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Chapter 1


A loud crash woke me from a deep sleep. When it came
again, I very carefully got out of bed and into the closet. As I had learned
the second time the house was broken into, burglars in this neighborhood didn’t
have many moral dilemmas with hurting anyone. My mom had her boyfriend install
a lock on the inside of my closet door after that. 


It was the high-pitched cry that had me opening the
door. I heard the sound of someone being hit and knew Mother was home. After a
few minutes, the front door was slammed and it was mostly quiet. I went to the
kitchen, careful to watch my step. I kept the house immaculate, but the men
that came around here liked to throw things… they were usually more destructive
the cleaner the house was.


Mother was leaning against the cabinets under the
sink in the kitchen. Her light blond hair was mangled from being pulled and
damp with a few spots of blood. Although the dark red blood that covered my
mother’s face was gory, it was too dark to see if anything was broken. 


I carefully stepped around the shattered remains of a
cup that had likely been thrown in anger as I made my way to my mother. Only
when I kneeled beside her did I consider flipping on the light switch, but then
I couldn’t reach it without leaving my mom’s side. I looked back at her and the
lights flickered on. It drove Mother crazy when they would do what I wanted.
She said I was unnatural and would go to Hell. 


While Mother’s face didn’t look cut or anything, her
right shoulder was angled oddly. Why did people always have to break my mother?
I knew she wasn’t a nice woman, that she stole and lied; however, she was still
a person. In fact, she was the only person I had. 


“Mom, wake up,” I said. She didn’t stir, so I checked
her pulse. Despite the strong thud, my fingers were bloody when I brought them
away. I wiped my hand on my white t-shirt. “Mom, wake up or I’m calling an
ambulance again.” It was the first phone number I ever learned. “Mom!”


She moved, only to start crying. I got a hand towel
out of the drawer and wet it with warm water from the sink, then tried to wipe
the blood off her face as gently as I could. 


“What are you doing up?” she asked me.


“I was hungry,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. On Sunday
night, I had gone most of the weekend without food. I learned quickly to
ration, but Mother hadn’t been back for over two weeks. I just couldn’t tell
her I was woken by her boyfriend smacking her across the room.


“You don’t eat at night, you sleep at night, you
stupid kid. You’re just useless without me, aren’t you? Can’t get anything
right. Go to bed. I want this mess cleaned up before I get up in the morning,”
she said. 


That was easy; I could clean up when I got home from
school, because I would have several more hours before she dragged herself out
of bed. I put the hand towel in the bathroom hamper and returned to my room.
Only, I wasn’t alone.


A man sat on the chest at the foot of my bed. I
wanted to scold him; that chest was not meant for a seat, but I hesitated. It
wasn’t nice to scold adults, no matter how much it bothered me. His hair was
short and reddish, though the room was too dark to make out the exact color. On
the other hand, his light brown eyes had a slight glow, or reflection to them
that made them very visible in the dark. I felt like I should know him, but I
had never seen him before.


“You’re in my room,” I said.


“I am.” He rose from the chest and came to stand in
front of me, before bending so that we were eye to eye. He smirked. “And you’re
too little to do anything about it.” He went to my bookshelf, pulled out a
book, and flipped through the pages. When he tossed the book over his shoulder,
I ran to pick it up. I had to pick up several more books before he turned away
from the shelf. “Are these alphabetized?” he asked, as if it were the strangest
concept in the world.


“Of course. Who are you?”


“Vretial, the most powerful god you will ever meet.
Or I was. Now I’m not sure what I am. Still powerful, though, plenty powerful
enough to destroy you.” He approached my dresser next and started opening
drawers, pulling out clothes and dropping them to the floor. Still, I held my
tongue. “You fold your socks?”


“I never have to try to match a pair when I’m in a
hurry,” I explained. He turned to give me an insulted scowl. How did I manage
to insult him? 


“What kind of kid were you? I expected more from you.
To think, the warrior whose name sends demons running in fear was a stickler
child. Do you at least fear me?” he asked. 


The odd stranger looked very upset for some reason. I
studied the man who had come into my room in the dead of night and rearranged
my stuff, examining every feature closely before opening my mouth. Adults
didn’t like it when I said what was on my mind. 


There were no disfiguring scars, no gang tattoos, no
leather attire, and no weapons that I could see, nor were there folds in his
clothes to hide them. He didn’t have that addict look in his eyes, or the sweat
from withdrawal. His nose was perfectly straight in a way that it had never
been broken. Of course he was odd with words and rude in that he went through
my stuff, not to mention he was in my room without permission, yet nothing
about him looked scary.


“Why would I fear you? You weren’t very nice with my
stuff, but you don’t act like a bad man.” I knew bad men.


He looked a little taken aback, and a lot curious.
“What does a bad man act like?” 


“What are you doing in my room?” I asked instead of
answering. 


He sighed. “It was an accident… again, and it’s your
fault,” he said, not looking angry at all. When I didn’t answer, he went on.
“You and that son of yours.”


“I don’t have a son. I’m seven. Why are you being
silly?”


“I’m not being silly; you are. Keep up. You haven’t
met me yet, but I have you and you caused me a lot of trouble. That’s alright
now, and you did your part to repair the damage you caused… well, you haven’t
now, but you did then… and now my future lies in the hands of your children.”


“I’m not going to have any children when I grow up.
Why would I have children? My mom said I was the worst thing that ever happened
to her. Why would I want that?” I asked. 


“You should change your mind. Children are great.”


“Why?” I asked. 


He shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ve been told that
before. Honestly, I agree with you; human children stink, they constantly
wiggle, and they never stop making noises. They creep me out. You, too,
actually; you’re too neat. Besides, if you don’t have children, I can’t finish
what I started. I hate leaving business unfinished, can you understand that?”
he asked. I nodded. “Good. Then you will have children because if you don’t, I
will do something… I don’t know what yet, but something that you won’t like.”


“I would have to find someone I love first.”


“Don’t worry about that. Here, have an apple,” he
said, holding out a red apple, which had just mysteriously appeared in his
hand. 


I took it, but thought immediately of the evil queen
offering a poisoned apple to Snow White. I could never trust a man offering me
food; I saw Mother fall for that trick several times and she never learned. “I
can’t eat at night. I sleep at night.”


He rolled his eyes. “Then save it.”


“I don’t like apples.”


“It isn’t a regular apple. It’s an omen. I can do a
magic trick with it. Watch.” He took it from my hand, tossed it in the air,
caught it with one hand, and covered it with the other. When he took his hand
away, he held a playing card with the image of an apple on it. “It does one
more thing, but it’s not ready to do it yet. I will hold onto it for you until
you’re older. Just remember that when you see it again, it means that
everything is about to change.”


He sat back on the chest at the foot of the bed as if
he had no plans to leave soon. “And one more thing; there’s something in the
dark.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke startled, confused, and panting. I sat up
without thinking, causing Divina to stir. Looking around our bedroom, my
breathing started to level as I realized I had just been dreaming.


“What’s wrong?” Divina asked, her voice sleepy. It
always amused me that as a god, she loved to sleep in so much. 


“Nothing,” I said, adjusting the duvet over her bare
shoulder. “I was just dreaming… I think I was remembering when I was a kid. It
started out normal… then something changed. I don’t remember it well enough. I
should, it was important.” 


“If you don’t remember, it must not have been that
important.”


I shook my head. Since my son was born, I began to
have occasional dreams, but this one was different. “It was, though. Something
I forgot a long time ago. I’m gonna go clean the kitchen.”


She sat up with a sigh. “Damn it, Dylan. Every time
you have a dream or something reminds you of when you were little, you clean
something. Were you a neat freak as a child?” she asked. 


I didn’t answer. She was right and I didn’t like it.
It took many years to overcome my childhood hiccups, but having the magic to
defend myself as well as a family I could trust definitely went a long way. For
the most part, my sarcasm could be blamed on youth instead of a defense
mechanism, even though it wasn’t something I planned to grow out of. As I woke
every day safe and surrounded by people who loved me, my childhood on Earth was
reduced to the occasional nightmare. 


“Focus on your book. It’s safe. It’s safe, so
everything is going to be okay.”


I did. Focusing on my book, I could feel that it and
Earth were fine. No perceivable threat. No Vretial back to take it from me…
just my own war scars. Dealing with a god as powerful as him had to leave
scars. 


As soon as I settled back on my pillow and Divina
snuggled against me, there was a knock on the door. “Daddy, Ron’s hungry.”


 


*          *          *


 


It was an average day when I picked up a book in my
lawn. There were no storm clouds or creepy wind, and I didn’t feel like
something was watching me. Maybe there should have been, for I had no idea that
it was the beginning of my future. My life until then was mediocre at best.
When I met Edward, became the Noquodi of Earth, and started learning magic, I
knew that there would be many adventures in store for me. 


The first major adventure was saving Earth from
Vretial. The second was three years later, when I saved Sammy from an ancient
demon and all the worlds from the damage caused by Vretial’s demise. That was
when I discovered that, for some reason, I had Iadnah energy; the magic of the
gods. Sammy was the same. 


Divina told me she was pregnant, which was
impossible, because she was a god. Nobody understood it, but even the gods
didn’t understand how Sammy and I had Iadnah energy. I didn’t care how
Divina was pregnant; I was satisfied with calling it a miracle.


Sammy was a jewel in my life. When his parents came
to take him back, I was sad. Though I tried to be happy that he was back with
his real family, I missed him. That was not the worst part, however; he told me
the reason that he was so afraid of the dark was because Vretial would find
him. 


I discussed this with Divina and she said it was not
conceivable that the god had survived. Still, Sammy had been so scared. My wife
trusted me, and I trusted that little boy, so Divina did a spell of protection.
Basically, it protected him from anyone getting into his mind or dreams, to the
point that nobody could even read his mind except for her. That was that and he
went to live with his parents. 


Then our son was born.


 


*          *          *


 


I had just gotten home from the springs with Sammy
and Mordon. His parents had dropped him off for a few days to have a couple’s
weekend, so Mordon came to spend time with Sammy, as well. Mordon, Sammy, and I
had spent all day at the springs, but Divina wanted to stay home. She was very
pregnant and still had a lot of fears about being a mother. 


When Edward mentioned in passing that she could have
twins, I found out that a goddess could actually have a panic attack. I had to
call Regivus in to get her to calm down, and he assured her it was just the one
baby. Sometimes I worried that I was being too inconsiderate about her fears,
but I felt like she would be okay once the baby was actually born.


Over the months of Divina’s pregnancy, I tried to include
the baby in our lives. I would talk to him, sleep with my hand on Divina’s
stomach, and use his name. Regivus said it would be a boy, so we named him
Ronez after my father.


It was my Guardian instincts, or maybe our mate bond,
that encouraged me to head home before sunset. Divina had gone into labor just
a moment before we arrived. We heard her cursing my name from the trees, so
Mordon went to get the physician who was living an hour away. Fortunately, the
doctor and his assistant made it just in time. 


I held Divina’s hand through the process, but her
worries were not of the pain. I had only ever seen that desperation in her blue
eyes once. “You can’t leave me if I’m a bad mother,” she demanded. 


I nodded. “I could never leave you.” Everything went
according to plan. One minute, I was holding Divina’s hand, and the next, my
son was in my arms. He was so tiny and cried so hard. Then after about a
minute, he stopped crying and stared up at me. I knew in my head that babies
didn’t focus or were even aware enough to understand what he was seeing, but I
knew in my heart that he knew me. 


I leaned down next to Divina so she could see him
and, when her eyes met his, her breath caught. Just as I had hoped, her fears
melted away at the sight of that tiny face. “This is our baby. He’s not wrong.
I mean…” She couldn’t put her words together, but I understood. She really
thought that any baby of hers would be screwed up somehow; that she was
incapable of being a good mother even at that biological level. But the baby
was perfect.


He fell asleep between us. The only thing that would
have made the moment better was if Edward was there. Unfortunately, he had work
to do on Anoshii and wasn’t expected to be back for ten more days. 


Sometime while we were gazing in amazement, and
exhaustion in Divina’s case, Sammy crawled onto the bed. As I sat up and pulled
him into my lap, he stared at the baby like he had never seen anything like it.



“My brother?” he asked. 


I glanced at Divina, who had fallen asleep, and then
at Mordon sitting in the chair next to us. Mordon and I were as close as
brothers, and had proven that it was not always blood that made you family.
“Yes. I want you to meet your brother, Ronez Versus Keisei Yatunus.”


As if he already knew his name, the infant opened his
dark blue eyes and looked directly at the older child.


That night, when we went to bed, Divina was obviously
unsure about something. I could tell it was important, but I trusted that she
would tell me in her own time. However, when the morning brought Vivian and
Nano to get Sammy, my mate’s worry increased. Suspicious. Mordon left
the same day as Sammy.


We were sitting on the porch at sunset four days
later. The cheery little porch was one of the few additions made to the house
when I moved out of the cabin Edward and I shared for three years, and into
Divina’s.


I was reading a book while she rocked Ronez, who was
the most perfect baby anyone could ever ask for. He was completely healthy,
fairly alert, and never very fussy. Our life could have been calm and easy…
except I was the Guardian of Earth, she was a god, and we lived on Duran.
Really, my best friend was part dragon, my uncle was the Guardian of Duran, my
mate was the goddess of Earth, I had god magic, and I had a newborn son. What
could possibly happen?


Vivian and Nano appeared in front of the house with
Sammy crying his eyes out. Both parents looked extremely frazzled. Vivian
brought her child straight to me. “He’s been having horrible nightmares. He’s terrified
of the dark. We don’t know what to do.” Vivian set her son in my arms and sat
on the floor to rest her forehead against my knee.


I could tell by the tears in her eyes that she was at
wits end, so I petted her head to calm her with one hand and tried to sooth
Sammy with the other. “What’s wrong, honey?”


“He found me.”


I didn’t have to ask who he was talking about. I
looked at Divina, but she just moved her chair closer. Sammy stopped crying and
tried to get a better look at Ronez. It was cool out, so the newborn was
wrapped up pretty well. 


“Is Ron cold?” he asked. 


Seeing as how the boy had a habit of renaming
everyone, I was not surprised that he had already chosen a nickname for his
little brother.


“If he were cold, he would cry,” I said. He frowned
at me as if I said the weirdest thing in the world. “Divina? How did Vretial
find him?” I asked her.


“I’m not sure,” she insisted. “You have to understand
that anything to do with Ronez is a mystery to me. I used that spell to protect
Sammy… but when Ronez was born, I couldn’t feel it any more. I can’t be
certain, but I think it was transferred to him somehow.”


“So Ronez is protected instead?”


“No, I think Ronez is the protection spell. I
think the magic that protected Sammy is now coming from Ronez. However, as he
is only four days old, his magic can’t actually reach Dios.”


“So just put another protection spell over him,” I
said.


“I’m sorry, but I can’t. My magic was too good. I
created it to protect him from a god, so now that the magic is not coming from
me, it will protect him even from me. I can’t do anything for as long as the
magic is still active and still so powerful. It’s my magic, just not on my side
anymore.”


“But Vretial can get to him?”


“When Sammy is not with Ronez, yes. If Vretial really
did survive.”


“What spell?” Vivian asked. We had never actually
explained to her that a dark god, which we had supposedly defeated, was after
her child. It was not a fun conversation.


That night, Sammy slept peacefully with no fear of
the dark. He had no nightmares or visits and the next morning, I woke to his
laughing. I could sense that he and Divina were in the kitchen even before I
opened my eyes. I sat up and rubbed sleep out of my eyes with a contented sigh.


Our bedroom had me a bit spoiled. Before I lived
here, the house was dark and a bit creepy on the inside with skulls and candles
everywhere. It would remind me of the classic old witch’s house deep in the
forest. 


The house was enchanted to make the exterior seem
small and cozy, but inside it was quite a bit larger. Whereas there was no
paint or décor before, now the bedroom had some dark colors and satin. The
house still had the skulls, candles, creepy roots, and potions lying around,
but with the addition of some children’s toys strewn about. There were
children’s fairytales next to Divina’s magic grimoires. It was more
comfortable. Other modifications to the house included indoor plumbing… which
ran on magic instead of electricity. 


My own touches were minimal, since I had never
developed the habit of accumulating possessions. There wasn’t much I needed
when there was no electricity. I tried getting a laptop before, but my magic
caused it to crash constantly.


It was Divina that made it a home for me. 


I got up to find Ronez not in his crib, so I followed
the sounds to the kitchen. It wasn’t a large kitchen, but it was a bit perkier
than the rest of the house. A dark red, wooden kitchen table dominated the
middle of the room. To the right of the door was a large ice chest that just
mysteriously kept cool. I had to be careful about reaching into it without
looking, because Divina loved experimenting with potions and sometimes her…
ingredients, had to be kept cold. Along the south wall was a dark wood counter
with a simple metal sink and cabinets above it.


Sammy sat on the table, mixing the contents of a huge
bowl. The concoction looked suspiciously like pancake batter, which I could
determine because he had it and flour all over him. Divina had Ronez in her
arms and was engaging his entire focus with a rattle toy. 


Sammy held out the spoon to her, dripping everywhere
except on the infant. “Taste,” he insisted. She leaned over to lick the spoon,
then made a face. 


“It needs chocolate,” she declared. 


Sammy jumped up, yelling with joy and nearly dropping
the bowl to the floor. Divina easily steadied him with one hand and helped him
down from the table. I knew she only suggested chocolate to make him happy,
because she hated that stuff. Sammy ran to the cabinet under the counter to
grab the bottle of chocolate, turned to run back with his treasure, and froze
when he saw me. 


“Dad! We wanted to bring you breakfast in bed,” he
said, upset that his surprise was spoiled. My heart still skipped a beat after
so many months of him calling me that. When he was safe from the demon and
reunited with his parents, he called them “mommy,” and “daddy.” While he
stopped calling me and Mordon “dada,” and “mama,” he now called us “dad,” and
“mom.” He never explained it, even though he stopped hiding his ability to
speak well beyond the natural ability of a child his age.


Divina’s notion was that he actually had little to no
control over his power until he came in contact with mine. The longer we were
together, the more his power surfaced, and his mental processing was the first
to be affected, followed closely by his linguistic skills.


“That sounds great, but it might be cleaner to eat in
here. You know I get crumbs in the bed because I’m human,” I joked. 


“You’re human? That explains some things,” Mordon
jested, entering the kitchen silently. I hadn’t realized he was here, so he
must have been trying to sneak up on us.


“Mom!” Sammy screamed and ran to him. 


I moved out of the way, then leaned down to give
Divina a kiss. Ronez stirred and she handed him to me, carefully supporting his
head. That was probably the thing she was most vigilant about. 


Shinobu crawled up my leg to settle on my shoulder.
She sniffed at Ronez, but knew not to get too close. Bored with what she saw,
she hopped onto the table and started licking up the spilled batter. 


“Morning, Mordon. Weren’t you here to bug us
yesterday?” I asked.


Sammy gasped. “He doesn’t mean it, Mom.”


“I know. Besides…” he shot me a fake glare, “I went
through all the trouble to bring him something.”


On cue, Edward walked in. He looked tired from his
travels, but still narrowed right in on Ronez. We had kept the name a secret
from him, just in case Regivus was wrong and we had a girl. When I told him my
baby was named after his twin brother, I heard his breath catch. He held Ronez
gently. He was huge compared to that baby, but was so gentle.


He ruffled my hair. “You did good, kid.” 


“Well, not good,” I corrected with a sigh. 


Divina laughed. Edward was more of a father to me
than anyone else, and I had him as a role model. I could be a good father
because I had one… it just came a little later in life than for most people. 


Standing in this kitchen with my immortal wife, my
father-like uncle, my brother-like best friend, my unrelated son, and my
impossible newborn, I never felt more at home. It didn’t matter where we were,
what happened, or even what would come next. This was my family.


 


*          *          *


 


It was bittersweet when Vivian and Nano took Sammy
back, only to return the next morning because they couldn’t calm him down.
Vivian set Sammy down on the floor to discuss our options. When we came to no
conclusions, I realized it was quiet. We found Sammy had crawled into Ronez’s
crib and they were both sound asleep.


