entire time, and even when I heard Jedes
crying and begging for me to wake up, I couldn’t. Most of the time I was aware
I had been stabbed and even that something went wrong. Towards the end, the
burning was fading and only exhaustion kept me from opening my eyes.


It was the girl screaming that finally woke me.


I sat up to quickly and gasped at the sharp pain in
my side. Suka-mas Mokomo, the physician, pushed me back down while Jedes cried
and called me a fool for scaring her. Once I calmed down, I relaxed and let the
pain settle. “What happened?” I asked.


“You were found in the king’s private study, stabbed
with a poisoned dagger.”


“How did you save me?”


“I almost didn’t,” he answered, glaring at me. 


Mokomo took care of my injuries since I was a baby.
He was one of the very few people who cared about me for who I was instead of
just the son of the king. I spent a lot of time with him and since he had no
children of his own, he seemed to enjoy my enthusiasm for learning his craft.
My father, of course, hated me spending any time with Mokomo.


“Who screamed?”


“When?” Jedes asked.


“Just now. I heard a screaming girl. It woke me up.”


“We were here with you for days while you slept.
Nobody screamed… except for you a couple of times. You got an infection after
Mokomo-mas gave you an antidote to the poison. You kept yelling that it
burned.”


“It should be safe for you to get out of bed now, but
you can’t run or do anything strenuous,” Mokomo said.


I flipped off the covers. Luckily, I had pants on.
The bandage wrapped around my abdomen looked excessive, but as I sat up and put
my feet on the cold floor, there was no real pain. I stood and tested the
strength of my legs. “I’ve been asleep for days? Is my father safe?”


“The castle is locked down and your father has been
secluded to his chambers with limited contact, the best guards, and food
testers. He is waiting for you to wake and tell him who the killer is.”


“Good. Nobody is allowed in here, not even Haru-joul.
I haven’t woken yet,” I said, yanking the sheet from my bed. I went to my foot
chest and shuffled through blankets and towels before I found a few more
sheets, which I tied together end-to-end. Then I gingerly made my way to the
glass door that led to the balcony. “If somebody tries to insist, tell them I’m
getting worse.”


“I hate you, Mordon,” Jedes said as I opened the door
to the balcony.


It was night and very cold, but at least it wasn’t
raining like the last time I snuck out. I tied one end of the sheet rope to the
banister and threw the other end over. It was not long enough, which was
normally not a problem, but the jump would be a lot more painful with a wound.


“Don’t do this Mordon. You’re going to get yourself
killed.”


“Has death ever stopped me?” I turned back to her,
put my arm around her, pulled her close, and kissed her. She was too startled
to kiss back, but it was nice in a plutonic way anyway. Then I took hold of the
sheet and climbed over the rail. 


I loved heights normally, but a stomach wound could
take the fun out of anything. By the time I ran out of rope, I was so tired and
out of breath that it was easy to just let go. It hurt, but not quite as badly
as climbing down the rope did, and I took a few minutes to let the pain ease.
Stealth was the key factor in sneaking out and I couldn’t do stealth very well
if I was wheezing. 


I went to archery house first and got the bow and
arrows I practiced most often with, and then I snuck across the castle grounds
to the stables. Predictably, the tokuami, startled from their sleep, growled. I
approached the king’s tokuami’s stall without hesitation and growled back. The
beast quickly realized he didn’t want to challenge me and lowered himself in a
submissive gesture. I pet his snout and he licked my hand, then I undid the
latch to his stall and opened the door. 


“Go. Get away from people,” I told him. The tokuami
exited the stall hesitantly, then ran out the door with excitement. I repeated
the process with Haru-joul’s tokuami and the animal escaped with the same
enthusiasm. Since I let all our own tokuami go a month earlier, the stables
were empty.


It was then that the Zendii house stable boy burst
through the side door. He was young, only about seventeen, and did not expect
to find the tokuami gone and the perpetrator still here. He looked around for
something to use as a weapon or maybe an escape route, before he realized who I
was. 


“Mordon!” he exclaimed. 


Obviously, someone had told him about me and the fact
that my father had not given me my family name. It was embarrassing at the best
of times, but disastrous when I needed to be intimidating. My father had a
reputation for being grueling and unforgiving, but that seemed to be the only
way to get what I wanted from the servants. The people who were paid to do what
we said were typically lazy and gossiped and worked harder to find shortcuts in
their chores than to do them right.


“I heard you were injured,” he said, eyeing the gauze
around my abdomen. 


“A minor scratch. You need to get out of here and
alert the castle of the fire.”


“What fire?”


I pulled energy into me and focused on the heat I had
dreamed of for days. This was an old building filled with cotton blankets and
dried grasses, so when I released my energy, several fires broke out randomly.