Nano was Guardian of Dios and could not live on
Duran. Sammy was being haunted by a dark god and could not stray far from
Ronez. Vivian had a horrible decision to make; leave her mate, or leave her
son. Until Ronez was old enough to actively use his magic, we could not risk
that Vretial was not truly gone. 


Vivian left with her husband and Sammy was ours for
the next few years. I thought Divina would be upset, but she genuinely cared
about Sammy. A few days after Sammy’s parents said goodbye to him, he crawled
into my bed. Divina and I were reading, having put both boys to bed, so we
didn’t expect it. He sniffled, his eyes puffy and red. “Did Mommy not want me
anymore? Was I bad? Was I too weird?”


I hugged him and Divina ruffled his hair. “No, honey.
Your parents love you very much.”


“They left me. They’re not coming back.”


“They…” I started to disagree when I saw the look in
his eyes. “You saw this? You saw the future?” I asked. 


He nodded and started crying. “They won’t take me
back. Why, Dad? What did I do?”


Children always thought it was their fault. My own
mother thought I was too weird, but I would never tell Sammy this, because it
was different. Vivian was a good woman who loved her son for everything he was.
My mother was a nightmare. 


“I don’t know why they aren’t coming back, but it’s
not because of anything you did. They left because they love you and want you
to be happy and safe. We think you are safer here.”


“With Ron?” 


“Yes.”


“Vretial doesn’t talk to me when Ron is close.” He
was quiet for a few minutes. “I’m going to be a Guardian someday, like you,
right?”


“Yes. You will be the Guardian of Lore, the new
planet of Avoli’s. You met him, remember?” I asked. 


He nodded. “I think he was good, like you.”


“Are you okay being the Guardian?”


“Yes, Dad. I can protect that world from monsters. I
will make sure Avoli stays good and doesn’t do anything bad. You can trust me
to watch him. When do I have to go?” he asked.


I wondered why he thought his job was to babysit a
god. “When you are all grown up. You have lots of time. Lore isn’t even ready
for a Guardian yet. You can tell him to make sure the world has plenty of water
for you to swim in,” I said. The child could be an Olympian medalist on Earth
when he got older, which was odd, because he was half dile and dile were known
to sink. None of them could swim.


 


*          *          *


 


Over the next year, life settled down for us. Divina
was bored out of her mind and left the house for days at a time to have her own
adventures. I wanted to be out in the world, too… but we had a tiny baby to
care for, and it always fell to me. I wished my boys had their mother around a
little more, but she was a god and couldn’t endure sitting around.


Teaching Sammy was great; he was eager to learn and
highly skilled in all subjects, from math to magic. Ronez grew from a beautiful
little baby to a wonderful, small child. He was happy all the time. He would
follow Sammy around, first by crawling, then by walking. He was an inquisitive
boy who wanted to observe everything. Even when he never spoke, he was always
watching. Ron grew from a baby who almost never cried to a child who never
whined. Leaving him alone seemed to be the worst thing we could ever do. I
wondered how a child could look so abandoned when I left him in his crib to
give Sammy a bath. 


Sammy insisted on Ron being everywhere with us. Most
children his age would be jealous of a new baby, but Sammy was very protective.
Sammy knew when Ronez was upset, even if Ron didn’t show it. 


By the time Ron was two, I knew their sibling bond
was permanent. I also started to doubt myself as a parent. Ron had always been
such a good baby… but he never talked. Even Sammy spoke at two, and Ron was
half Iadnah. I couldn’t confide my fears to Divina, because I knew she would
blame and doubt herself.


Sammy took it in stride. He would tell us what Ron
wanted and thought. My son would never disagree or even seem upset by it.
Furthermore, if we asked Ron a question, he would often look at Sammy, who
would answer for him. When asked about it, Sammy would say that Ron didn’t want
to talk.


Sammy was six when I enrolled him in a small village
school on Shomodii. He was miserable about it, but I told him it was good for
him to be in the world on his own and to make friends his own age. I had been
homeschooling him because he was too brilliant to be in a regular school. 


Two days later, he was suspended for fighting… in the
Duran equivalent of first grade. I asked him why and he said that he hated
school and he wanted to stay home. His teachers had never had a problem with
him, but they believed he was a terribly depressed child. He cried the entire
way home when I told him I was disappointed. I wanted to cry too, for I must
have made a horrible mistake somewhere in the previous four years that made him
antisocial. Children were supposed to want to start school. Normal kids wanted
to make friends.


Ronez and Divina were waiting for us on the porch.
Ron hugged him and they went to their room. Ron was four and he never spoke.
Sammy was six and he was fighting with other kids. I told Divina that I
understood how Edward felt before I broke down. The only thing I did right for
the next few days was keep my mouth shut. It was the longest I ever went
without talking, because if I spoke, I would hurt someone I loved. I knew more
than anyone how badly words could hurt.


Mordon and Edward visited, but I couldn’t talk about
it. The last thing I wanted was to say the wrong thing in front of one of my
sons. It was so tempting though, when Mordon tried to talk to me in my mind. By
the third day of my silence, I knew I was hurting my family anyway; the house
was quiet. Sammy and Ronez didn’t laugh and Divina walked on eggshells around
me. 


I was alone at the springs when I felt his presence
behind me. I didn’t bother to look or greet the god. He sat down beside me to
my shock. For shame; a powerful god sitting in the grass. 


“Something is wrong with Ron. He’s never said a word.
Sammy is antisocial because he spent the majority of his life alone with his
family.” 


I looked at Regivus. The gods all chose their
appearances for one reason or another. Divina chose hers to be beautiful to any
man, because it helped her get what she wanted after she took a physical form.
Apparently, it was also affected by their actual personalities, which was why
Azenoth always looked short-tempered to me. When I first met him,
Regivus modified his normal form to mimic a man in my past who tried to take my
life. After it failed to scare me off, the ancient god decided to remain that
way for no other reason than that it suited him. 


His black hair was immaculately combed back, which
was fitting for the god’s no-nonsense demeanor, while his dark brown eyes could
have been humanoid if not for the supernatural hint of copper. He was tall, but
not the tallest man I knew, and willowy, but not scrawny by any means. Although
his appearance once bothered me, it now seemed to suit him well. In fact, he
didn’t remind me at all of Alec. Instead, I thought of Regivus as a god who
would never try to spare my feelings or inhibit my magic to protect me, who was
above lying altogether.


“Something is even more wrong with me. I miss being
out there. I’ve been a dad for four years and that’s all. I want to be a
Guardian again. Divina doesn’t even send me to Earth for errands; she goes
herself or sends Edward. I’m a horrible person.”


“Because you miss adventure?”


“Because I want to get my kids into school so I can
get out of the house. Now I have to homeschool Sammy and I’ll never get out.
I’m a parent and that’s all I’ll ever be and I am a horrible person because I…”


“You don’t want to be a parent?”


“I…” I hesitated. “I don’t know. I love Sammy and Ron
so much… but I miss being who I was before.”


Then he did something that left me speechless; he
flicked a few blades a grass at me. “You have two young children who are
growing up at every minute. Someday they will be gone, living on another world
even. Your youngest can walk. More importantly, he may not be able to talk, but
he can run for his life. Sammy was even younger than him when you were running
from the Ancient. You watch them at home. They wake up, they do whatever, and
they go to sleep. Of course you’re bored. You humans are known for that. So go
out. Take the kids and mate on an adventure.”


“Like what?”


“Just travel around. I guarantee for a family as
powerful as yours, danger and excitement will find you. Possibly an ancient
monster, possibly a demon. Who cares, right? You should take the dragon child,
too.”


I sat there fantasizing for a while. Could I really
take Sammy and Ron out in the world? Ron is only four. It could be dangerous.


“You overthink things. How much trouble could your
children get into with a god and a powerful Noquodi watching over them? Show
them the world now and open their eyes. This is a crucial time in their
development.”


“Would you help Ron?”


“I will take a look and see if I can figure out why
he cannot talk.”


We flashed back to the house to find Sammy and Ron
sitting on the porch. “Where’s your mother?” I asked. We usually didn’t let
them outside alone at night, as there were some strange people wandering about
Shomodii.


Sammy pointed behind him. They both looked miserable.
“Divina and Mom are arguing in the kitchen.”


I turned to Regivus, but he waved me ahead. I trusted
him to watch over my kids. I certainly didn’t want to make them go into the
house if there was arguing; that was one thing I tried my hardest to shield
them from. Just as Sammy had said, I found Divina and Mordon in a fierce
argument. They both stopped and turned to me when I walked in. Mordon’s eyes
were black, as they normally were when he was angry, but I could feel the lack
of connection in them. Mordon and I were best friends for seven years, so there
was a look of acknowledgement and recognition in him when he saw me, even when
his eyes were black. This time there was none. 


“Hello, Rojan. Long time no see.” I meant Rojan in
particular; I saw Mordon all the time. My friend was fully mature, almost the
exact same height as myself, and a little heavier built. He was no longer the
scrawny young man trying to escape a life of being a king that he was when I
first met him.


“It is uncanny how you always know it is me, Dylan.
Nice to see you.”


“Somehow I doubt that. What brings you out? Is Mordon
okay?”


“He is for now, yes. We do have a problem, though.
One I was hoping you could assist us with,” he said. His eyes shifted back to
normal, one ice blue and one striking purple. He was himself again.


“I’ll always help, you know that,” I said to Mordon.


“I know you would, but Divina here wants you to stay
home.”


She glared at him before turning to me, her deep blue
eyes pleading and mournful. “I have to go take care of some stuff with my
brothers and I need you to watch the boys for a few days,” she said. “If there
was any way I could get out of this, I would, but I can’t. Please. I know I
leave you all alone too much, but---”


“Of course I’ll watch them,” I said, cutting her off.
Mordon immediately looked wounded and startled, since I would never refuse
helping him and Rojan when they needed me. “As long as Mordon’s okay with them
coming with us. Otherwise we’ll have to get Edward to babysit or Vivian and
Nano. Hell, even Nila would volunteer. You don’t worry about it. Go deal with
your grouchy brothers and I’ll make sure the kids are accounted for. I’ll even
do a headcount to make sure we all make it back safely.”


“What about… Ron.” 


“Your grouchiest brother is outside, babysitting and
diagnosing.”


“Ren?” she asked, using her nickname for the older
god. I laughed because we both considered him to be the grouchiest, but really,
he was very wise and offered me sound advice on many occasions. 


We all entered the living room, where the door was
opened about a foot, to see them having a conversation outside. By
conversation, I mean that Regivus was talking to Ron and Sammy was answering.
The boys must not have realized we were there. Sammy confessed that he got in a
fight at school because he hated the other kids and missed his brother. He
explained how I was mad at him and wouldn’t talk to either of them since. When
he told the god that he was sorry for causing me to be mad at them all, I felt
horrible. Sammy thought that I was angry with Ron because of him and
apparently, Ron was miserable. 


“Your father is very concerned that Ron can’t talk,”
Regivus told Sammy. He regarded my younger son. “Do you know that he worries
about you? That other children your age talk?” he asked. 


Ron nodded, but as usual, it was Sammy that spoke.
“Ron can talk,” he insisted.


We were all surprised by that and I was doubtful.
Sammy was talkative enough for both of them, but I figured that if Ron could
have talked, I would have heard him speaking in private to Sammy. Ron never made
so much as a grunt, even though I never found anything medically wrong with
him, his throat, or his hearing.


“He can? Then why doesn’t he?” Regivus asked. For
such a powerful god who threatened my life when he first met me, Regivus had a
kind voice for children. He had only ever showed them kindness. 


Sammy shrugged. “We don’t know. He just never does.
He didn’t like to cry when he was a baby and he doesn’t like to talk now.”


“But you know what he thinks?”


“Of course; we are brothers. Like mom and dad.”


“What do you mean?”


“We are brothers like Mordon and Dylan.”


“How does that help you know what he is thinking?”


Both of my boys looked confused. “They talk all the
time in their heads. Brothers can talk in their heads. Ron and I talk and when
someone asks Ron a question, he tells me the answer to tell them. Usually he
doesn’t have to tell me, though, because I know.”


“Oh. That is interesting,” the god said. 


Mordon and I looked at each other. We discovered the
ability to talk to each other on accident not long after we became friends. I
always speculated that it was because I used my book to translate for us,
although there was never any evidence, or even a strong suggestion. 


“Since I found out about Rojan, I thought it was
because of him that we could talk.”


“But Rojan and I can’t talk to each other,” I
said.


“Well, I know you two don’t know me very well, but I
am your uncle, so I should help you when I can, right?” Regivus asked the boys.
They both nodded hesitantly. “I lived a long time. I have one sister and had
ten brothers. Now I only have nine brothers. I am the oldest of them.” Two
little jaws dropped and four little eyes widened. “I have made some foolish
mistakes, but family forgives and forgets. You both will do some things you
will regret, and that’s normal, but your family will always forgive you. 


“Ronez, you need to listen carefully to this. The
first thing you have to do when you make a mistake is tell the truth, and you
can’t do that if you don’t talk. The second thing is to apologize. You can’t
usually do that if you don’t talk, either. And this is the important part, the
part that many people forget; once you say you are sorry, you don’t do it
again. Do you understand all that?” he asked. 


Ron nodded and took his brother’s hand.


“Does that mean he has to start talking?” Sammy
asked.


Regivus shook his head. “No, not all of the time, but
think about this. You two talk to each other all the time.” He looked at Ron.
“How would you feel if Sammy talked to everyone but you? What if he never
talked to you? How would you feel? Now think about how your parents feel when
you never said a word to them your entire life.” 


I wanted to go out there and get that devastated
expression off my baby boy’s face. Ronez was a happy child. 


Divina opened the door fully and they all heard it. I
was looking right at Ron’s face when he opened his mouth and drew in a shaky
breath. “Daddy, mommy, I can talk.” My son’s first words… “I’m sorry. I love
you both,” he said. 


His voice was soft, probably because he never used
it, but his words were clear.


Whatever I was going to say vanished along with the
moment as Samorde, Guardian of Enep, appeared before us. He squeaked when he
saw Regivus and ducked, but the god made no move to strike him. 


“What are you doing here?” Regivus asked harshly. 


His expression was hard and his anger apparent. There
was no sign of the kindness he showed me and my children. It occurred to me
that all of the gods had multiple personalities. Divina smacked me in the arm
when she heard my stray thought. 


Figures, I can’t get a moment to myself, even in
my head. Divina glared at me. I mean, I love my wife. I love my
wonderful wife.


“I… where is here? I was just going to bed. I lit a
candle and was here.” 


I hadn’t noticed until he said that, that he wore satin
blue pajamas and was barefoot. The Guardian, trapped in the body of a teenager,
was already so small that he looked a bit ridiculous. His hair was golden blond
and disheveled as if he never tended to it and his hazel eyes were wide with
fear. It definitely wasn’t the cold that caused him to quiver.


“Why have you not come when I called you?” Regivus
demanded. The god had likely been calling on his Guardian to serve as a butler
would.


“I have not been able to contact you in half a
month!” the Guardian cried. “Not a word.”


“Regivus, this is why we need to get together.
Something’s wrong with…” She trailed off and shot me a guilty look.


“With the Guardians,” I finished for her. “That
doesn’t offend me. I know you can’t tell me everything just because I’m your
mate. You have god business and---”


“Yes, she can,” Regivus interrupted. We all looked at
him. “If you were just a Noquodi, we could not allow her to share our secrets,
but we take mates more seriously than you Noquodi do. She is allowed to tell
you anything.”


“Unless this meeting is about you guys suspecting a
Guardian of treason, as is usually the first reaction you all have. Then if she
gives me information, I’m the first one suspected of being a spy when someone
knows something they shouldn’t.”


Regivus looked at Divina, who had a resigned frown.
“Is he normally that quick?”


“When it comes to people and Iadnah, yes.”


“I am confused,” Samorde said. Regivus snapped his
fingers, there was a crack in the air, and Samorde vanished. 


It was our last peaceful night for a while. I wanted
to take a bite of adventure and had no idea that it would bite back. 


 


*          *          *


 


Divina woke me sometime in the night to tell me she
had to go. We shared a slow, lazy kiss and she told me to go back to sleep. She
always woke me so gently. The second time I was awoken, it was as the window
shades were thrown open. Sunlight jarred me from my slumber and before I could
even open my eyes, a sock was thrown at my face.


“Wake up, lazy, or I’m going to feed the boys
chocolate and lock them in here with you,” Mordon threatened. I threw a
fireball at the general direction of his voice. “That’s it, I’m getting the
kids.”


“No! I’m up! No chocolate!” I got up and found them a
few minutes later in the kitchen. Sammy and Ron turned their twin pouts on me
as they ate vegetables for breakfast. “What did you do?” I asked them.


Sammy sniffled. “It was an accident.” The boy could
pull off a pout like a pro. His hair was dark, intense auburn that always had a
shine to it and contrasted beautifully with his vibrant purple eyes. They
weren’t the violet-blue that sometimes occurred in humans; they were purple
enough to stop people in their tracks and make them stare. When he was sad or
ashamed, they darkened. 


Ron was small for his age. He had the same dark brown
hair and green eyes as me, but it was too early to tell if he would get big or
inherit his mother’s slimness. While he rarely cried, his weepy expression was
intense and heartbreaking.


“They got into your coffee this morning and spilled
it everywhere,” Mordon said. “You were asleep so I had to clean it up. I can’t
believe you still drink that nasty stuff.”


“We were trying to get a bowl for fruit and the
coffee fell.”


“And instead of cleaning it, I found them sitting on
the floor eating fruit.” 


I frowned at the cabinets; the treasures inside them
were usually locked with magic. Having ‘biracial’ children caused some
disagreements about what kind of food to keep in the house. Honestly, grilled
meat with seasonings, fruit, and bread got old, but the cheap junk I ate on
Earth was not good enough for my kids.


“Well, you did a good job of cleaning it up. The next
time they make a mess, they will think twice about not cleaning it,” I said. 


I reached into the ice box to grab a sack of fruit
for my own breakfast. The berries tasted like nectarines but were the size of
grapes. Mordon turned away to wash a couple of dishes and both boys looked at
me. I tossed a fruit to each of them and they popped them in their mouths. Two
more fruits each and I shook my head that more was too risky. I pulled the
strips of sweetened jerky out of the cabinet and Mordon frowned at me. He could
smell my deceit, but he wouldn’t call me on it in front of the kids. I tossed
him one of the fruits.


I sat down at the table and plopped my feet on the
only open chair. “What’s the plan, then?” I asked, eating the jerky. My boys
pouted harder. Sammy hated meat, but he hated vegetables even more. Mordon came
around the table and took half of my loot before yanking the chair out from under
my feet and sitting down. 


“You’re teaching the boys bad habits. We’re going to
Verusta, Mokii.”


I paused. Mordon hated going anywhere near his
homeland for fear of facing his father. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of
Verusta.”


“I’m not surprised. It’s a desert.”


“Okay. I don’t think deserts make great vacation
spots. Any particular reason we’re going to a barren wasteland?”


“Yes. We’re going dragon hunting,” he said. Seeing as
how he was part dragon, this came as a shock to me. However, Mordon and I liked
to trip each other up; we pretty much made a sport of it. He rolled his eyes
when I didn’t speak. The boys gaped at him like he lost his mind.


“Mom, you are a dragon,” Sammy said, as if he were
telling the man a horrible secret that Mordon should have already known. It was
a phrase that should have followed, “I hate to break it to you, but…”


“A dragon has been sited bothering nearby kingdoms,
including my father’s.”


“So you want to go take care of a pest problem?” I
asked. He gave a blank stare. “I didn’t think so, but it’s early in the morning
and you just woke me up. Give me the whole picture.”


“The dragon sited can blend in with anything- it can
change the color of its scales,” he said. 


I got it. “Like Rojan. Does Rojan have any long lost
family?”


“Apparently, his mother may or may not still be
alive. There are people hunting this dragon to kill it, and we need to go and
help.”


“Even more so because this particular dragon may be
your dragon’s mother. I remember you telling me she was cruel.”


“Well, she was, but that was about three thousand
years ago. Maybe she changed. And either way, no matter who that dragon is,
whether they are related to Rojan or not, we need to save them.”


“I guess the faster we get going, the better. You
pack some bags while I go tell Edward what’s happening,” I said. He nodded and
I flashed to Edward’s cabin. This had been my home for three great years and I
missed it sometimes.


I always flashed to the porch because I didn’t want
to interrupt anything. Unfortunately, I discovered he didn’t always keep
everything behind closed doors. If Edward were my biological father instead of
uncle, I probably would have been much more disturbed to see him making out
with a woman. The woman in question was startled by the flash.


Edward didn’t appear to be bothered by the
interruption. “This is my son, Dylan,” he told her. “Dylan, this is Meri.” 


Meri closely resembled Divina, with long black hair
and porcelain skin. However, her eyes were green instead of Divina’s blue and
she looked a bit more delicate. She also lacked the mischievous glint in her
eye that Divina had. Whereas Divina appeared to be in her middle twenties, Meri
seemed to be in her late twenties to early thirties. Of course, I knew that
people of this world were very rarely the age they looked.


Sago were friendly with magic, unlike humans, but
their suspicions of other-worlders were inherent. Once, religion and politics
were equally weighed, and now even with religion diminished, fear of the gods
remained in their hearts. To their knowledge, only the gods and their chosen
“demons” could travel the worlds or flash. However, Shomodii was a very rural
place and among my family I grew lenient with my power. I expected Meri to
freak out. 


She reached out her hand on reflex and I shook it. My
magic reacted to her touch with a slight static spark. “Not from around here,
are you?” I asked. It took a few seconds to recall where I felt that magical
signature before. “Kahún, yes?”


“Yes. Kiro has told me a lot about you,” she said in
perfect Sudo.


Funny… he never mentioned her. “How long have
you two been seeing each other?”


“We met a few years ago, but I just found her again a
couple of months back,” Edward answered. “Did you need something?” he asked.


“No, I just wanted to let you know the house will be
empty for a few days. Divina went to talk to her brothers and said she’ll be
gone for a while. Mordon and Rojan want me to help them track down what may or
may not be Rojan’s psycho mother and we’re taking the boys.”


“Are you sure the boys should---”


“Mordon and I can take care of it, and if we get into
trouble, I can call some of Divina’s brothers to help, or you or another
Guardian if you are…” I glanced at Meri. “Busy.”


“If you need help, call me. If one of the boys needs
help, call everyone and anyone,” he said. “Now, make sure you close the house
up and put up the ward. There’s a storm coming.”


I resisted the temptation to roll my eyes. My uncle
wanted nothing more than to protect me, and I refused to give him any cause to
doubt his parenting skills when he was the only parent figure I had. “There’s
always a storm coming,” I said instead. 


“Welcome to Shomodii.”


After saying goodbye, I flashed back home. Mordon was
holding Ron in his arms as the child struggled. Sammy was chasing after
Shinobu, who had his stuffed dragon. The bookshelf, marred with char marks, had
been knocked over. Sammy shot a fireball at Shinobu, but Mordon killed the fire
before it could reach the small creature.


“What’s going on here?!” I asked. Everyone froze,
even Shinobu. Ron’s eyes were watery, but no tears fell yet.


“She took my dragon,” Ron said. 


This was the second time he spoke and I was ecstatic
that he was making an effort. 


Shiloh gave the stuffed toy to Sammy when he was a
baby, and Sammy gave it to Ron when my son was born. Sammy was never a selfish
child when it came to the youngest member of our family; he shared everything
from his toys to his food. He even wanted to give Ron his clothes when they
were too small for him. 


“Shinobu! Drop it.” She did instantly, but Sammy
didn’t make a grab for it. “Sammy, why did she take the dragon?” 


“I don’t know. Ron and I were playing with it and she
ran up and took it.”


“I was packing so I didn’t see anything,” Mordon
said. “I think she wanted the toy for herself. It’s not like she has any toys.”
He let Ron go, who immediately ran to get his dragon. 


Sammy grabbed his arm to hold him back. “Wait for Dad
to say it’s okay.” 


Wow, talk about support. I loved my kids so
much. 


I reached out with my magic to take the dragon. As it
moved away, Shinobu pounced to pin it, claws extended. Her tail swished.
Something was activating her hunting instinct. She hunted her own food outside,
but was always calm inside and normally didn’t want to play with toys. I went
to open the door and she ran outside, leaving the dragon behind. “Go ahead,” I
said.


Sammy used his magic to pull the dragon towards them
and Ron snatched it out of the air. Mordon muttered something about the plan,
but I ignored him. Mordon and Vivian came up with a plan when Sammy was a baby
that was basically to keep the monster occupied until I arrived. Shinobu was no
monster.


“Maybe Shinobu should be an outside pet,” I said. I
hated to suggest it; she had saved my life at least twice and was a loyal and
protective pet. She was smarter than any dog I knew, cuter than a kitten, and
more friendly than some friends I used to have. 


“No, Daddy. Shinobu is an inside kitty,” Sammy
declared. Shinobu wasn’t a cat, of course, but he always called her one. 


“We need to get going if we’re going by ship,” Mordon
said. “Do you think we can flash there?”


“Ron hates traveling that way. I can only flash to a
place if I can see it or if I’m flashing to a person I know, though I should be
able to flash to somewhere I have seen in a picture. However, the better I can
imagine the person or place, the more accurate I will be. Sounds and scents help
a lot. Still, even then it’s not a good idea to flash somewhere where there
could be people.”


We grabbed the bags, locked down the cabin, and
headed out. One bag was full of fruit, bread, and other snacks, because there
was nothing worse than a hungry little boy on a road trip. I was carrying Ron
by the time we made it to the docks. He was a little trooper, but he was only
four. We nearly missed the ship because Sammy wanted to go back for half a
dozen things he forgot. Because there were no family-sized cabins, we paid for
two rooms. Sammy and Ron got one to themselves since they shared a bedroom at
home. 


Over the next few days, the ship was their
playground. At one point they decided to make the crew think the ship was
haunted. Ron tried to scare me and Mordon by hiding in weird places like
barrels and popping out, yelling “boo.” We tried to act frightened, but it was
hard not to notice a wiggling barrel, especially the third time he hid in it.


Sammy somehow flooded one of the storage rooms, which
had steps leading to an elevated door, and spent most of his time swimming.
Then he “found” a random detached door, so he and Ron played sharks and
fishermen. 


The one-day trip to Mokii took three days because the
captain decided to go around Mijii and circle back to Mokii. Rumor had it there
were pirates in the water between Shomodii and Mokii. By the time we reached
land, we were all going out of our minds. The boys were bored and had resorted
to pranks using their magic. Mordon and I were constantly putting out fires and
preventing fights. The poor travelers had never encountered anything like my
boys.









Chapter 2


Mordon


 


It was a fairly short trip to the desert once we
arrived on Mokii, but since it was nearing dinner time for the boys, we decided
to stop at a little town right outside the desert for the night. The sun was
setting as we wandered through the nearly deserted streets. The buildings were
small and a bit rundown, but they looked sturdy enough to hold up in a battle.
Towns just outside of kingdoms in Mokii were known to be targeted because they
made a good base from which to attack a nearby castle.


Since we were so close to my father’s kingdom, I took
to wearing my hair back and covered with a hood. Dylan had disguised my eyes
with magic to look dull brown, but he warned me that if I shifted my eyes, it
would break his spell. It was our intention to look as forgettable as possible.
I didn’t feel the need to drape myself in cloaks, because I was still on the
slim side when I ran from my future. Having lived the last four years on
Shomodii, I had become more built that I thought I ever would have, but still a
fair amount less than Edward.


Rojan said it had a lot to do with latent dragon
abilities; it was common for dragon children to be very small and then get much
bigger when they reached a certain age. Rojan also told me that in about two
more years, I would stop aging.


We found a restaurant that looked warm and went
inside. The floor and walls were dark and wooden and all over the walls were
paintings of battles, kings, and even dragons. Across the room was a large
fireplace. The ten tables were small and each held a lamp. A waitress stood at
one of the two occupied tables, serving their food. Nobody addressed us, so we
took a seat by the fireplace. It hardly seemed like a place for kids, but both
boys became the image of calm and collected. 


The waitress handed us menus and asked what we wanted
to drink. Seeing as how we were going into the desert, we all chose water.
Sammy and Ron asked for fish and fruit while Dylan and I both ordered meat
dishes. Mine was chopped up meat with noodles and vegetables and Dylan’s was
glazed meat kabobs. None of us were really focused on the food. This was sort
of a test run for the boys and neither of us knew what to expect.


Living on Shomodii, we were all fairly isolated and
the boys had only left the island a few times, so they were not used to a lot
of strangers. 


“So, how do you plan to save this dragon?” Dylan
asked. 


“First, we need to find him and convince him we’re friends,
not food. Second, we need to find out why he is going out in dragon form into
villages and kingdoms. Once we know his motive, you come up with a plan and
Rojan and I will follow it.”


“Once I come up with a plan?” he asked with wide
eyes. “This isn’t that kind of mission. This is a dragon-related mission; your
PowerPoint, your game plan.”


“What is PowerPoint?” I asked. He just stared at me. “You
are a Guardian; you were born to solve problems and figure things out. I’m just
a… I’m just me. I was raised to give advice and lead people… poorly I might
add. Rojan is more likely to eat someone than help them. We’re going to face a
possibly feral dragon and even though Rojan may be the most powerful dragon
there has ever been… I’m just a wizard.”


“Just a wizard,” he scoffed. “There’s no such
thing. If there is one thing I learned from the Doctor, it’s that there’s never
been a person who wasn’t important.”


“Mom, if he’s talking about the Doctor, he’s already
won the argument,” Sammy interrupted. 


I glared at Dylan. “What have you and that wife of
yours been teaching my kid?”


“He’s mine, too, and he’s a Whovian.”


“We discussed this; we would wait until he was old
enough to decide for himself what to believe,” I argued. Yes, we really did
have that discussion, but he had lied when he said he would wait to push the
followings of the Doctor on the child. I knew he was lying at the time. 


“He’s going to be a Guardian; he had to know the
Doctor.”


Our waitress interrupted to ask if we needed
anything. “Can you tell us anything about a dragon that was sighted around
here?” I asked. 


Her eyes widened and I noticed that she was pretty
cute. She had long white-blond hair and hazel eyes. Her mouth was her only
distinguishing feature; the rest of her face was a bit plain, but it was
symmetrical and worked for her. Still, I could find only a passing interest in
anyone who lived on Mokii, because this was a land I wanted to avoid. 


“I have only heard of the dragon. My brother saw it
while he was at school. It flies in the daylight, never fearing getting caught.
Sometimes it damages something like a statue or tree, but never a house or
shop. It never even steals food, so some people believe it is a prank, but my
brother swears that he saw the creature. It changes its color.”


Dylan and I looked at each other. “Why would he
fly in the day? Maybe he can’t shift into a person,” he suggested. 


“Even if he couldn’t shift, he could still hide in
the day. If he isn’t stealing food, he is either hunting at night, has food at
his den, or is injured.” I turned back to the waitress. “Has anyone thought
the dragon might be wounded?”


“No. Why? Do you know something about it?”


“The only reason I think he would be flying around
outside is that he is trying to be seen,” I said. Rojan agreed.


“But he’s changing colors, trying to use
camouflage.”


“Changing colors, yes. Trying to blend in, maybe,
maybe not.” The ability to change the color of our scales was extremely
rare and as far as I knew, limited to Rojan’s powerful bloodline. Using the
camouflage skill incorrectly would be extremely noticeable and distinctive. 


“Hunters have been called to the Ishte kingdom,” the
waitress went on. Dylan sighed and dropped his head to the table, startling the
waitress. 


That was my father’s kingdom, so I immediately
assumed he was the one who called a hunt down on the dragons. Honestly, he was
a likely suspect, seeing as how he admittedly hated the dragons with a passion…
but I was really hoping he would change. 


“This is probably a big misunderstanding,”
Dylan suggested. “When I last saw your father, the man wanted to repent.
Surely he would not threaten the slight chance that he could see his son
again.” He sat back and regarded the woman. “The king ordered a hunt on the
dragon?” he asked. 


“No, the king has been on leave for weeks,” she said.
“It was his adviser who ordered the hunt.”


“On leave? What for? Why is Rojio not with him?” I
asked. That was my protective instinct taking over. The king was prone to
walking into danger and it was always me who got him out of it. There was a
good possibility that we would have to go rescue the king after the dragon was
safe. Unfortunately, I would duck out at the last minute and force Dylan to
finish the rescue so that I would not have to face the man. I feared nothing
more than returning to the throne, and Rojan was of the same mind.


The waitress knew little about the kingdom and
offered nothing more helpful. We left and decided to head into the desert
instead of finding an inn. Both moons were full so we had adequate light and my
internal fire kept me from freezing in the cool night. 


Rojan scented the dragon immediately in the sand. Odd…
he thought. It is so easy to hide your scent in the sand, yet this dragon
made no attempt to. 


Do you recognize the scent?


No, it is familiar, but it was so long ago. This
is definitely someone I know. It is possible that they have become senile and
that is the cause of this erratic behavior. Or perhaps they are suicidal and
want to be caught. 


We followed the scent for several hours. The boys
were very good and patient, even when we had to stop five times to dump sand
out of everyone’s boots. Sammy did complain once that Ron was cold. I was used
to this interaction between the boys.


“Do you miss Mokii?” Dylan asked out of the blue. I
looked at him and he shrugged, causing Ron to stir. He was carrying his son,
who slept with his arms draped around Dylan’s neck. “You always said you were
more of a city person,” he whispered. 


“Yeah, but I think living somewhere like Anoshii is
asking for trouble. I still think my father might find me and somehow force me
to return. I’m his only child, and since my mother is dead, he will never get
another one unless he meets someone else. It’s hard to believe he would just
give up; he really wanted me to take his place.”


“He worked his entire life for it,” he agreed. “I
doubt he would find another wife, because what happened to her and your sister
was so violent. That kind of thing leaves scars on the survivors, like you.
Luckily, you have Rojan to keep you sane.”


“And Rojan is definitely not a city dragon. It’s hard
enough on him that he cannot fly, because I can’t shift. The least I can do is
make our home comfortable.”


We could live in a cave… Rojan suggested, as
he often did. 


Living in a dark, warm cabin is close enough,
I argued. 


I was deep enough in conversation with Rojan that I
nearly missed the soft thud. Dylan and I turned to find Sammy had collapsed in
the sand. We were instantly by his side, asking him if he okay and what was
wrong, but he waved us away. “It’s not me, it’s Ron. Vretial is talking with
him.”


I spread my cloak down in the sand and Dylan gently
laid his son on it. Dylan tried to wake him, but the little child would not
stir. I shifted my eyes to see what was going on. Ron’s soul was intact, which
meant that the god hadn’t pulled him away to speak with him, as was the normal
means. Dylan’s green energy filled the air and when Ron didn’t react to it, it
started crackling and sparking. The Guardian was a threat to the entire
universe when he was desperate. He proved that when I was in danger… and this
was his son. He was building his energy, but the sparks were just a warning to
Vretial to let his son go. As long as Vretial had Ron, it was easy for my
friend to track him. 


Before Dylan went any further, Ron’s eyes snapped
open and Dylan let his energy die down. Sammy hugged Ron as if his arms could
keep Ron safe. “What did he want this time?” Sammy asked.


“This time?!” Dylan demanded. “Ronez, has Vretial
talked to you before?” Dylan asked. 


Ron nodded. “He can’t talk to Sammy, so he talks to
me.” 


Dylan turned to me and I shook my head. I knew that
look; it made my blood chill and my internal organs shrink in on themselves. He
wanted me to watch the kids because he was going to kill Vretial… again.


“Wait! Dylan, I know you want to kill, more than
anything. I know. I get it, but use your head. Think.” His energy flared up
again and he would lose control of it if I couldn’t calm him down. “He was
powerful enough to survive Divina’s attack. The only way you can beat him is by
outthinking him.” Lightning cracked across the cloudless sky. I grabbed his
shoulders and poured my fire into him, not burning him, but to bond with his
furious magic.


His magic took my fire and adapted the weapon… but my
fire was calm and the magic didn’t know what to do with it. I leaned my
forehead against his and thought soothing thoughts, focusing on my breathing.
At first, I tried to think of sitting by a campfire, but it wasn’t calming
enough. Rojan took over, remembering his days of flying. I felt his wingtips
skimming the surface of the warm ocean as he glided over. He recalled the feel
of diving in and out of the clouds at night. The clouds would glow brightly in
the moonlight. In the dawn, the clouds would glow with yellows, oranges, and
reds until it looked like he was flying through fire, but it was cool and wet
instead of hot and dry. My fire and Dylan’s energy calmed enough to get through
to him. After a few minutes, he sighed. 


Crisis averted for now. 


“Daddy, Vretial said that we need to get out of
here,” Ron said. We both turned to him. “He said we’re being hunted.”


Dylan looked at me for my input, but Rojan growled. No
one could hunt me. There is no one in this desert but the dragon we are
tracking. 


“Rojan says there is no one here but us and the
dragon we’re looking for.”


“I am more inclined to trust Rojan than Vretial,” he
said. 


Rojan was pleased with Dylan’s confidence in him, but
Ron smelled of worry. We continued for another twenty minutes before Dylan
stopped suddenly. 


“Something’s wrong.”


I sniffed and scented nothing but sand and dragon. “I
can’t…”


“Look around. I feel magic. Really, really old
magic,” he said.


I shifted my eyes and saw what he was sensing. There
was a fog ahead of us, which was invisible to the normal eye. “How could I not
smell that?” I asked. I breathed deeply and still smelled nothing. Dylan
grabbed my arm and drew in some of my fire. 


“Wow. That looks like something we don’t want to walk
into.” My fire rushed back into me, along with a bit of his magic. All of a
sudden, I could smell the danger we were in. “Does that help?” he asked.


Somehow, something was blocking my senses. There were
dragons everywhere in that fog and it was soaking with anticipation. “It does,
thank you. We need to get out of here.” I let my eyes shift back to normal for
just a moment to see that the fog and everything in it was still invisible. 


“We’d never make it on foot,” Dylan warned. He picked
Ron up and pulled Sammy closer. I backed up to their side and Dylan put a
shield over us. “Want to stick around and find out what’s going on, or flash
out?” 


“This is a trap set specifically for a dragon, by
dragons. Let’s go.” The fog reached out for us in the span of a blink and I
shifted my eyes back so that I could see beyond the magic. 


Dragons surrounded us in all colors, shapes, and
sizes. I felt the pressure build up in the shield in preparation for Dylan’s
flash. He was curious; there was no other reason it took him so long. The
dragons parted to let one through and as I looked at the midnight black dragon,
Rojan gasped. 


“Wait!” Rojan’s plead burst from my mouth and the
pressure released. 


We were at a standoff for the next few moments as the
dragons landed. Dylan strengthened our protection but didn’t flash us out. “Why
are we waiting?” he asked. 


“I know this dragon. I mean, Rojan does,” I
said in his mind. The dragons probably understood Sudo and I didn’t want them
to hear Rojan’s name or know we were talking about him. “His name is Marnd,
and he is Rojan’s childhood friend.” I had to know what was going on. “This
is the part where you come up with a plan, right?” I asked. 


“No, this is the part where I do something insanely
stupid, nearly get us killed, then get us out of it at the last second, and
everything turns out for the better.”


“I call that a plan.”


“Oh, good, then I have a plan.” 


“What’s that?” 


“This.” He dropped the shield. 


Marnd roared, opened his jaws wide, and blew fire…
but it was warm. The fire was his way of scenting us, not hurting us, and it
was lukewarm at best.


“Don’t shift your eyes. Play sago for a few
minutes,” Dylan suggested. Ron squirmed around to get a better look at all
of the dragons. 