The boy felt the heat, looked around at the fires,
and shrieked. 


“If anyone asks, you don’t know who I am, you
couldn’t see my face. All you know is that I started the fire and released the
tokuami to keep the people of Zendii from leaving, because I know who tried to
kill the king. Tell this to anyone who will listen, but do not tell them that
you know who did this.”


“I will not lie to my king.”


“You are on Mokii lands now; Ishte-mor is the king
you have to fear.”


I turned and walked calmly out of the front doors,
then went into the castle through the throne room. I easily made it to the
servant passage without being seen before anyone responded to the panic
outside. 


As guards, servants, Ome-mor, and Haru-joul rushed
outside to investigate, I entered the kitchen and opened the window to watch.
Luckily, my father was intelligent enough to stay in his chambers where he was
safe, because the assassin was one of those people standing around listening to
the stable boy say exactly what I told him to. 


When that person snuck away from the crowd, I made my
way through the narrow passages until I came out close to my room. There were
guards standing outside and I was sufficiently hidden from view when the
assassin arrived at my door. 


The unsuspecting guards didn’t try to stop the
assassin from knocking on the door frantically. 


“I have a message for Mordon!” the assassin pleaded. 


I heard the door open, but I knew Mokomo and Jedes
would follow my plan, even when they didn’t know what it was.


“The prince is not seeing anyone,” Mokomo explained.


“It’s important. I have a message from Haru-joul. You
have to let me speak with Mordon.”


“The prince has been attacked; nobody is going to see
him until a thorough investigation on every person in the castle is complete.”


There was a scuffle before the assassin grunted,
having been shoved away. People often tried to strong-arm the old physician
because he looked frail and weak and had a stubbornness that rivaled the
king’s, but he was actually the man who trained my own father in combat.


Instead of waiting to hear what came next, I
continued through the servant passages to the hallway right outside my father’s
private chambers. I tried to ignore the guards.


“Mordon! You should be in bed!” Amo-ser said.


“I need to speak with my father right now.”


Amo-ser put his hand on my shoulder and the worry in
his eyes warned there was a fuss-fit brewing. Amo-ser was my private bodyguard
when I was little and since I was pretty accident-prone, he still felt the need
to take care of me. When I glanced down, I saw his point; my bandages were
soaked through with blood. 


“Go get Mokomo,” Amo-ser told the second guard. 


“It doesn’t hurt. I need to talk to my father.” I
shook off the guard and pushed open my father’s door without even knocking,
then shut it before scanning the room. My father was sitting at his table with
a goblet and an old book. 


He observed me expectantly: “A king is never
surprised or caught unaware,” as he often lectured me. “You must be feeling
better,” he said.


“I didn’t die from the poisoned dagger. I’m sorry to
bother you, but the assassin is coming this way and I just thought I should
probably do something about it.”


“You know who it is?”


“I do.”


“How do you know he’s coming after me now?”


“Because I gave her no other choice.”


“Her? Don’t tell me the assassin who
overwhelmed two of my guards, doused the torches from outside the room with
powerful magic, and nearly killed my son is a woman.”


The moment the words left his mouth, the torches went
out and it was dark again. While there was a window, it was a dark and cloudy
night with no moonlight to illuminate the room. Instead of getting my father to
safety, I pulled my bow from my shoulder, took an arrow from the quiver
strapped to my leg, and notched it. Facing my body perpendicular from where I
knew the door was, and aimed. 


It was about a minute later that the door finally
opened and the assassin gasped in surprise, nearly dropping her torch.
Haru-joul’s maid was a small woman in her late sixties with a very fragile façade,
probably strenuously built up to keep her from being victimized by more
dominating people. Her carefully humbled makeup and clothes couldn’t hide the
envy and hatred emanating from the woman.


Knowing she was powerful in magic, I couldn’t afford
to let her open her mouth. I released my arrow… Unfortunately, it hit the wall
beside her. Unlike last time, she had a torch, which I immediately understood
the purpose of as she raised it like a sword. People with so much hate usually
had a weapon of one form or another. Obviously as a servant, she didn’t have
the education to outsmart her enemies, and since swords and guns were not very
feminine, it made sense that she would use magic.


I pulled another arrow and notched it, but before I
could draw the string, a blast of fire hit me square on the chest. Yes, her aim
was better than mine, but I had to grin snidely as she gawked. The bandage was
wet with my blood and took no more damage than my flesh. Instead of burning in
pain, I pulled the heat into me and aimed my bow as I pulled the string back to
my cheek. I breathed in… and out… aimed again… breathed in… and as I breathed
out, I released my heat into the arrow until the tip caught on fire. I imagined
her throat was Haru-joul’s face… and I released the string.


 


*          *          *


 


“Where are you going this time?”