Marnd shifted in front of us. He was a mess of
contradictions. His hair was dark brown and long, and his eyes were light green
with flakes of dark green and brown. Most dragons were born to live in a
certain ecosystem. Marnd was an abnormality because his eyes and scales were
those of a forest dragon, as his mother was, while his dragon shape and wing
design were those of a mountain dragon, as his father was. Because of his shape
and wingspan, he could never live in the forest, but because of his coloring,
he could never blend in the mountains. Unfortunately, he also didn’t inherit
the adaptation of mountain dragons to withstand the cold. He suffered the worst
combination possible, so he spent his childhood in person form. His family was
ashamed of his decision, but no worse than his genetic misfortune. 


Other dragons shifted around us, some of which Rojan
recognized vaguely, some he had never met. 


“Is this the part where we nearly get killed?” Sammy
whispered. 


“No, honey, not yet,” Dylan answered. 


“Then can Ron have some water?” he asked. Dylan
pulled a bottle of water out of one of the bags and handed it to his youngest.
The little child calmly drank some water before handing it to Sammy. 


I could not have been more shocked when Marnd bowed
to me… Not even when the other dragons followed suit. 


“You broke them,” Dylan accused. 


“We have waited a long time for your return, Rojan,”
Marnd said. 


Rojan stirred inside. He wanted to talk to this
dragon, so I let him take over. My eyes and claws shifted, but my teeth stayed
normal because it was difficult to speak with sharp teeth. All of the dragons
stepped back. “What is this about, Marnd? Why have you resorted to cheap tricks
and traps?”


“How else could we find you but to draw you here? We
nearly got you when you vanished from that kingdom.” There was a slight
irritation as I tried to scent him, though I could tell that he only felt
relief and anticipation. I detected no lie or malicious intention, but my
senses could apparently be deceived by magic. 


“You know about Mordon, then?” Rojan asked. He didn’t
like this; he didn’t like dragons knowing too much about me. Dragons all shared
a dominating instinct; protect. Many protected their family and territory.
Rojan protected me, Dylan, and the boys.


“Of course. We know the sago was born sick and you
gave up your life so that he could live. We know that his mother did some kind
of spell on him so that he could become a dragon and you both could live
mutually.”


Okay, so they aren’t very accurate. They don’t
know that I cannot shift, I thought. 


No, but they know far too much. “How did you
get this information?” Rojan asked. “Not even the king’s servants know of me.”


“Your sister. She scanned the mind of the king’s
adviser. The dreadful sago did not let us see you and tried to suppress you.
Your sister explained that they failed to subdue you, but you decided to stay
in that kingdom until the sago child was old enough.”


“And we were living our own lives happily until you
started causing trouble,” Rojan growled. 


Marnd managed to look chastised. “But you were needed
all this time. We waited for you.”


“For what?” Rojan asked. We were both confused.


“For what? The sago was raised to be king, was he
not? And you were bred and conditioned your entire life to lead us. We were
waiting for you to return and become our king.”


I wasn’t sure if it was me or Rojan who shivered with
disgust. Rojan handed control back to me and I shifted my eyes. “Alright, Dylan,
flash us out of here.”


“You sure?” Dylan laughed. “You were the one who
wanted us to stick our noses in dragon affairs.”


I would be eating this mistake for a month. “Just get
us out of here.” Before he could, there was a screech. Dylan grabbed Ron, I
grabbed Sammy, and we backed away from each other in time to avoid being
squashed by a dragon who was all too familiar. 


Her scales changed from dark gray to sand-brown
before smoothing into pale flesh that glowed in the moonlight. Another man may
have gaped in awe at her perfect womanly figure, the long red hair draped over
her shoulders, or her cool blue eyes raised with no shame, which glittered from
her internal fire. Her perfect skin was marred only by the flame tattoo that
crawled up her left thigh and over her hip. She put her hands on her hips and
didn’t bother to cover her nakedness. However, I felt nothing for her except
the need to hide her flesh from others, because she was Rojan’s sister. 


“Wow,” Sammy whispered. I had the sudden and dreadful
thought that Sammy would share Dylan’s taste for women; that he would go for
the trouble maker who could no more tell the truth than keep her opinion to
herself. I put my hand over his eyes. 


I opened my mouth to tell her to cover herself in
front of the boy I considered a son, but Rojan took over. “What are you doing
still alive?” he asked. 


“How can you speak to me like that?” she asked. 


“Get to the point or get out of my way.” I grabbed
Sammy’s arm and pulled him behind me. We passed her, Rojan making sure I faced
her the entire way, for we knew she was a threat. She raised her hand with a
throwing knife aimed at Dylan.


“No, I think you should stay over there,” she said
with a smirk. She was a fool to think a knife would stop him, but Rojan was
furious. 


How dare she threaten Dylan? “Sammy, go to
Dylan.” He glared at his sister and let go of Sammy’s arm. When she tried to
look at him, Rojan growled and took a step forward. “You dare to threaten my
clutch?” he asked. 


She frowned for a second. “Your mate and children
died many years ago.”


“They are Mordon’s family, and that makes them my
clutch,” he corrected.


“Well then, I suggest you do exactly as I say unless
you want to lose your---” she started. Rojan cut off her words when he wrapped
his hand around her throat and squeezed. My claws dug into her flesh, my teeth
shifted, my fire rose, and I felt a twitching sensation across my back.


“I will rip your throat out if you even think of
finishing that sentence,” Rojan growled. 


“You would kill your sister for killing your
friends?” she asked. 


“I would kill you for looking at them wrong.” 


“Marnd, get him off me,” she gasped. She struggled to
breathe as Rojan turned his scowl on his childhood friend. The man looked
really conflicted. “Marnd!” she yelled. 


Rojan squeezed her neck to shut her up until all she
could do was squirm helplessly. “Are you her pet now, Marnd?” he asked. 


“When you died, she moved here and took over. Unlike
you, who only gave us direction and guidance, she dictates everything we do. We
want you as our leader, but she wants to make you submit to her.”


“Why do you obey her?” he asked. She started grasping
at my wrist, but she could not grow claws in person form. I felt the fire
inside her stir as she began to shift and Rojan shook her. “Dylan,” he said. 


Dylan snapped his fingers and made a fancy hand
signal, then green lightning jumped from his fingers to Rojan’s sister. She
cried out in pain, her fire died, and she became limp as the fight left her. 


Rojan smirked at him. “Snapping your fingers now?”


“Yeah, Regivus did it and I thought it looked cool,”
he said. Sammy and Ron both tried to snap their fingers. “Answer his question,
stupid,” he told Marnd. 


The man’s eyes darted all around, unwilling to meet
mine, and he was sweating. “She has extremely powerful blood. Dragons have been
hunted until we were forced to change. We are still being hunted. Isera
keeps us alive.”


“Mordon, if Rojan kills her, can they make him be
their king?” Dylan asked me. 


Although he couldn’t speak directly to my friend,
Rojan was able to hear Dylan and I speaking to each other in our minds. He
immediately dropped her. In short, yes, they could.


“Dayth!” Isera yelled. 


Before I could do anything, the man standing behind
Dylan shoved him, grabbed Ron, and pressed a dagger against the boy’s throat.
Everyone froze with shock, because a dragon that could hurt a child was
disgusting. 


“He’s got a knife to my son’s throat,” Dylan said to
me. His eyes glowed green and I knew if someone didn’t stop him, Duran was
likely to lose Mokii altogether.


“Dad, we got this,” Sammy said calmly. Dylan’s eyes
stopped glowing. Sammy made a hand signal and Ron gave him a thumbs-up.


“Back off,” the dragon said, his voice shaking a
little. He wasn’t confident in his actions, but his hesitation would not save
him from death. He had a knife to a four-year-old child’s throat; there was no
saving him.


Sammy gave him another signal and Ron started crying
loudly and desperately. The man lowered his arm around Ron’s chest and moved
the dagger away from his throat a little. “Stop crying, child. I will not hurt
you if they surrender.”


Sammy used both of his hands to give Ron another
gesture. Sammy drew his energy, opened the lid to the water bottle, and poured
it out. Instead of flowing into the sand, the water shot through the air like
an ethereal snake to cover the knife and then hardened to ice before the man
could react. Now the knife couldn’t cut. Ron gave Sammy a signal and Sammy
returned a similar one.


Ron bit the man’s arm with everything he had, slammed
his elbow into his attacker’s groin, and dropped to the ground. When the man
leaned forward in pain, Ron’s small boot came up to kick him in the face. The
instant Ron rolled out of the way, Sammy shot a bolt of lightning at the
dragon, who then dropped to the ground in agony. Ron returned to his usual
place behind Sammy. 


Rojan’s sister yelled for the dragon to get up, but
there was no response. 


“Is he still alive?” Dylan asked. I could smell the
life still in him and nodded. “I’ll take care of it,” he said. He raised his
hand and his eyes started to glow. 


“No, Dad, it’s okay. He didn’t want to,” Sammy said,
tugging on Dylan’s arm. Although Sammy had been a revenge-seeking baby, he grew
into a very reasonable child. Dylan didn’t say anything, but he didn’t lower
his arm, either. 


“You don’t want Ron to see death. It would make him
cry,” I said. Dylan lowered his hand and the glow faded. I went to his side and
the dragons all backed away. “You have made a mistake,” I told Marnd. “However,
Dylan is a very good person and for that reason only, we will not kill you all.
Do not ever breathe Rojan’s name or the name of anyone in my family again.
Rojan will not be king, so if he must return to defeat his sister, you will be
left without a leader.”


“Oh, and we need a place to stay tonight,” Dylan
said. 


We all gawked at him in shock. “We need to leave,” I
insisted. 


He squinted and grimaced in pain. “Yeah, want to,
yeah, but can’t,” he said in English. “The gods are calling me and they are
being very insistent. Need to land now.” 


He was obviously struggling very hard to stay here.
“Go. I’ll take care of this.” The words were barely out of my mouth before he
passed out, but I was expecting it so I caught him as he collapsed. “Where is
your den?” 


“Not far. Is he sick?” 


The man’s senses must have been horribly dull when in
person form compared to his dragon form. It seemed I had numerous advantages
even over the other dragons when they were in person form.


Rojan took control and picked Dylan up. “He is fine.
Take us there and keep Isera away from me. Until I leave, I am in charge,” he
looked at Sammy. “Annihilate anyone who disobeys.” 


“Yes, Rojan,” he said with a grin. 


He took Ron’s hand and we were led through the dark
dunes. After about ten minutes, we came upon a huge cave complex on the side of
a cliff. Many of the dragons shifted and took flight.


“There is an empty chamber near the top if you would
shift,” Marnd suggested. 


“My clutch cannot shift, so we will take a cavern
that is accessible from the ground.” Of course, we couldn’t shift either, but
he didn’t need to clarify that. I felt his sorrow, but there was nothing I
could do. 


“Does it… I mean…” Marnd trailed off as he led us
towards the caves. “Does it make you sad that your sago’s family cannot shift?
That they could never know the feeling of flying?” he asked quietly. 


Rojan felt sympathy for me that I could feel his
memories, but never know the feeling myself. “They have never known any other
way. Mordon’s family does not know what they are missing.” Unfortunately,
you do. 


I’m okay not being able to fly. I wish I could
shift because I know you miss it, but it’s not in my blood like it is yours.


We share the same blood, he insisted. I
shrugged mentally. “Where did you get the magic to hide from me?” he asked. 


“Isera found a plant that disorientates dragons.
Well, it was from another world, so it wasn’t the real plant, just a bit of
dust. Isera got a wizard to make it useable. It was such a low dose that we
became immune to it, so we can now use it to hide from other dragons. I am
confused as to why you didn’t know that.”


“Why would I know you have plant matter that affects
dragons?” Rojan asked. 


“Ishte-mor, your sago’s father? He came about two
months back. He found us as if someone told him exactly where we were and asked
us about the plant. We told him we had no idea what he was talking about, but
we assumed you sent him.”


“I didn’t even know you were here. I had other things
to worry about than dragons.”


Marnd’s expression was wounded. “You are a dragon.
You may have spent the last twenty-six years with people, but you are one of
us. We waited for you. Even your sago was always welcome. Should I call you
Ishte-mor Rojan?” he asked.


He was basically asking where he stood as my friend,
since it was inappropriate to call someone who wasn’t close by their first
name. Still, this tradition was not practiced by dragons, since dragons had no
family names. I shook my head as I took over, careful not to let Dylan fall. “I
gave up the Ishte name and the title of mor when I left the kingdom.” Mor was a
title for royalty and I shivered at the idea of being addressed as such. “I was
given the family name Yatunus, and I carry the title of so.”


“A wizard title? I know dragons are thought to be
extinct, but is calling yourself a wizard not disgraceful?”


Rojan huffed at his old friend’s ignorance, but I
still had control over my mouth. “I am as much a sago as a dragon. Rojan and I
are separate beings; Rojan is a dragon while I am a wizard. There is nothing
disgraceful about it. You can call him Rojan, but you lost his friendship with
your betrayal.”


We were shown to a small cavern and left alone. I
laid Dylan down on some furs and got food from the bag for the boys. Sammy took
his boots off and shook the sand out of them at the mouth of the cave, then did
the same with Ron’s boot. 


“I don’t like Rojan’s friend,” Sammy said. “Marnd
needs someone to lead him, and the others do, too. Rojan shares your distaste
for leading others, because it makes him feel chained down. However, he is a
dragon, immortal and ancient, while you and Dad are so young. That has to make
him feel a kinship for his childhood friend. How hard would it be for you to
turn Dad down when he really needed you just because you didn’t want to do something?”


“They have Isera to lead them. Your father is
different because he needs a little bit of help sometimes, and he is always
willing to help me if I need it. Being king is like being a feeder for leeches.
Yes, your people do as you command, but they do it because they think they
must. Dylan and I are like brothers; we help each other and it’s not a
one-sided thing.”


“But Rojan’s people need him.”


“You are correct about Marnd, but not about Rojan.
Although Marnd is his kin, we are his clutch, which is always more important to
a dragon. No matter what pressure he is put under, his loyalties will always be
with us.”


“Like yours will always be with Dad?” Ron asked. I
nodded. “Can you tell us about Rojan’s mate?” 


Rojan mentally clinched up. Twenty-six years wasn’t
enough time, I guess. He never really talked to me about her; I just got
glimpses of memories and stray thoughts. “Maybe another time.”









Chapter 3


Dylan


 


I stood before all of the gods, Vretial not included.
Eleven of the most powerful beings in the universe formed a sort of half
circle, as imposing as all get out. Divina looked like she wanted to come to
me, but I knew the best move for her was to stand with her brothers. I needed
to be on their side, not draw her to mine. The seriousness that tainted their
expressions told me that the universe was once again in trouble. 


“Hello, Dylan,” she started. “How are the boys?”


“They’re okay. What’s this about?”


“One of the Noquodi appears to be a traitor. Perhaps
more than one,” Araxi said. 


He didn’t sound too concerned, so I figured there
must have been something bigger that was bothering them.


In the past four years, I learned quite a bit about
many of the gods. All of them were seen as aloof and arrogant to their
Guardians. This was an appropriate estimation, really. The gods were above
their people and the Guardians, who they truly felt were mere servants. When I
was born, I had the potential to be a threat, but the gods believed that the
universe would balance itself by killing me off. It didn’t. 


Seven years ago, I helped Divina defeat Vretial and
the gods realized that I was here to stay. At the time however, I was only an
untrained Guardian. Then, five years ago, a simple mission to save a child from
an ancient demon led to a new path in my life. The universe was damaged due to
the imbalance from Vretial’s demise and while fighting to help it, I discovered
what the gods had been afraid of all my life; I had the ability to produce the
same magic as them. 


Instead of killing me, the gods let me prove myself,
which I did. Furthermore, I was Divina’s mate; the one she chose to live her
immortal life with. The gods slowly changed their opinions towards me and seemed
to let me into their club. 


Regivus, known for his fierceness, was the greatest
surprise to me; he was the first to offer his guidance and knowledge. He was
very good at teaching me to use my magic and even better at helping me make
wise decisions.


Araxi was very careless of his people. He made them
strong and planned to have little more to do with their fate. He was brash with
his Guardian, who I had not yet met. He had a rather gruesome mind sometimes,
and would sooner kill everyone than reason with them. It wasn’t that he was
vicious, it was just his way. Gods were not people, and they did not think like
us.


Enki and Madus were similar in their friendliness.
Madus was just a little bit odd, like his Guardian, but both of them spoke to
me as if I were one of them, not a Guardian. Neither of them wanted much to do
with their people and had made their people very self-reliant.


Avoli was by far the friendliest and always wanted to
keep the peace between his siblings. He was busy trying to build a new world, but
his brothers acted as if he were daft. The fact that he shrugged it off with a
smile made me agree, which was not good when I was regarding a god. This was
going to be my son’s god, and I wanted him to be able to stand his own. Perhaps
that was why Vretial had preyed on Avoli. As horrible as it made me, I didn’t
want my son to be the Guardian for someone who had already failed to protect
his world. Unfortunately, Divina often took up for him, which meant I couldn’t
bring my opinion to her.


Zer was pretty indecisive and agreed to whatever
anyone else said, but I never really got to know much about him. Azenoth was
more of a loner and only joined with the others to argue and offer suspicions
and judgment. 


Roshne was always polite and treated me respectfully,
but was rarely open about himself around me. Mreje, god of Dayo, was quiet and
offered nothing that would give me an idea of what kind of god he was. I had
not met his Guardian, Rilryn, or Azenoth’s, named Rasik.


The Guardians seemed to each know little about their
own god, and nothing but rumors and generalities about the others. One thing
they were correct in, however, was that the gods would mistrust their Guardians
if there was any cause. 


“What makes you think a Guardian is a traitor?” I
asked. 


“Do you remember that Shiloh wanted to set up a
Noquodi council?” Enki asked. I nodded. “We were originally against it, but he
had some interesting points to make and we decided to let him attempt this. It
would have made communication between the Noquodi more efficient. Shiloh tried
to get ahold of several others, including you, but could not. That was the last
I heard of him.”


Madus took it from there. “Most of us have failed to
contact our Noquodi several times lately. Sometimes it would work, sometimes they
would hear nothing. Sometimes we cannot even locate them, as if they are
hiding. We must conclude that one or more of them has somehow learned to hide
from us.”


“We already know they can because Kiro has,” Erono
said. 


“That was only when his book was missing. I doubt any
Guardian would willingly be cut off from his book like that,” I said. 


“Most of us are very selective about what we share
with our Noquodi because they can be used as spies,” Erono said, shooting Zer a
quick glare. Divina wouldn’t meet her brothers’ eyes, since she was the one who
used Nano as an informant. 


“The disappearance of the Noquodi is a problem
because if they are trying to hide from us, we must assume they are betraying
us,” Divina said. “The worst case scenario is that they have information we do
not, and at this time…”


“There might be a bigger threat than renegade
servants,” Mreje said. 


“There always is. Let me guess; someone is trying to
open the gates,” I said. “Oh, wait. Vretial is back, and trying to open the
gates.”


Avoli looked at my mate. “Is he always this quick?”
he asked. Regivus snickered and Divina nodded. 


“We don’t know he is back. We cannot find him or even
sense him anywhere, but there are some signs that the gates are being tampered
with and we can’t think of anyone else it could be. Well, except for you, and
we know you wouldn’t do that.”


“How do you know I wouldn’t try to open the gates?” I
asked. 


They all stared at me like I was stupid. “Because you
had the opportunity already and did not take it,” Erono said. 


That was all it took for them? 


“How did you figure out Vretial is back?” Mreje
asked.


“You mean, other than him coming after my older son five
years ago? How about him coming after my younger son today?”


“What?!” Divina shrieked. “You said they were okay!”


“They are. Vretial didn’t do anything to Ron, he
just… warned him,” I said. Everyone had the same reaction on their face that I
felt. 


“Warned him of what?”


“That we were walking into a dragon trap set for
Mordon. Why would he warn Ron?” I asked. I had a suspicion, but I didn’t want
to give them anything more to be paranoid about. 


“He must want something from Ron. Or maybe from you,”
Zer said. 


“Or he wants Ron to trust him,” Divina said. Figures
she would come to the same conclusion as I. “He might see Ron as a way to get
inside secrets.”


“That would suck for him,” I said. “He would never
get through to Ron; he would have to get Sammy on his side, and Sammy is being
protected by Ron. Sammy fears Vretial and would never let Ron listen to him.”


“But surely Vretial knows about the spell. If he
could get Sammy away from Ron, would he be able to get through to him?”


“If Vretial could somehow convince Sammy that he
could help Ron.” If Vretial saved Ron from something, then got them separated,
Sammy could possibly be swayed. “However, if Vretial caused Ron any stress,
Sammy would go on the warpath. Sammy nearly killed a man who held a knife to Ron’s
throat.”


Divina’s eyes glowed eerily and her energy stirred
with anger. “Who held a dagger to my baby’s throat?” she asked. 


I hesitated. I had planned to go after the man when
my boys were away, but if I told her who it was, there would be nothing left to
punish. However, there was no way I could keep a mother from seeking revenge on
a man who held a knife on her child. I sent her an image of the dragon in
person form, and that was all she needed.


Communicating telepathically was one of the first
lessons I learned after helping Divina defeat Vretial. It was one of my more
difficult lessons, but when I discovered the natural ability to speak to Mordon
in my head, telepathy became a lot easier.


“So some information isn’t getting around and Shiloh
is missing. Sometimes communication isn’t getting through and sometimes
Guardians can’t be found. Do you have anyone in particular that you suspect?” I
asked. 


“Shiloh, since he wanted to set up the council,” Enki
supplied.


“Ghidorah, because he has argued against my orders or
even flat out ignored me,” Araxi added. 


“Nano, because of that human mate he has,” Zer said. 


“Kiro,” Erono said gruffly, as if he dared me to
argue. “Because he has already successfully hidden himself from me.” 


“On my world, I would like to add,” Azenoth said.
Azenoth and Erono were both extremely brash, angry, and suspicious. “But you
would never investigate him, would you?” he growled at me. 


He was no grouchier than Edward when woken too early.


“Of course I would. How else would I clear his name?”
I asked. “Mordon and I will go around from planet to planet, checking up on the
Guardians. Is there any particular message you want me to spread?” 


“Just have them each contact us when you find them.”


Divina had an idea. “If you suspect them of treason,
tell them to say the color orange. If you suspect they are clear and devoted,
tell them green. If you have no idea, say blue. That way we know what you are
sending us.”


“And if you want us to kill them immediately, tell
them to say red,” Roshne added. Divina and Araxi nodded their agreement. 


“What if they say the wrong color?” I asked.


“Then they deserve what they get for being
incompetent,” Regivus said. 


“If you see Vretial, call us. Don’t try to face him
on your own,” Divina said. Regivus rolled his eyes. 


“I guess I’ll be off to work… One little problem,
though,” I said. “How secure is this place?” They glanced around as if they had
no idea what place I could possibly be talking about.


“This is the Land of the Gods; it is impenetrable.”


“That’s good. I mean, it sounds good. Impenetrable
sounds good. But what does it mean? Does it mean that no one can get in? Or
that no one can listen in?” I asked. Nobody answered. Look at that; I have
the gods in silence.


“What are you getting at?” Divina asked me.


“Nobody realized how dark it’s gotten in here?” As
soon as I said it, the room lightened to its original condition. The worry in
Divina’s eyes gave me chills as I woke. 


 


*          *          *


 


Mordon was asleep with the boys pressed against his
side. They liked warmth while they slept. I was on the other side of the chilly
cavern because I didn’t. The noise of my movement woke Mordon and I heard him
sniffing the air. 


“How was the meeting?” he asked.


“Not too good. How would you like to go on another
adventure?”


“The last time I said yes, I ended up having never
been born.”


“I saved you, though. Well, Divina did. But I
would have,” I insisted. Divina had really hurt me by telling me she didn’t
think I could do it. Mordon would yell at me for attempting to go into the void
after him, but he never said out loud that he didn’t think I could have
succeeded. 


“If you hadn’t been able to, Divina would have
left me there. What do we have to do now? Not another demon after a baby?”


“No, just dissention in the ranks. There are some
gaps in communication between the Guardian and the gods. The gods suspect
treason, so I have to go tag them good or bad.” 


“That sounds boring. I think I’d prefer another
demon.”


“You could stay. You don’t have to help me.”


“Are you kidding? You would get eaten within two
days without me and Rojan. Now go to sleep.”


 


*          *          *


 


Before I became a Guardian, I had dreamt normally. I
missed it when I found out that Guardians had no dreams, but I was also
relieved I didn’t have nightmares anymore. It was a mystery to me and the other
gods that when my son was born, I started having them again. They were rare at
first, but as the years passed, they were increasingly frequent.


More and more lately, when Mordon and I were
together, my dreams would be a mixture of gods, dragons, fire, kings, and
childhood. When it first began, I couldn’t understand why I dreamed of flying,
but when Mordon told me he was having dreams of my wife that were far too
intimate, I realized that somehow our ability to speak to each other in our
minds crossed into our sleep. We were sharing dreams.


Unfortunately Mordon’s childhood was, for the most
part, as bad as mine. My sleep was shallow and mostly involved a major dragon
fight. The weird part was that I was Rojan and I was fighting Vretial… who was
also a dragon. We would both alternate between person and dragon, but he kept
trying to step on me.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of huffing, hissing, and
snapping. I immediately assessed my condition, but couldn’t find anything
wrong, so I opened my eyes. Three feet from the mouth of the cave were two baby
dragons dueling. Mordon sat watching them with Sammy and Ron eating some bread
and fruit behind him. The boys were both fascinated by the dragons. If either
of the battling reptiles got too close, Mordon would snarl and they would back
off. 


Mordon tried to hand me some fruit, but I didn’t take
it. “I’m not hungry,” I said. I wanted to get going, to get to the bottom of
this. There was no way a Guardian could be a traitor. 


“Eat,” he growled. 


I took the fruit, but grumbled about it. A few
minutes later, Marnd came by and chased away the little dragons. He pleaded
with Mordon to take the position of their leader, only to be brushed off in a
nearly rude display of disinterest. It seemed that whatever childhood
friendship Rojan and Marnd had, it was broken when Ron was threatened. Mordon
chased him off.


“So I had a moment to talk to Marnd last night. The
reason I couldn’t smell the dragons ahead of time was because Rojan’s sister
found some kind of plant residue that disorientates dragons. Also, my father
was here a few months ago, asking about it.”


“What do you think?” I asked. “Is he trouble, or is
he in trouble?”


“At this point I don’t know. Whatever it is, we can
deal with it later.”


I flashed us all back to Edward’s cabin.
Unfortunately, I had forgotten about Meri. I covered Ron’s eyes and Mordon
covered Sammy’s, because Meri was sitting at the table, dressed only in one of
Edward’s shirts. Edward sat across from her, a fair bit more decent.


“Hello, Dylan,” Meri said, giving me a polite smile
before continuing with her breakfast.


She didn’t even try to cover herself, but I guess a
woman like that never had anything to be ashamed of. Divina was the same way. 


“What’s wrong?” Edward asked, immediately assuming we
were in trouble. We usually were. Mordon just gaped at Meri. 


“The gods think that one of the Guardians is a…
Mordon, stop staring. They think one of the Guardians is a traitor,” I said.
Then I put my other hand over Mordon’s eyes when he continued to stare at Meri.
Edward has fought men much bigger than Mordon for a woman and I needed my
friend in one piece to help me.


Meri gave him a kiss and said she would leave him to
his work. Thinking the show was over, I removed my hand from Mordon’s eyes.
Edward’s girlfriend then pulled the bedroom door up and when she bent down, I
thought Mordon would die. Meri was undoubtedly gorgeous and had a truly amazing
figure, but I had Divina. It wasn’t even that Divina was more beautiful than
Meri; Divina was perfect for me. I liked the mischievous, calculating aspect of
my wife, the innocence hidden behind her darker history, and that she loved to
sleep late. 


Ron blinked when I took my hand away. “What did I
see?” he asked. “Mordon’s heartbeat went crazy.”


Mordon had the decency to look ashamed, but Sammy
looked no better. Thank god my younger child didn’t get it.


“They always suspect of us one thing or another,”
Edward said, referring to my earlier statement.


“Do they have a good, legitimate reason to? I mean,
has any Guardian actually betrayed their god?”


“Not that I know of. I know Ghidorah and Samorde have
refused to take assignments from their gods based on moral dilemmas, but they
both accepted punishment for it.”


“Since you know them personally, would either of them
consider that reason to---” 


“No. Ghidorah and Samorde would be the last to betray
their gods or people. Ghidorah doesn’t even know where his book is; he hid it
from himself so that no person could invade his world and damage Skrev’s ecosystem.
Samorde is completely devoted to his responsibility to his people.”


“Is there any Guardian who might have the motive to
obey Vretial over their own god, share information, betray the other Guardians,
or maybe even want to bring Vretial back?”


“We have all been raised to trust in and obey our
god. Well, except for you. The fact that they trust you so much and share
information with you alone might irritate some. Nano is known for sharing
information for a price and Shiloh wants to know everyone’s business. They
might resent you for your relationship with the gods, but Nano wouldn’t betray
you for his love of Vivian and Shiloh is more likely to try to use you to get
what he wants, which is essentially peace. As far as who might betray their
god, only myself, Rasik, and Samorde have a god who is known as cruel.”


“Well, if you were to betray Erono, how would you do
it? And for what reason?” I asked.


He thought carefully for a few minutes. “I would do
it out of spite, because Erono didn’t care when Ronez died. I guess what I
would do is get information about Erono from you and Divina, then spread it to
the Duran people. Maybe I would make up some stuff. I just can’t imagine that
Erono has any important secrets. Regivus would be the one to betray.”


“What about Rasik?”


He shook his head. “Rasik is terrified of his own
god. I can’t conceive him doing anything as bold as betraying Azenoth.”


“With fear in mind, would Azenoth be the least likely
god to betray?”


“No. Azenoth would only kill you. Regivus would be
the one nobody would betray. Of course, Vretial would be if he were still
alive. Now, I’m telling you from the perspective of the Guardians. None of us
know the gods like you, not even Nano. Did the gods give you any instructions?”


“They want me to determine who’s good and not good.” 


“What do I need to do?” he asked. “I assume Erono
suspects me.”


“Yeah, because you were able to hide from him. Some
of the Guardians have temporarily hidden from their gods and the gods are
having trouble communicating with them. When was the last time you or Erono
talked to each other?”


He frowned. “A few months. I didn’t have any
trouble.”


“Try now. Get ahold of him and let him know I
investigated you. Your super-secret access code is green.”


“So if I said red?” he asked. 


“Um… Don’t do that. Like, really, really don’t say
that. Before you go, I need to tell you something.” Just in case he heard it
from Erono, I wanted to tell him about Vretial first.


We stepped out onto the porch. The boys both gave me
sad expressions as if I were leaving them for a month as I shut the door.
“Vretial warned him,” I said after we were alone. “We were following the tracks
of a dragon when Vretial called Ron out. He warned Ron that we needed to turn
away, that we were walking into a trap.”


“I’ll watch out for him. He must be trying to get Ron
on his side.” 


“So he is back then?”


“If Sammy and Ron say he’s back, it’s hard to argue.
But you are the one who defeated him, you tell me.”


When Sammy first told me he had seen Vretial, that he
was afraid of the god, my only goal was to keep him safe. Divina was sure he
wasn’t back… but how could she be so certain? What happens to a god who is
destroyed? What did Divina and I even do to him in the first place? And more
importantly, why did he want my kids?


“I think I need to find the other Guardians. If I can
find out what’s happening with everyone, I can find out if it has anything to
do with Vretial. Who knows, maybe it’s someone else who is impersonating him.”


“Just be careful.”


I tried to give him an encouraging smile. “I’ve been
in this a while now. I had you to train me, and the gods.” I shrugged. “You
know what I’m capable of,” I said. I really didn’t want him to worry about me;
I wanted him to believe in me. He was my mentor and the person I looked up to
the most. By blood he was my uncle, but in every way that mattered, he was a
father to me.


He sighed and put his hand on my shoulder. “I never
look down on you. I know you are capable of great things, but you are also
capable of making a mistake. You think with your head and act with your heart
and sometimes you are brilliant, but sometimes you’re not. You are young.” 


“I learn.”


“I know. But you are so driven to figure things out.
Just…” He patted my shoulder as if searching for the words to say. “Think of
Sammy. You know he’s powerful, but every time he’s out of your sight, there is
a chance of something happening.”


“Thanks, that makes me feel much better.”


“That’s how I feel about you. I know you’re not a
child, and you have come so far from when I first met you, but you’ll learn
that the fear doesn’t go away just because your child grows up. So the next
time you are about to do something stupid, like drop your energy shield while
surrounded by an army intent on eating your entrails, think of me. Think of me,
sitting at home, baby-sitting and worrying about you. Think if it were Sammy or
Ron in your position.”


I couldn’t stand the thought. “I will try to think
about it… but you said yourself that I act with my heart instead of my head.”


“Sometimes your head has to be louder than your
heart.” We went back inside. 


Edward cleared his mind to contact his god. I felt
the moment that his consciousness left his body, but I also felt the moment he
was attacked. My first reaction wasn’t to figure out what it was, as it should
have been. Instead I pushed my magic into Edward with the purpose of pulling
him back. I felt him and something else trying to hold him. It was a cold,
angry, creepy power, similar to Iadnah energy, but dark. My own magic could
have failed, but just before I lost him, the power let go. 


Edward woke with a gasp and shudder. I sent more
magic into Edward to heal him. “I couldn’t get to him. Something attacked me.”


“I know.”


“It was Vretial,” he said. 


I hesitated. “Maybe. I’m not so sure. Vretial never
seemed that evil to me. Someone or something attacked you and if that is what’s
stopping the gods and Guardians from contacting each other, we have a serious
problem. It’s as powerful as Iadnah magic.”


“So you can’t beat it?” Mordon asked.


“No, it means I have to use my brain instead of my
strength.”


“Oh, no, we’re doomed,” he moaned. 


“Shut up. I need new friends. We need to get to the
other Guardians and warn them. Not you, Dad,” I said when Edward grabbed his
bag. “Mordon and I can handle this. I was hoping you would watch the boys.”


“What?! No, we want to fight the monsters!” Sammy
demanded. Ron nodded his agreement. 


“Why should I not go?” Edward asked. I had to tread
carefully so that I didn’t injure his pride. He didn’t have Iadnah energy, but
he knew so much more than me about nominal energy. He also had wisdom I would
only get with age. However, I needed his power and wisdom focused elsewhere. 


“Because it might be targeting Guardians, because the
gods are paranoid enough, and because there is no one I trust more to take care
of Ron and Sammy. Vretial might be after them and I need to know they’re safe.
You protected me, and I know you can keep them safe. Please.”


He didn’t look happy about it, but he sighed and
nodded. 


“You should let the gods know about the change of
plans,” Mordon suggested. I used my magic to reach through my book. It was the
same as when I connected to Earth to heal it from the backlash of Vretial’s
defeat, except I was specifically trying to connect with my mate. This was
something I never did before using my magic and I had no idea how it would
work. However, my magic could do anything. 


“Divina? Can you hear me?” I thought real
hard. I could feel the goddess of Earth through my book. 


“Dylan? How are you doing this?”


“Not sure, and I don’t know if I can keep this
connection up. Edward tried to contact Erono and was attacked. I don’t know
what it was other than extremely powerful.”


“Are you putting yourself at risk?” 


“This is probably safer than contacting you the
Guardian way. It attacked instantly and I think it might be targeting
Guardians.”


“Don’t let Kiro go with you. If Vretial is
targeting Guardians, Kiro might be---”


“I know. I’m taking Mordon and leaving the boys
with Edward. I’m still going to try to find the Guardians. I want to give
Edward my pentagram. It can alert me if something attacks him again. I’m just
calling to let you know that the plan has changed and the kids are fine.”


The connection snapped. I opened my eyes to see
Mordon’s eyes shift from black to normal. 


“How did it go? Did you get her?”


“Yeah. I told Divina what’s up.” I turned to Edward
and took off my pentagram. “Please keep this on you for mine and Divina’s peace
of mind. If you get hurt or need help, it’ll bring me to you.” He looked at the
boys and agreed to take it. Edward was very protective of my kids. I turned to
Mordon. “Let’s go check on Nano first.”


“How come?” he asked. 


Sammy watched us with hawk eyes and owl ears. I hoped
he had settled happily into our family, but no child wanted to believe his
biological parents abandoned him. 


“Because it’s been four years and they never came
back for Sammy.” They visited a lot in the first year, but they stopped
coming when it got too hard for Vivian to leave. Ron was old enough now to turn
over the spell to Divina with some guidance, but we never told him about the
magic. There was never a reason; the boys were always together. And if I did
tell them, Sammy could go live with his parents. It would absolutely break
Ron’s heart if Sammy left us, not to mention Divina’s, Edward’s, Mordon’s, and
mine.


“I’m sure they had a good reason.”


I got down on my knees to be eye level with Ron.
“Mordon and I will be back soon, so be good for your granddad, okay?”


“We’re always good, Daddy.” 


Oh, Hell, he has the same mischievous glint in his
eye as his mother. “Yes, I know you are.” “Watch him,” I mouthed to
Edward. He nodded. Both of my sons were very well behaved, but I noticed an
increase in small pranks lately. Sammy was a bit of a vindictive baby, but Ron
was genetically prone to asking for trouble. I said goodbye and hugged them. 


Regivus was right; I had eternity to be a Guardian,
but my sons would only be little for a short time. I didn’t want to miss any of
this. Besides, if I turned my back on Ron, he was liable to take over all the
worlds. He was enough like his mother that he could probably talk the gods into
handing their worlds over.


I flashed Mordon and myself to Dios, as flashing was
my preferred method of long distance travel. We appeared before the huge doors
to Nila’s throne room, where the goblin guards surrounded us and aimed their
swords. They probably recognized us as Nila’s friends, but they still drew
their blades. I couldn’t be offended, for I knew they even pulled their weapons
on the king’s uncle, which proved that they were not very wise. 


Mordon’s fire rose to the surface and I turned away
from the door to face the goblins. If they did not surrender, Rojan would set
them on fire. It was a dragon thing; apparently, they did not like people
thrusting swords at them. 


I heard the doors open behind me a few seconds before
I was flattened. In one fluid move, the young king climbed off me and pulled me
up, then hugged me until my organs shriveled and my bones creaked. He was
unbelievably strong. Since I met him seven years ago, he grew just a little. Still
very slim and small, he now looked about nineteen. In other words, he aged
about two years in seven. Fortunately, he never lost that eccentric personality
that made him so unique. 


He then proceeded to hug Mordon, and even the dragon
looked a little worse for the wear. No sago, no dragon, no Guardian that I ever
met was physically stronger than a dile, and Nila was the strongest I knew. The
boy was even stronger than Nano. At least Sammy knew how to keep from hurting
people with his strength. Nila just never seemed to realize and used his
strength to show his affection. 


“Dylan! You’re home and you brought your pet!” he
declared with excitement. The guards lowered their weapons and Mordon growled.
Nila ignored Mordon’s warning. “Where are my nephews?”


Nila had adopted me as his brother and Rojan had
something to say about that. Apparently I wasn’t big enough for two brothers.
If that wasn’t bad enough, he made it official. Nila recorded that I was his
brother and next in line for the throne should anything happen to him. I told
him there was no way I could live permanently on Dios and he shrugged it off.
The constant bickering between Mordon and Nila was exhausting. 


What made Mordon so irritable was that his fire was
considered magic to Nila’s void blood and could never burn the boy-king. On the
other hand, Mordon’s fire could burn Nila’s guards to ash if they attacked him.
Still, Nila always had a hug for my friend. I think it was a trick. 


“Hello, Nila. I know I haven’t been around much, but
I’m in the middle of some important work now.”


“Yes. Nano and the others are in trouble. Why do you
never bring my nephews as I ordered?”