I didn’t bother to look up as Jedes entered my room,
and continued shoving clothes into my bag. “I don’t know yet. I’m running
away.”


“What did he do?”


I threw down the shirt in my hand because I didn’t
want to rip it in frustration… especially not in front of her. “The king
decided that since the assassin was Haru-joul’s maid, that she was the one in
real danger, and since I exposed the assassin, that I was saving the princess’s
life! Now he believes that she needs someone to watch over her and that someone
is me! I have been ordered to take her on a romantic trip and was advised
that I discover that I am actually attracted to her and want to marry her! The
next attempt on my father’s life will be from me! And would you stop
laughing?!”


“I’m sorry,” she lied, trying to compose herself. “I
know how much you are looking forward to that, so it’s too bad that you have to
go to Banjii for that treaty over the Caito islands.”


“Wait, what?”


“Soe-mor wasn’t very specific on the date, but I’m
pretty sure when your father tells you the date of your romantic getaway, you
will remember that Soe-mor is expecting you then.”


Hint, hint… 


“You are fantastic.”


“I know. But I still don’t understand how you knew
the assassin was Haru-joul’s maid.”


“I explained it many times.”


“I understand what your plan was. The stable boy
didn’t say who you were, so she was the only one who knew it was you, because
you were the only one who could have known it was her. She went to your room to
try to stop you from talking, but failing that, had to go after your father
before you could. Only she was too late. I understand all that. What I don’t
understand is how you knew it was her. You said you got her scent when she
stabbed you, but you never met the maid.”


“No. I knew for sure what she was because of
her scent. I didn’t know what she looked like until I saw her leave the fire.
Emotions and intentions are extremely easy for me to detect; they often cloud
other smells. When she stabbed me, I got a deeper scent. It wasn’t that I
recognized her, but what she was in contact with. She had Haru-joul’s scent
infused with her own, so I knew she had a lot of close contact with the
princess. She also smelled of Haru-joul’s oils; the kind that Haru-joul would
pour into her bath water. What was most out of place was the scent of the
Zendii stable boy and tokuami.”


“The twins said Haru-joul’s maid and the stable boy
were kissing. But you couldn’t have been entirely sure.”


“I was. There were many more things, like how she
didn’t have a trace of Ome-mor’s scent on her. Who else but a personal maid has
so much contact with the princess, and absolutely none with her father? Still,
when I spoke with the stable boy, I could smell the assassin on him, but I
could also smell that he wasn’t the killer.”


“Well, she will never bother the king again.”


“That’s right. Now, my father doesn’t need me, so I’m
getting out of here before I end up married to a dejeva.”


As soon as I picked up my bag, I heard a loud fight.
Realizing it was coming from somewhere in the castle, I dropped my bag and left
my rooms to follow the sounds. Unfortunately, the brawl was taking place in the
throne room. There were several spectators on the balcony by the time I arrived
to see what was happening.


A man in farmer’s clothes was being held, forced to
his knees. He had a desperation about him that worried me, but it wasn’t quite
the desperation of a madman who was ready to kill. By the looks of several of
the younger guards, he had put up a good fight. 


“You shut down the schools in my town and charged us
for doing it!” he yelled, responding to my father’s apathy.


“They were violating tax laws,” the king said, almost
yawning. 


“We couldn’t afford to feed the children when you
were already taking too much.”


“Your city is subject to the same laws throughout the
land. If your people are poor enough that you cannot afford to feed your
children, perhaps now that they are out of school, you can put them to good
use. Make the children earn their food. The boys can farm and the girls can
make stuff.”


“We have nothing left! We have no money, no food,
pillagers have ruined our crops and homes, and if we can’t scrounge up more
money for taxes by the end of the month, the only people who can physically
work will be imprisoned.”


“Then I suggest you beg your own king for help. You
are not part of this kingdom. You bring your problems to your king and if he
feels he cannot handle it, he brings them to me.”


“The king of Cielse doesn’t care about his people.
You are the king of Mokii; we are all your people to take care of.”


“Then leave Mokii. I have no time to worry about one
little village when I have an entire land to run.”


“You will regret this,” the farmer warned. “You
prevent our children from getting an education. You force our working men to
starve, paying for your fancy castle. And when you send men to take money we
don’t have, you will take husbands from their wives. This will not stand. There
are many cities all other Mokii that are ready and willing to bring down your
house.”


“Get out. Never come back to my kingdom. Taxes will
be due at the end of the month, as they always are.”


The farmer left and I groaned. My father’s greed was
going to get him killed, and it looked like it would happen sooner than I
thought. I started constructing a plan to clean up this mess. There was always
a way to fight greed with kindness… and stealth.


Jedes patted me on the arm. “I will go unpack your
bag.”
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