I ruffled his hair. “Because I don’t follow orders
from my brothers.” 


He sighed and motioned for us to follow him back into
his throne room, then turned around as soon as we were inside and slammed the
doors in the guards’ faces. “They follow me everywhere.” With an exaggerated
eye-roll, he held his arms up in a gesture of frustration. I had the
inappropriate image of him as a teenage girl.


“You are the king, Nila, you need their protection,”
I said. Mordon glared at me and it suddenly clicked. “That’s why you are always
picking on Mordon; he’s free. You never had a problem with him until you found
out he was a runaway prince. Are you tired of being king?” I asked. 


He flopped himself down on his chair with a sigh and
propped his legs over the side. “No, of course not,” he sulked. I walked up to
him, sat on the other arm of the chair, and ruffled his hair. Nila was like
Ron; naturally happy. Nevertheless, he had an entire world relying on him, and
that kind of pressure can weigh on anyone. Or maybe he’s going through
teenage girl things. Who really knows with aliens…


“Your hair is too long. You should cut it,” I said. 


“Nobody ever asked me, you know. Everyone just told
me I would be king. And I am High King, so I have to be protected. On top of
that, many people think I am delicate because I’m a void. In order to go
anywhere, even to another village, I must be followed by many guards.”


“Do you even have any enemies? Isn’t the surface
culture flourishing?”


“People are happy outside. People in the under cities
are unhappy. They are people afraid of change and miserable for hobby. They beg
me to move above ground.”


“But your goblin guards can’t live above ground,” I
reminded him. He grinned, his mind seeing the light at the end of the tunnel,
and I knew that wouldn’t help matters. “You have the most important job in the
world, more important even than Nano.”


“You’re not helping,” Mordon advised. He was
right; Nila looked miserable. 


“But think of what you’ve done for the people. You
gave them back the world they lost because of war. You made the entire surface
world habitable. Why do you sit in this chair with your head down like you’re
grounded?” 


He looked at me. “Because if I leave, they will
follow.”


“Of course they will; it’s their job to protect you.
You stay here in a kingdom like a sitting duck. Everyone knows exactly where to
find you, where to strike, so of course you need all of them. However, if you
were to hire a single bodyguard, someone with skill in magic and the sword, you
could go traveling. If they don’t know where to find you, you would be safer,
so only one bodyguard would---” The rest of my words were cut off as my breath
was forced from my lungs. 


One second, I was sitting on the arm of the chair,
the next, I was flat on my back with Nila hugging the life out of me. His words
were a rushed jumble of English and Dego. Essentially, he liked my plan.


I finally got him calmed down and reminded him that I
was here to speak with Nano. “Nano is not here,” he said.


“Where is he?”


“No idea. Another world. He disappeared many days ago
and left Vivian to be scared. She is frightened that he is hurt. There was
nothing I could do, not even call you.”


“He left her alone? Does she know where he went?”


“He was talking and then he was gone.”


I sat down on Nila’s throne, which didn’t bother him
any, and focused my energy. Through my book, I reached my magic across the
world. I could feel the emptiness of Nila, Mordon’s fire, and the occasional
powerful wizard, but nobody as powerful as Nano. Nano was nowhere to be found. 


Divina must have sensed me through my connection with
my book. “What are you doing?” she asked me. 


“Nano is missing.”


She paused. “That is not good. This is proof
enough for Zer that Nano is deceitful. Is there any sign of a struggle or…”


“Or that he’s a traitor? No I haven’t found
anything. I’m going to try to flash to him.”


“You have to prove Nano’s innocence. He has always
been an informant for me, so he’s always one of the first to be suspected, but
he’s also Sammy’s biological father. If he can’t be proven innocent, my
brothers will be suspicious of Sammy by association.”


“But Avoli will still want him as a Guardian?”


“Avoli is terrified of betrayal. If Nano is a
traitor, his son is the same. Regivus can be swayed since Sammy was raised by
us, but Zer, Erono, and Azenoth would go on the warpath.”


“Again. I hate your brothers sometimes.”


“Me, too. Keep in touch. If this thing really is
targeting Guardians… Don’t forget that you are one.” 


I opened my eyes and stood. Mordon looked worried.
“I’m going to try and find Nano. I’ll be right back,” I said. He nodded. 


I focused on Nano, the sound of his voice, the feel
of his magic. My magic caught and I let it pull me along, but when the flash
cleared, I found myself facing Zer, not Nano. 


“That didn’t work,” I said. Zer stared at me like I
was the weirdest thing he had ever seen. “Your Guardian is missing, but don’t
worry, I think he was attacked. Wait, that might have come out wrong.”


“No, I understand; you are afraid that I would
misconstrue my Guardian’s disappearance as him being devious and running away,”
he said. I opened my mouth to lie when he continued. “You are correct. When you
find him and prove his innocence, he can return to Dios. Until then, I will not
allow him to be on my world.”


He flashed me back to Mordon. “We’re getting nowhere
real fast. My magic can’t even find him. That has only happened once,” I said,
referring to when Mordon was lost in the void.


“But everyone remembers him,” he argued.


“You were pulled in by the demon without any form of
protection. Something happened to one of the Guardians, Rasik, a little while
before you were pulled into it. Rasik was somehow trapped there, like how other
people and things were being misplaced. We never did find out what happened,
but he was safe at the time, and nobody seemed to forget about him. Without
knowing anymore, we can’t rule anything out. We need to get to the Guardians
before this happens to anyone else, if it hasn’t already. Let’s go check on
Shiloh.”


“I want to go,” Nila said. We frowned at him.


“Shiloh is a Guardian from another world. We would
have to flash there.”


“You were able to flash me before.”


“Yeah, and you nearly died,” I said. He pouted. I
understood that he wanted to be able to explore new worlds as I had, but I was
not willing to risk his life. “Then when I tried to take you back, I couldn’t.”


“I never get to do anything exciting.”


I smirked. “Do what other kings do; open an arena
and---”


“Dylan!” Mordon admonished. 


“What? You don’t like baseball?” I asked innocently.
“That’s all I was going to suggest,” I lied. “You hit a ball with a stick and
run around in a circle.”


“Oh… is that fun on Earth?” Nila asked.


I frowned. “Yeah, to a lot of people.” I flashed
Mordon and myself to Casten, the sky city on Vaigda. It was very stupid of me
to forget the necessary measures to make sure I would not be seen. When the
light faded, two young women were standing in front of us, astonished. 


Flashing was a form of travel between worlds that
even the Guardians could not do. Divina had explained to me that the light was
an echo of the Land of the Gods. An echo of anything so ethereal had an effect
on those who lacked any magical talent or were weak of mind. Either it felt
enthralling or made them look inwards, which could be good or bad depending on
what kind of person they were. I never asked Divina to elaborate, because at
the time, I hadn’t intended for it to become my usual method of traveling
across worlds. 


One of the women smacked the other across the chest.
“They are gods,” she whispered and they both got on their knees to bow. Even
though they spoke in their language, my magic translated it. They had some kind
of translation device in their identification bracelets that translated their
words in our heads, but we had discarded the bracelets we were given after
leaving Vaigda. That was before my own magic learned how to do it naturally. 


“Don’t mind us,” I said in English, knowing their
translation abilities would accommodate. I got a little kick out of suggesting
that the gods speak English, since the people of Vaigda would know English was
a human language. 


We were in a white hallway, and there was really
nothing to distinguish it from any other with few doors. As the women knelt,
Mordon and I calmly left. We turned a few corners before Mordon took the lead.
“I can smell him. Something is odd about him, but I never forget a person’s
scent. He’s this way,” he said as we passed several people. “I think you might
be committing a human sin by impersonating a god.”


“Funny, Divina said that to me once. Of course, we
were in bed,” I said, earning a hard punch in my arm. All powers aside, sago
were stronger than humans and I was half human; his punches hurt. 


We were intercepted by a man in a dark blue uniform
and we both sighed. “Where is your identification?” he asked us. 


Somewhere in a forest on Malta. I waved my
hand slowly. “You don’t need to see our identification. We are not the outlaws
you are looking for.” 


Mordon grabbed my arm to absorb just enough of my
magic to understand and speak the guard’s language. “Shut up, Dylan,” he
said. He turned to the guard and adopted a fierce expression. “Now you listen,
this man is the Noquodi of Earth. Your identification bracelets are to prove we
are not contagious. Are you suggesting that a warrior of the gods could have
contagious germs?!” he demanded.


The guard looked unsure. “It is our policy.”


“You would stop one of the immortals from saving all
life because you have a policy?!” he asked. The man took a step back. 


“Oh, stop with the dramatics,” Shiloh said,
approaching us. “You are free to go,” he said to the guard, who did not need to
be told twice. “I would like to say it is nice to see you two again, but I
suppose your being here means the universe is in danger.”


“Well, we came here thinking you might be in trouble.
And I guess we were right,” Mordon said. 


Shiloh looked the same and sounded the same, but I
remembered the dense field of power that normally surrounded him. Mordon and I
could both tell that he had lost his magic. “What happened?” I asked. 


The Guardian sighed and led us down the hall. “I
tried to get ahold of Enki to tell him a new idea I had about the council.
Something attacked me before I could contact him and I barely made it back
alive. When I did wake, it was with my powers absent. I have not heard from
Enki or the other Guardians since.” 


I explained that the gods were having trouble
contacting their Guardians and started doubting their Guardians. He rolled his
eyes. Then I told him what happened with Edward and Nano. “Have you seen Nano
anywhere lately?”


“No. This is one of the reasons I want to get a
council together; a Guardian could go missing for a year and nobody would have
a clue. We also need that contact and collaboration for when the gods suspect
us of one thing or another.”


“Shiloh, I am probably the last person who should be
suggesting this…” I started. “So I’ll let Mordon suggest it. He was raised to
be king, and those people need to be able to gain someone’s trust.” I knew
Mordon was thinking the same thing, and couldn’t pass up the opportunity to put
him on the spot. 


“The gods are older and more set in their ways. The
only way they will ever truly trust you to not turn against them is if you
trust them. One of the major reasons they trust Dylan is because he trusts
Tiamat. If she told him to do something, he would trust her no matter what.
They know when the time comes, if she told him he had to do something and not
ask questions, he would trust her without getting suspicious and demanding
answers.”


“Thank you, Arthur.”


“Who?” Mordon asked.


I rolled my eyes. “Remind me to update you on the
classical education of King Arthur of Camelot. Trust between Noquodi and Iadnah
has to go both ways, but it has to start with us,” I said. “I think a lot of
the trust we originally had was harmed when the universe was falling apart.” We
stopped at a door, which Shiloh opened. 


This was the room we had met Enki in; sort of a dark
meditation room with cushions and a circular pond full of glowing blue water
and two tie-dyed fish. Shiloh sat hard on a cushion and I realized for the
first time that he was out of breath. For people accustomed to magic,
experiencing a prolonged absence of nominal energy felt similar to having no
physical energy. 


I crouched in front of him. “I’m going to try to heal
you.” I wanted to tell him not to get his hopes up, but I didn’t want to psych
myself out. I pressed my palm against his forehead and drew my magic from
within. Healing was one of the first things I ever did with Iadnah energy, and
it was certainly what I used it for most often. Healing came naturally to me. 


Of course, this kind of healing was more difficult
than with physical wounds. When I healed someone’s injuries, my magic showed me
the damage I couldn’t see and I imagined the body returning to normal. In
Shiloh’s case, I had to heal a symptom.


I focused on the magic he normally had, then reached
through my connection with my book to feel Earth’s magic. I loved that gentle
planet. My link with my world and its book was extremely powerful and eternal.
Although I had only been a Guardian for eight years, it was an incredibly
integral part of who I was. 


I couldn’t imagine how horrible that was for Shiloh
to be missing that connection, which had had for nearly two thousand years. My
magic picked up on my desire to help him and flooded the older Guardian. 


He gasped but stayed conscious and, after a few seconds,
my energy vanished from him. I had just enough time to worry before my energy
reappeared along with his magic. If that behavior wasn’t odd enough, my energy
returned to me in a rush, whereas it usually just dispersed after I healed
someone. 


“Thank you,” Shiloh said, climbing to his feet. He
sent out a burst of energy and both Mordon and I flinched. We were in a city
floating in the sky, so flinching was a reasonable reaction. Luckily, we didn’t
fall to our deaths. 


“I don’t know that you should try to talk to the gods
for a while. If it’s okay with you, I’m going to flash you to Duran where Kiro
is,” I said. He nodded, probably feeling obligated to do what I said. 


I didn’t wait for him to change his mind. I flashed
him to Edward, then Mordon and myself to Malta. Maybe flashing wasn’t the best
method, for when the light cleared, we were in the water tribe. Having been to
the water tribe before, I suddenly felt misinformed, because I had been told
there were no fish people. 


The creature facing us was neither a person nor a
fish. The bright moonlight illuminated its translucent, milky-white skin. The
head was narrow and elongated towards the front like a fish’s. There was no
hair and the body shape was too bulky and blobbish to be called humanoid. It
had two legs, two arms, and was bipedal, but the knee joints and elbows bent in
the wrong direction. The fact that the creature only came up to my chest made
it no less frightening. 


We were on an ice platform just outside one of the
castle structures. The ice buildings wouldn’t melt, but they could be blasted,
as this one was. As if it were made of concrete, the roof had crumbled.
Something had struck it with the force of a wrecking ball. 


Realizing the same thing, Mordon scanned our
surroundings with his eyes shifted, scoping the place for traps or people…
Because when you are about to be eaten by a fish person, it is important to
know that someone else isn’t going to jump out from behind you.


It opened its mouth to reveal obscenely long, sharp
teeth, between which a long, thin, tongue extended about three feet to lick at
the air. The creature reached out one webbed hand with lengthy, jagged claws. 


Mordon pulled me back with one arm and raised his
other as if to hold it back. Fire burst from the air to engulf the beast, but
the fish creature proved to be nonflammable and the fire died. Slime dripped
from its hand as it took one lumbering step forward. We both stepped back and
my heel touched the edge of the ice. If I put one foot in the water, I would be
food for the mermaids. Unfortunately, I wasn’t all that coordinated. I tried to
use my nominal energy to control the water, but the energy fell short. I
panicked.


Mordon backhanded me on the chest without even
looking. “Use your Iadnah energy,” he said. 


I remembered as he said it that my nominal energy was
weak here. Edward told me it was like being allergic; for every wizard and
Guardian, there was one or two worlds that had the wrong frequency of magic for
them. Luckily, I had a backup. My Iadnah energy came from within. I reached out
with my magic to draw the water to the ledge and cooled my energy until it
froze, extending the ledge of ice.


“We need one of your plans right now,” Mordon said. I
felt the heat inside him rise as he tried to keep himself warm. 


What would Edward do? Better yet, what would
Divina tell me not to do? “It’s a fish, shouldn’t your fire dry its
skin out? No, see the slime? Flame retardant. So how do we get past the slime
in the next three seconds without getting gutted?”


“Maybe you could ask it nicely to not eat us.”


“I don’t speak fish.” Unfortunately my magic, already
fired up, took that as a request. When the creature roared, the vague
impression of his life ran through my head. “Oh, wait, I do speak fish. He’s
been chased out of his territory and now he’s hungry,” I said. 


Mordon looked at me. “He said that?”


“Of course not, he’s a fish. He just roared at us. We
used up our three seconds.”


Mordon stretched his hand out to the side as if
reaching for one of the large blocks of ice. Although Mordon doubted his
abilities as a wizard, I knew he had serious talent hidden well behind his
dragon characteristics. The ice collided with the creature with all the force
of a raging bull.


The aquatic monster never stumbled; he only shook
himself and continued lumbering forward.


“Hold onto your hat, I’m flashing us out,” I said. I
focused on my home on Duran and let my magic draw us there. 


The moment I felt the world around us vanish,
something tore at me. It was like an invisible creature reached inside me with
vicious claws and pulled. The same dark energy that attacked Edward wrapped
around me, trying to separate me from my magic. Then I felt Mordon’s fire.


My first instinct was to get out. Even after many
lessons from the gods in using my Iadnah energy, it was never my first reaction
to fight with magic. My magic burst from inside me with my full desperation to
escape. Mordon’s fire became hotter, nearly burning. Oddly enough, it helped.
Something in the dark was trying to tear me apart and the only thing holding me
together was Mordon’s fire, which wrapped around me. It wasn’t keeping the dark
energy out of me, but it was keeping me inside myself. I couldn’t see it, or
the light of the void… It wasn’t until the dark energy retracted from my body that
I realized my eyes were closed.


Solid, cold ice slammed into me and disorientated me.
I kept my eyes closed as the world spun and reached out for Mordon. He was
there, but not moving. My magic swirled sluggishly, stuttering and spattering
as if it were as befuddled as me.


I opened my mouth, but couldn’t speak. After a few
minutes, I rolled over onto my stomach to press my cheek against the ice. There
was something hissing and making foreign noises, but I was too dazed to make it
out or even figure out what it was. I opened my eyes in time to see a clawed
foot step right beside my face. It was the fish monster. The claws of nausea
took its grip and everything went dark.


 


*          *          *


 


I was in space which, for the record, was incredibly
creepy. I could breathe just fine and I wasn’t freezing, but it definitely
looked like I was floating in space. Before me was my home world, far away
enough that I wasn’t in the atmosphere, yet close enough to see continents. Actually,
the moon should be around here somewhere.


My book was in my hand. I had the deep urge to hide
it, but I couldn’t move. 


The space in front of me suddenly flooded with bright
white, which grew brighter by the second. A slit was opening in front of the
planet, widening into a gaping whole. The light inside was ominous, hideous,
and shook me. It was oddly thrilling and equally horrifying. I knew what that
white abyss was; I could feel it in my soul. 


I felt the moment the doorway was fully and
permanently opened.


The book in my hand turned to sand and floated away
on a nonexistent wind. When it was gone, the surface of Earth changed. In a
worldwide, catastrophic wave that I could see even from space, the seas dried
up, the plants died, and the planet surface became a barren wasteland. In a
matter of seconds, my world was destroyed and billions of people were dead.


 


*          *          *


 


There have been many times in my life that I woke
expecting something to be eating my face. I didn’t have a complex or a penchant
for danger; it just came with the job. However, there was something especially
horrifying about a fish eating my face, so my eyes snapped open the instant I
became conscious. 


Instead of the fish monster, Emrys leaned over me.
About the same moment I realized I was out of danger, I discovered that the ice
had given way to soft cushions and we were inside. From the stained glass windows,
white walls, and fur rugs, I decided we were either in the mend tribe or ken
tribe. 


When I felt movement next to me, I turned to see
Mordon waking. A sharp pain made me flinch and reach up to touch the back of my
head. My scalp was wet and sticky and my fingers came back, predictably, with
blood on them. 


“I tried to heal your injury, but your magic is
acting as a shield against everyone,” the Guardian said gently. 


Since we had last seen him, he cut his hair. The
shorter style emphasized the odd speckling of blond, black, and red in his
mostly brown hair. His eyes were apparently as unique as his hair color, for
they had changed from the dark blue they once were to solid gold. He wore loose
tan pants and a blue tunic with no shoes, which was a change from the typical
black the Guardian usually dressed in. Emrys always seemed eccentric with a
touch of creepy. 


I reached out to grab Mordon’s arm and sent my magic
to heal him. After a sluggish moment of hesitation, it only took a few seconds
to accomplish its goal, so Mordon sent it right back with a little of his fire
mixed in. The energy, created only to heal, healed me as it returned. It felt
warm, Mordon’s fire making it even more so, and I became dizzy for a minute as
the magic healed my head. 


Emrys pulled me into a sitting position. “Dylan, I
know you feel pretty sick right now, but I need to know what happened to you. I
sensed you arrive, leave, and return. Is someone after you? Did someone follow
you?” he asked. 


I opened my mouth to speak and nearly heaved instead
as a new wave of nausea came over me. 


“We came here to look for you,” Mordon said. “There
was a monster… a hideous monster. Dylan tried to flash us out, but something
attacked him. I don’t know what it was, other than that it scared Rojan. My
dragon is afraid of nothing. I think it was Vretial.”


“But Dylan defeated Vretial,” Emrys said. 


I tried to correct him, but it came out garbled. “It
was Tiamat who defeated the dark god,” Mordon said for me. “Dylan needs some
water.”


He gave me a doubtful frown, as if he believed we
would vanish as soon as he left the room. “I will return momentarily,” he
finally said, then left.


“What was that? You saw that, too, right?” he asked,
referring to the dream.


“I did. It was a Guardian warning dream. It had to
have been the gates opening.”


“But we saw it before. We forgot. How could we forget
something like that?”


“I…” I sighed and clawed my fingers through my hair.
The sensible part of me decided that it had just been too early to be useful to
me and I filtered it out for some reason. Unfortunately, I knew better than
that. Every instinct in me was fired up, like nerves, pushing me to figure it
out. It physically hurt to not understand, so much so that I wanted to hunt
down the answers like an animal.


Mordon put his hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me
down, but he was worried, too. Maybe that was one of the reasons I felt so
strongly; this affected Mordon.


And then it occurred to me. “I didn’t forget. I mean,
not really. The dream is what would happen if the gates open. I had the chance
to open the gates and I turned it down because it felt wrong. Something in me
remembered.”


“Then why did we forget in the first place?” he
asked. 


“Because it was taken from me.”


“What was?” 


“I don’t know.” I wasn’t sure exactly what I meant,
only that I was right. “I was supposed to see it, but someone didn’t want me
to.”


“Someone who can interfere with a Guardian dream?”


Just then, Emrys returned with food and drinks. I
took the water but refused the bread and fruit. After drinking a large glass of
water, Mordon took the second glass out of my hand and replaced it with food. 


It did make me feel much better, as if the weight of
the food in my stomach settled my head. “Vretial is back… probably. The gods
are unsure, but Ron and Sammy both say he talked to them. Kiro was attacked
trying to call Erono and said it was Vretial.”


“I never met the god, so I have no idea if that was
who attacked us. But I can say for sure that Rojan doesn’t scare easily. It had
to be him,” Mordon said.


“Whoever attacked us is as powerful as me, but really
persistent,” I said. 


Mordon frowned at me. “Not violent or destructive or
angry?” he asked. The reason Mordon picked apart my words was because he knew
that I usually said exactly what I meant.


“No, definitely not angry. Violent, sure, he attacked
us… but why? Why would someone attack Guardians?”


“Attacking Guardians? Not just Kiro? What Guardians
have been attacked?” Emrys asked. 


“You didn’t know that Nano is missing and Shiloh lost
his magic?”


“No! Is Shiloh okay?”


“I was able to heal him. When was the last time you
spoke with your god or any of the other Guardians?” I asked. Normally, I never
would have expected Emrys to be a turncoat… but we were attacked trying to
leave the world, and woke up in his home. Still, Emrys should have known
something was up.


“He smells off,” Mordon warned. “He smells
like a secret.”


Figures. 


“I spoke with Ghidorah a month or so ago.”


“Truth.”


“Not your god?”


“I have been busy.”


“Half-truth.”


“Too busy to even contact your god? The gods are
having trouble getting information to us and apparently some of us are
disappearing from their perception temporarily. Nano has been missing for a
while. We need to keep the communication open in order to keep things like this
from happening.”


“You sound like Shiloh now,” he sneered with
hostility.


That was very suspicious. While they argued plenty, I
never heard Emrys speak to or about Shiloh with distain. As far as I knew, they
were like brothers since they were raised together. 


“I will check in with Madus tonight,” he promised. 


“Truth.”


“Do it now so that I can help if you get attacked.
They are looking for a traitor,” I said. I felt guilty, extremely guilty for
not sending him to Duran with the others, but I could not let him near my sons
if I had any doubt. And to be honest, my instincts were telling me to leave
him. 


“I will not be attacked. You can go.”


“Suspicious. He’s trying to get rid of you.”


“You could have phrased that better,” I said
to Mordon. “Just contact them now so I don’t have to come back and check on you
later. And tell them the password is blueish with an orange twinge.” 


“Blush?” he asked. 


Not the best with languages, then. I took a
pen out of my bag. “Hold still,” I said, clicking it. His eyes went wide.
“Don’t worry, I’m just leaving a message.” Not giving him a chance to react, I
carefully wrote, bluish with a bit of orange, in English on his
forehead. 


“Can the gods read English?” Mordon asked. I looked
at him as I put the pen back. 


“They are gods; they can read cat.”


Emrys frowned at me suspiciously for a moment before
closing his eyes and concentrating. I felt him gather nominal energy and use
the power of his world to reach beyond… And nothing unusual happened. There was
no attack. Within a few minutes, he opened his eyes. 


“Okay. Talked to Madus. Now I am going to bed.” He
got up and left the room. 


“So do you need to go talk to Madus to make sure he
did what he said?” Mordon asked. 


“No, I can do that anytime. I’m more worried about
Ghidorah since he has a history of disappearing. Besides, I never met him.”


I flashed us to Skrev as cautiously as possible while
encouraging my magic to take us to the most powerful person there. I was hoping
the most powerful person was Ghidorah and not a monster. On the other hand,
everyone from Skrev was a monster…


When the flash cleared, we were in a cabin with three
people, two of which I knew. The first people we met on this harsh world were
werewolves, and the alpha of the pack was here, kneeling in fear for his life
while his daughter stood pressed against the wall with a similar mien of
desperate panic. Standing in front of the alpha was a very powerful man I never
met, and he held a crossbow to the alpha’s head.


The Guardian was an imposing guy even without the
dense field of power surrounding him. At about six-foot-eight, he was certainly
one of the tallest I had met. In fact, around two hundred seventy pounds
without an ounce of fat could classify him as massive in my book. I had seen a
couple of people on Dios who were bigger, but none who emanated such a field of
threatening energy. 


“Hello. Am I interrupting something?” I asked.


“Not at all. Have you never seen an execution
before?”









Chapter 4


Mordon


 


I myself had seen executions; it was one of the
downsides to living in a kingdom. My father’s kingdom was one of the better
ones as far as mercy went. The people of Sujike’s kingdom, not far from my
father’s, could not go down to the local diner for fear of finding toes dangling
in their soup. Hanging was the man’s favorite means of punishment. 


However, my friend was sheltered from that form of
extreme penance. Furthermore, he was a Guardian and if there was one thing I
learned in the seven years I was friends with the man, it was that Guardians
hated killing. So why did this Guardian have a weapon aimed at a man’s head? 


I inhaled, trying to get a scent for the stranger,
and sneezed. The odor made my nose itch and I sneezed several more times. It
was not a bad smell, more like the sweetness of poison, and it was strong. 


Dylan sent me a concerned look. “If I may interrupt,
why is this man being sentenced?” he asked the Guardian.


“He has been using mind control on others.”


“Shouldn’t that call for jail time or something? Do
you have to kill him?” 


“If I imprison him with guards, he would just use his
magic to escape,” he answered as if it were a silly question. 


Dylan looked confused. “Then strip him of his magic.”
Everyone stared at my friend like he was insane. “What? That would solve the
problem, wouldn’t it?”


“Only the gods can strip a man of his power, and the
gods are too busy to deal with one outlaw.” 


Dylan shrugged. “I can do it. Is there proof of this
man’s crimes?”


“He confessed.”


“Under duress?” my friend asked. “What do you
smell?” 


I really tried, but the barest breath caused me to
have another sneezing attack. I backed away from Ghidorah until I could open
the door. “I cannot smell anything over the Guardian. Last time we were here,
the wolf smelled pretty scummy, but nothing worth dying over.”


“Worth taking his powers away?”


“Sure. Do something fast so we can get out of here,”
I said. My friend seemed very concerned with my behavior, but I couldn’t help
it. Ghidorah was messing with my sense of smell and Rojan was growling with
irritation. I needed to have a working nose. Unfortunately, it was dark
outside. Between the promise of fresh air and the threat of the shadow monster,
I shut the door and breathed shallowly through my mouth.


“I am Dylan, Guardian of Earth. If you will let him
live, I can keep him from doing magic for the rest of his life. I need proof of
his wrongdoing, though.”


“He killed my mother,” the woman said. 


Rojan had taken her for our pet the last time we were
here. She aged very little since then, her hair was longer, and she wore
clothes this time; a small loin cloth. Dylan made a motion for her to continue.



“He killed the alpha, my father, when I was little in
a fair fight for position. Then he married my mother and became alpha. Everyone
feared and obeyed him. When my mother found out he had used magic to defeat my
father, he killed her to protect his position.”


“I am Ghidorah, Guardian of Skrev, and I will kill
this disgusting excuse for a man,” the man said, rejecting Dylan’s suggestion. 


“What a waste. He ruined the lives of three people
and that’s your punishment? He is still the alpha, what will happen if you kill
him? What will his pack say?”


“They will say he was murdered by magic and will be
known as a hero,” she supplied, not happy about it. 


I realized then that Dylan was using magic to make me
understand her; she certainly wasn’t speaking Sudo. I hadn’t even felt his
magic because it was so familiar to me. “Are women able to be alpha?” I asked.


“If we fight for the position and win. I cannot
challenge him with his magic; he would kill me.”


“If I got rid of his magic, could you defeat him?” my
friend asked. She nodded. “Would that make up for the damage he caused to your
life?”


“It would not give me back my parents or childhood,
but I would have my blood rights. My father wanted me to be alpha. He made this
pack for me. I would also prefer to kill him myself as he did my parents; in my
beast form.”


Ghidorah lowered his weapon. “I suppose I should let
you have revenge,” he said. 


The words were barely out of his mouth before Dylan
shot a burst of energy at the alpha. I shifted my eyes to follow along and
immediately regretted it. Ghidorah’s soul was as bright as the void. Normally,
people’s auras were colorful and I could see what kind of person they were.
Ghidorah was as powerful as Edward and Emrys, but not necessarily good… not
necessarily bad. I just couldn’t tell because I had never faced something like
it before. 


I have, Rojan said. We need to get out of
here. Now. 


Is he a threat to Dylan? I shifted my eyes
back to normal to watch my friend still stripping the alpha of his ability to
use magic.


No. He is not as powerful as a god, but he is much
worse. Leave Dylan and go.


Dylan, oblivious to our conversation, relaxed his
energy. I considered the stranger as if his face would explain my dragon’s
problem. Rojan was acting strange, but I trusted him. On the other hand, I
would never leave Dylan and run, and I couldn’t believe Rojan would ever
suggest it. 


“Is his magic gone?” the woman asked. 


“He will never be able to draw energy again,” he
said.


She pranced right up to the alpha, who was still
kneeling on the ground, and kicked him in the face. He went down hard and she
grabbed him by the hair. “I challenge you for this pack!” she demanded. She
dragged him towards the door by the hair and kicked it open before tossing him
out. The woman briefly gave Dylan thanks before walking out and slamming the
door shut. 


Dylan smirked at me. “Dog fight.” 


When I met Dylan, we were barely adults. Around two
to three years ago, once Dylan was physically mature, he stopped aging, which
was common for the Guardians. It was similar to the dragons. Mine and Dylan’s
immortality was a little unsettling to me until Divina reminded me that even an
ancient person could act like a child sometimes. 


I rolled my eyes. “We don’t have time. Remember,
we’re trying to warn the Guardians.” He pouted. “When we get home, you can
watch Hobble and Shinobu duke it out.”


This placated him and he turned to Ghidorah. “Nice to
meet you.”


“And you,” he said, holding out his hand for Dylan to
shake. “I have heard quite a lot about you, much of which is contradictory. I
assume you are here because the universe is in trouble.”


“Not yet. Right now it’s just the Guardians. When was
the last time you spoke with Araxi?” Dylan asked. “Araxi doesn’t trust
Ghidorah because the Guardian argued and ignored him, and that would make
Ghidorah more difficult to clear than Emrys.”


“Two days ago. Araxi wanted me to check out a problem
with a town’s food supply.”


“What was the problem?” I asked. 


“I didn’t go. If people want to pollute their food,
that’s their problem and they can solve it on their own. I prefer to deal with
individuals that use magic against others.”


Get out. Get away from that thing, Rojan
growled at me. 


He’s a person, not a thing, I argued. 


Everyone from Skrev is a beast or has a beast
inside them.


“Mordon, pay attention. You really can’t smell
anything from him?” Dylan asked me. 


“Nothing,” I answered. I felt useless. The one
thing I brought to the table, the one thing that made me invaluable to Dylan,
was that I could smell and see things no one else could. I had dragon senses,
it was all I was good for, and Ghidorah kept me from using them. 


“Araxi mentioned that you have ignored him before.” 


Instead of answering, Ghidorah studied me until Rojan
shivered. “Are you not going to introduce yourself and your dragon?” Ghidorah
asked. Ghidorah turned his hard stare on Dylan and I knew he was reading my
friend. It was probably exactly what I did, but his eyes didn’t change.


“He’s my brother. You got a problem with him? There’s
an Ancient trapped in the void who can attest that Mordon is the wrong person
to mess with,” Dylan said, stepping between me and the Guardian. 


I sighed. “Dylan, you know that little thing inside
your head that keeps you from saying things you shouldn’t?”


“The brain-to-mouth filter? Yeah, it died. Or maybe I
sold it for magic beans. No, wait, I traded a plastic cow for the beans… They
were duds, though; my beanstalk was like, three inches tall.”


“I hate you,” I groaned. Dylan had figured out I was
bothered by Ghidorah and was trying to settle it with his familiar rambling. It
worked; not even Rojan could talk over a rambling Dylan. 


He grinned. “No you don’t.”


“Interesting,” Ghidorah said. He turned and walked
across the room and I noticed our surroundings for the first time. We were in a
small cabin, not at all cozy, that was dark but cool. There was no fireplace,
no rugs on the wooden floor, and no bed. The only furniture was a large table
with three chairs and a wooden chest. Ghidorah sat heavily on one of the
chairs, which creaked under the weight. 


Dylan ignored the comment. “Have you had any trouble
lately talking to Araxi or any of the other Guardians?”


“I have not spoken to the other Guardians in a long
time, but the absence was intentional. Should I expect trouble?”


“Shiloh and Kiro were attacked while trying to
contact the gods. Nano is missing. There have been instances where the gods
can’t get ahold of their Guardian or their Guardian is missing. The gods
suspect one of us is betraying them.”


“Thank you for the heads up.”


“Kiro and Shiloh are on Duran. I want to get the
Guardians together in order to keep anyone else from disappearing. We can help
each other, but not from across ten worlds.” 


Ghidorah pulled a knife out of his boot and started
picking his nails with it. “No, thank you. I will take my chances alone.”


“Kiro thinks it was Vretial that attacked him,” Dylan
said. Ghidorah glanced at him, then returned to picking his nails. “You want to
face him alone?”


“Kiro is wrong; Vretial is gone for good. I
understand you have been a Guardian for less than half of your life. It makes
sense that you are optimistic about saving the world, but the Noquodi are not
naturally inclined to help each other. Each of us stands for our own world and
our people, but most of us dislike each other and would sooner see the others
drown than lift a finger to help them.”


“Well, that’s something I guess I need to put an end
to. Nano is a friend of mine, and he’s missing. Kiro and Shiloh are friends of
mine and they were both attacked. I will get to the bottom of this. It would
make my job a lot easier if everyone was in one place so I know if someone was
attacked or taken.”


“Dylan, I don’t want him to go with us. I need my
sense of smell. I don’t trust him.”


“Guardians have to learn to watch each other’s
backs. That’s the whole point of Shiloh’s council. The gods are in support of
it, and I agree when Nano’s been missing and nobody even knew it. If we can’t
get them all in the same room, there is no way the council can work.”


“It isn’t your council. You’re not vested in
this.”


“They are Guardians, like I am, like my father
was. In the two thousand years they’ve been around, they’ve been on their own.
Serving their god, facing powerful enemies, defending their worlds… I have
Edward, you, and Divina. Edward and Ronez had each other.”


“They are used to it. You can’t decide for each of
them how to live.”


“No, but I can give them the option of having
backup. Plus, Sammy will be the Guardian of Lore when he gets older, and he
needs to know he has people to turn to who have his back.”


“You want all of us to work together? All ten of us?”
Ghidorah asked. He laughed and stood when Dylan nodded. “I will go with you
just to see Samorde and Emrys in the same room. If you can convince them to get
along, I will help anyone you want.”


Dylan looked at me expectantly. If I pushed to leave
Ghidorah here, Dylan would give. Being a Guardian was in his blood; he had
instincts to help people and create a better future for everyone. He was also
young enough and open minded enough to succeed where others failed. All the
same, I was his friend and if I insisted, he would take my side over his own.


Leave him, Rojan insisted. 


“Bring him,” I said. “Just don’t be
upset if Rojan eats him.”


I would never eat that.


The room filled with light and I felt the world
disappear from around me. Of all the ways I have moved from world to world, the
flash was my favorite, for it was the fastest method and didn’t make me dizzy.
However, I learned to close my eyes the instant my friend started, because the
light was blinding.


I felt Duran’s energy reach for me before the soft
ground formed beneath my feet. The gravity took hold gently and the light
faded. Even though it was Edward’s home we stood in front of, it was my home
world and I was happy to be back. Traveling for vacation was nice, but when I
was traveling for work, there’s a moment of peace when I first arrive home. 


Making it even more peaceful, Sammy and Ron were in
the yard playing fetch with Hobble, Edward’s pet gargoyle. Sammy would throw
the ball, Hobble would wobble after it on his permanently injured leg and take
it back to Ron, who would toss it to Sammy to throw again.


Edward, Shiloh, and Edward’s girlfriend were sitting
in chairs at the porch, watching them. Hobble forgot about the ball and
staggered over to Dylan. It occurred to me that Dylan’s healing power might be
great enough to repair the gargoyle’s stone limb. Dylan patted both heads of
the little gargoyle while trying to avoid being licked. Before I even realized
he had moved, Edward was shoving Dylan behind him and growling at Ghidorah. 


Ghidorah smirked and crossed his arms. “Kiro.”


Edward and Dylan were about the same height, but
Edward was more muscular. Ghidorah towered over them and weighed much more in
muscle. Edward’s hostility towards the foreign Guardian worried me as much as
Rojan’s reaction to the man. Even though Dylan’s uncle was very protective, I
had never seen Edward ready to fight someone. 


“How are you still alive?” Obviously Ghidorah’s very
life was offensive to Edward. 


“The same way you are.” 


Sammy approached Dylan, hid from the stranger behind
his adoptive father’s leg, and peered around him to see Ghidorah. The Guardian
noticed and studied the child. After a few seconds, the man’s expression went
from aloof to unsure. 


“Who is this?” 


“My son,” Dylan said. His voice was very similar to
Edward’s when he was angry. Ron understood his father’s tone and ran to Sammy’s
side to glare at Ghidorah. When Ghidorah tried to read the little
four-year-old, Dylan hid them both behind him.


“Still judging children, are you?” Edward demanded.


Now Ghidorah looked insulted. “Only as a
precautionary. What magic is shielding the older child’s mind?”


“Mine,” Ron said. Dylan’s eyes went wide and I could
sympathize. Dylan and Divina never told him about how their spell was
transferred, and the child was too young to have figured it out on his own.


He apparently has figured it out, Rojan said. 


“Everyone calm down,” Shiloh interrupted. “Nobody is
anyone’s enemy here. Ghidorah, the little one is Tiamat’s son. Do not try to
judge him or the brother he is extremely protective of. Dylan, you brought him
back here, you had to assume he would be near your boys. And Kiro, go assure
your girlfriend because I believe you scared her.”


“Tiamat had a child?” Ghidorah asked in shock.


“And a mate,” Kiro added. 


Dylan rolled his eyes. “I guess you weren’t all that
informed about me.” If you are going to work with us, we need a little bit of
trust from both sides. I am Dylan Yatunus, mate to Tiamat. This is our son,
Ronez, named after my father. This is Samhail, son of Nano and his mate. That’s
my brother, Mordon, and his dragon, Rojan.”


“I am confused,” Ghidorah said, looking to Edward for
answers. It was Edward’s turn to smirk. “I thought you were Kiro’s son. You
look just like him.”


“Ronez was his biological father, but he was my
apprentice,” Edward said. “He is more a son to me than anything else. He is
also the most moral man I know and if you try to judge him, Tiamat will rip you
to shreds, then I will feed what is left of you to Tibbit.”


“You know I cannot judge another Guardian.” He
regarded Dylan. “You said the older child was your son.”


“He is. And Mordon’s and Tiamat’s. Biologically, he
is Nano’s and his mate’s, but Tiamat, Mordon, and myself are like his adoptive
parents. Ron is mine biologically.”


“And this man who is sago and unrelated to Kiro or
Ronez is your brother? How did you manage that?”


“Same thing. Adopted brother,” he said. I poked him
in the arm. “I am also the adopted brother of Nila, High King of Dios.” He
frowned at me. “Am I leaving anyone else out?” he asked. 


I had to think about it. “Well, the fact that your
ex-lover is Nano’s human mate really doesn’t matter right now, so no, I think
you covered it.”


“So that’s my family. It makes sense when you really
don’t think about it. Thank god we don’t have Thanksgiving on Duran, because we
don’t have a table big enough. Hey, speaking of food, is there any? I haven’t
eaten in hours,” my friend asked. Ron giggled.


 


*          *          *


 


A while later, everyone was sitting at the fireplace.
Edward’s dining table wasn’t big enough for six adults and two children. Shiloh
and Edward had hunted dinner and we were waiting for the yorkie to cook. Meri
looked pretty delicate surrounded by Edward, Ghidorah, and Shiloh. 


Shiloh was preventing arguments between Ghidorah and
Edward, but somehow they came to peace when the food was ready. I almost wanted
Ghidorah and Edward to go at it so Ghidorah would be forced to leave, but that
would really upset Dylan and Shiloh was great at keeping the peace. The man had
a lot of inner calmness. Actually, it was mostly that Shiloh would spew logical
explanations and reasons for peace until Edward and Ghidorah had to walk away
from each other just to get out of earshot. 


There has to be a way to get rid of Ghidorah. Rojan
was off again about it.


What is your problem with him?


I know what he is. He is trouble. He is dangerous.
Dylan trusts him because he is a Guardian, but the Guardian in him is secondary
to Ghidorah. 


Ghidorah looked right at me and I felt as if he heard
us. Rojan stopped talking.


“What are you?” I asked him. Dylan studied the giant
Guardian, obviously just as interested. 


Ghidorah grinned. “You cannot tell with your dragon
senses? You have dragon blood in you,” he said.


I didn’t ask how he knew. “You have a scent that
blocks my senses. I can’t smell what you are, I can’t smell your intentions, I
can’t even smell if you tell a lie or not. That makes you a threat to Dylan,
which makes you a problem. Rojan doesn’t like you or trust you.”


“I figured your dragon would dislike me.”


“Everyone from Skrev is a beast or has one in them.
Rojan said you don’t have a beast inside you, so what are you?”


He opened his mouth to speak when Azyle and Emrys
appeared right beside him. Azyle’s eyes locked onto Dylan. “My book is in
danger,” he said with no preamble. “I had a warning from my book. Vretial is
back and he’s coming after us harder than ever. I have not been able to contact
any of the Guardians or Roshne.”


Everyone stood. “Vretial is not back,” Ghidorah said.



Azyle took a step back as if he hadn’t realized he
was right next to the grumpy Guardian. Emrys sighed and stepped between them.
“Vretial is back. I had a warning also.”


“When?” Dylan asked. “I talked to you just a few
hours ago.”


“What?” Emrys asked, his expression of utmost
confusion. “I haven’t seen you in months,” he said. I inhaled deeply on
instinct and started choking on Ghidorah’s scent. I shifted my eyes and
immediately shifted them back because Ghidorah was overshadowing everyone else.



Dylan put his hands on my shoulders as if to steady
me.


“I can’t do anything with Ghidorah here!” I yelled in
frustration. Most of it was Rojan’s ire and I hadn’t meant to yell.


“Let me see,” Dylan said. 


I shook my head. “We both spoke with you earlier,” I
said to Emrys. “You saved us from some fish monster, we talked, and then you
contacted your god.”


“I haven’t spoken with Madus in a month.” His honesty
was apparent in his voice, though I felt doubtful just because I couldn’t back
it up with a scent. 


“He’s telling the truth,” Edward said. “Emrys has a
tell when he’s lying. Maybe something messed with his memories. Was he acting
strange when you saw him?”


“Yes. Very strange,” Dylan said, then turned to me.
“I’m going to talk to Madus.” The instant the words were out of his mouth, he
vanished. No light, no nothing… He was just gone. I didn’t like that, and
neither did Rojan. 


Edward frowned. “He just took off. Why would he
actually leave to contact a god? We travel to other worlds, but not to the
gods.”


“Astrophysical travel is how we normally do it,”
Emrys added. “Hello, Sammy. Do you remember me?” He greeted the boy as if Dylan
hadn’t just disappeared. 


Sammy smiled. “Hello, Emmy. I remember. I threw you
in the water when you wouldn’t stop fighting. Ron, this is Emmy, Guardian of
Malta. He’s good like Shiloh.” Once Sammy said he was good, Ron held out his
hand to shake Emrys’s. 


“I never got an introduction,” Ghidorah grumbled. 


Sammy tilted his head a little bit. “You are
dangerous. Ron is not allowed near people who are dangerous. He’s too little.
Dad brought you here because you are good, but he told me to keep Ron away. He
said to keep Mordon away too, because Rojan might eat you.”


When did he say that?


More importantly, Sammy didn’t call you his
nickname. He must distrust the creature as well… Good child.


Sammy said he never thought of me as his mother, but
he kept the nickname because only those who spoke English would even understand
it. When he was very young, he had a problem associating words, especially with
names. It never bothered me as much as I pretended it did, but I didn’t want
him saying it to strangers. Besides, I was hoping he would start calling Divina
his mother. 


Dylan appeared. “Madus said he hadn’t spoken to
Emrys. That means it wasn’t something that affected Emrys’s memories.”


So many people had appeared and disappeared in the
last few hours that I wasn’t really surprised when Samorde appeared. “Oh, no, I
did it again,” he declared, fumbling with his hands. He realized he was
surrounded and backed up a few steps, but when his eyes landed on Emrys, he
shrieked, dropped to his knees, and covered his head with his hands. “Don’t
kill me! I didn’t mean to come here!”


Emrys didn’t let him finish his plead. The man who I
knew to be very calm charged the little Guardian. Edward threw a shield of
energy up around the Guardian who was cowering on the ground while Shiloh tried
to hold Emrys back. When Emrys threw a plasma ball, it reflected off Edward’s
shield and hit Azyle. 


Dylan had had enough. With one wave of his hand, an
energy bubble went up all around Emrys, throwing Shiloh off him, and the man’s
power failed. Dylan looked angry for good reason. “Do you know how close that
came to hitting Sammy?!” he yelled. Everyone shrunk back as they realized how
horrible everything could have gone in one moment. 


“I didn’t mean to---”


“I don’t care what you meant to do! I don’t care what
you two have between you, you keep it away from my boys!” Everyone waited for
him to continue, unsure what the best move was. If Dylan decided someone wasn’t
worth the trouble they caused, he had the power to strip them of their magic
and the gods to back him up. He was more dangerous than any of us. “Samorde,
get off the ground.” He did as he was told while shaking violently. “Emrys, if
you attack anyone with magic in the presence of my children again, unless it is
to protect them, I will strip you of all magic and tell Madus he needs to find
a new Guardian. This is your only warning. Am I understood?”


“Yes, Dylan.” 


Dylan collapsed his energy bubble. “I’m going to
bed.” He went inside. The boys looked to me and Edward for direction, but we
were at a loss, so they trailed after him. 


I cleaned up the dinner while Edward got several
tents out of the shed. Apparently his hospitality did not extend to the other
Guardians. The boys took the beds while Dylan, Edward, Meri, and I camped out
in the main room. My mind raced as I tried to sleep, but it helped that my nose
cleared a bit. Dylan was still awake as well and I knew his mind was spinning,
trying to find patterns and figure out anything he might have missed. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the horrible sound of arguing, which
irritated Rojan immensely. When I heard physical fighting, I opened my eyes and
sat up. Edward was missing, but Dylan and Meri were still asleep. I got up and
went outside, shutting the door quietly behind me. It was sunrise, there were
few clouds in the sky, and although the forest cast a shadow over the yard, the
light blue sky promised a warm day. Just not for me. 


Ghidorah and Edward were snarling at each other like
draxuni. Two tents had been flattened and several areas of grass were scorched.
Samorde cowered between Shiloh and Azyle, but it looked like they were guarding
him from being hurt in the battle. 


Rojan took over smoothly, actively preventing my eyes
from shifting. “You are acting like children,” he said, not loudly. Edward and
Ghidorah stopped fighting and everyone turned their attention to me. Rojan,
just from his sheer incredible age, had that effect on people. “Each of you has
more than a thousand years of life experience, and every one of you except for
Kiro was born to protect your worlds and its people, yet you fight as if you
are enemies. When one of you is attacked, or when your gods begin to mistrust
you, you all scatter or turn on each other.”


It was Edward who spoke up. “We were not meant to get
along. We all have our own worlds that we defend. We all have our own problems
to deal with.”


“Then why does Dylan live on Duran, not even an hour
away from your territory?”


“That’s different. It’s always been different with
him. He’s Ronez’s son. Hell, he’s a different kind of Guardian all together.”


“But you are fighting against his cause, and
Shiloh’s. Shiloh wants the council so that when the gods turn against their
Guardians like some did four years ago, the Guardians can keep open the lines
of communication. Dylan only wants to bring the Guardians together so that when
one of you is in trouble, or when your world is in trouble, the others can
help.”


“We do not need help defending our worlds,” Ghidorah
argued. 


“Nano is missing. Who is protecting his world? Where
is his book? When Shiloh lost his power, what good could he do? When you
disappeared from your world four years ago, Dylan was the one to save it. Dylan
was the one to save everyone. I saw every time he was there and you were not.
Now you want to stand here and tell me you can defend your world on your own?”


“Dylan is too young; he does not understand,”
Ghidorah said.


Rojan snarled. “I am thousands of years old. I was
born when dragons could not even shift and Duran was still young. I understand.
Maybe it is you who is too young.”


Wait, I saw you as a child. I saw you in person
form as a child.


Where do you think the dragons learned to shift
from? My family was the first to shift. We learned to do it because we were
powerful, not out of necessity like the rest of them. That is the reason we are
royalty to the others. 


I heard the door open behind me and felt Dylan
approach. He put his hand on my shoulder and laid his chin on his hand. My
friend was a goofball when he was tired. “Morning, Rojan,” Dylan mumbled. He
always knew when it was me or Rojan.


“Uncanny. Good morning, Dylan. Are the boys still
sleeping?”


“Uh huh. Where is Emrys?”


“He has not woken yet,” Shiloh said. He paused and
frowned. “Wait, that is odd. Emrys is an early riser. I will go check on him.”
He went around the cabin, for we had decided the previous night to keep Emrys
and Samorde’s tents as far away from each other as possible. After a moment,
Shiloh returned. “We have a problem.”


Emrys was gone and his tent was torn violently, as if
by a predator. I tried to scent for anything, but Ghidorah had joined us and my
nose was stuffed up again. When he leaned past me to peer inside, I fell over
with the force of my sneezing. Every inhale made it worse and I couldn’t catch
my breath. He looked at me like I was nuts, but Dylan pulled me away from him. 


“What are you doing? Why is he allergic to you?” my
friend demanded.


“I have no idea why he is reacting like that. I am
wearing nothing he should react to and never met someone allergic to me. Now,
if we can continue, you should look inside here. I would myself, but…” Ghidorah
said, trailing off. Obviously his size made it difficult for him to move around
without contaminating the scene and any evidence we would otherwise find. 


Dylan looked inside the tent. “What am I looking
for?”


“Blood. I smell blood.” 


Dylan entered, carefully watching where he stepped.
After flipping through the blankets for a few minutes, he sighed. “I can’t
find---” He was cut off as the blanket caught around his foot and he fell. “Oh,
shit.” 


“What?” I asked, trying to see inside while keeping
as far away from Ghidorah as possible. Dylan lifted his hand, covered in blood.



“It was under his pillow. Oh, god, I need to wash
this off.” He got out and held his hand away from himself. Shiloh shrieked like
a girl and ducked behind Azyle, who rolled his eyes. Shiloh cowered further
away as Dylan approached him. 


“Are you afraid of blood?”


“It is dirty.”


“All Vaigdans are afraid of blood,” Azyle clarified. 


Edward handed Dylan a cloth from his bag and Shiloh
tossed a small bottle of oil at him. “Please wash with that, it kills the
germs.” Dylan did so with no fuss and threw the cloth in the trash by the
campfire. When Shiloh refused to take the bottle back, Dylan put it in his bag.



“Emrys was attacked. It appears to be an animal
attack, but I hardly think a Guardian could so easily be killed. Besides, if he
were dragged off by anything, there would be a smear of blood. So either he
walked away, he was wrapped up in something, or he was taken by magic.” We all
collaborated around the dead fire. “I’m going to search for his presence on
Duran. You guys need to hold still because of how powerful you are. It’s hard
to spot a particular fish in a fish pond,” Dylan said.


He closed his eyes to focus and I could feel his
energy pulsing out. Azyle and Shiloh shuddered, but Edward and I were used to
the feel of his magic. All of the Guardians were powerful, but Dylan had an
innocent, unassuming aura with a deeper, incredibly powerful force. If I didn’t
know him so well, I would have worried, since I could never feel just how
powerful he really was because he used nominal energy like the other Guardians.
Someone could confuse him with a docile Guardian or even just a wizard… until
his true power came out. Dylan was very peaceful until his family was
threatened, and then the worlds themselves were at his mercy.


After a few minutes, Dylan’s magic receded and he
opened his eyes. “He is nowhere on Duran, but something is calling me. Someone
is calling me.”


“Could it be Vretial?” I asked. 


He shook his head. “Someone in trouble. I’m going to
go check it out. Make sure the boys brush their teeth, because I’m pretty sure
they didn’t last night,” he said to Edward, before turning to me.


I knew by his expression that he was determined to go
alone. “Wait, you’re taking me with you,” I said. “They don’t need me here.”


“I disagree that they don’t need you. I think when
push comes to shove, they will turn on each other.”


“Then why are you trying to get them together?”


“Because I think after they turn on each other,
they will get their heads on straight and pull together. I know you hate it,
but you were trained to manage people. These guys are so much older than you,
but not Rojan. They don’t need to be led, they need to be directed.” 


“That’s the same thing.” 


“It’s not the same thing. However, I didn’t plan
on you staying here now. I think you’re needed somewhere else.”


I sighed, knowing exactly what he was thinking. We
were getting stares from the others. “Whatever my father is up to, I can
deal with it later. You can’t go after someone you don’t know without backup.”


“If I need help, I can flash back. It may already
be too late for your father. You said he was always getting himself into
trouble. You have protected him your entire life, no matter how much he
ridiculed you. Are you really going to leave him on his own now?”


“If your mother dated a man you knew would beat
her to death, after everything she did to you would you help her?”


“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “As
horrible as she was to me, that was just who she was. She’s my mother, and if
she needed me… I couldn’t refuse to help her just in spite. Besides, she wanted
to get rid of me, whereas your father does love you.”


I sighed again. “Can you flash me to him?” I asked
aloud. 


“I could, but I have no idea what situation he may be
in. I don’t want to flash you in the middle of a battle. I could flash you to
the castle and you could ask someone there where he is. Hopefully he would be
on Mokii, or you would need a boat.”


“I can’t be gone for days. You might have trouble if
Guardians are being targeted.”


“I can flash to you. If you’re not back by the time I
am, I’ll find you. And say hello to the sycophant for me,” he said, referring
to my father’s adviser. 


“What are you talking about?” Azyle asked.


“I’m going to find someone who needs help, and
Mordon’s going on holiday,” Dylan said. The bright flash was expected; Dylan
loved that kind of parting speech. 


 


*          *          *


 


I appeared alone in the throne room of my father’s
castle, but people were not far away. In fact, Rojio was coming closer. 


Sit on the throne, Rojan commanded.


No way.


Rojio will try to lecture you about running away.
You need to bypass that and get him to do what he’s told. You need impact. Just
sit down, talk loud, and ask your questions as if they were orders. 


I sat. The throne was designed for my father, but I
always thought it was too big for him. Due to my dragon blood and years of hard
work on Shomodii, I was a fair amount more built than the king, and the throne
fit me too well. Like a noose.


It was obsessively tall and lined with dark blue
satin. The wooden sides of the backrest was studded with sapphires and etched
with meticulous designs. There was nothing feminine about the throne, but it
was over-the-top in elegance. 


The huge room itself was simpler. Sturdy wooden walls
accented with swords, crests, and an unpretentious tapestry made the room
appear masculine and substantial. Obviously the room was designed to draw
attention to the chair and the man in it. 


Rojio burst into the room with an air of noble
significance. He had always appeared to be put-together and proper, while also
extremely busy and important. He honestly believed that the entire kingdom
would fall apart without him. In fact, he hadn’t even been my father’s adviser
for that long; he was only a stand in for his older brother who was always
leaving the castle on assignments. As it turned out, Sade was building an alliance
to stand against my father and Rojio was expendable. 


Sade wanted to take over the kingdom in order to
squander the minor kingdoms under my father’s rule. He believed the entire land
should be ruled by a king, which it already was, but that the king should have
complete say in the laws and governing of the land. My father only wanted to
rule his private kingdom and allow the smaller kingdoms to exist as long as
they followed his rules and paid taxes to him. As he was truly the king of all
of Mokii, most people appreciated him for his relaxed reign. 


Outside of Mokii, the king had the last word, but the
people voted upon the laws for him to inflict. I liked Mokii because people had
a choice to live the kind of life they could not anywhere else. If they disliked
it, they were free to leave, or even live outside a kingdom. 


My father trusted Sade even when I told him I could
smell the consultant’s deceit, so I had to take it upon myself to spoil Sade’s
plans. Rojio took over as my father’s adviser without hesitation and made it
his goal in life to treat me like a spoiled, rebellious brat. 


His long black hair was pulled back into a leather
strap with immaculate precision and I had never seen him with a hair out of
place. While no stress showed on his face, sweat soaked into his dark blue
tunic. Embroidered over his heart was the same crest I had been forced to wear
for many years; a gold draxuni. His pants were black, matching his leather,
carefully polished boots. A gold belt was strapped around his waist with a
sword. Although he always had the sword with him, I assumed it was a
decoration, for I had never seen him use it no matter what danger the king
encountered. 


I considered the pompous, all-too familiar face and
hoped that he refused to tell me anything so that I could burn him down a few
notches. Predictably, he froze when he saw me. 


“Mordon,” he said after staring for a few minutes. 


By using my first name and not even a title, he was
treating me as a child. Until a person earned their family name, they were
considered to have none, so children were referred to by their first name. For
everyone else, everyone who had earned their name, only family and very close
friends referred to a person by their first name. 


“You came home.”


“To an empty kingdom,” I said, my voice steady and
nonchalant. Of course it wasn’t empty, but I was purposely disregarding
everyone else. Even as my stomach churned, Rojan approved. I was saying the
words we were both raised to use. “Where is my father?”


“On vacation,” he said. I didn’t even have to sniff;
I recognized that waver in his voice. He was lying and he knew it was too dumb
to get past me. 


I smirked. “I don’t care what brainless scheme he has
planned or what land he is trying to overthrow. I’m not here to stop him from
overtaxing people. Tell me where he is.” The man hesitated and I noticed he
aged a lot in the last five years. Perhaps keeping the king alive in my absence
was too much for the adviser. 


“I will prepare your room and inform the cooks of
your return.” He turned his back to me and reached for the door. Before he
could touch the handle, I shot a ball of warm fire at it. My fire didn’t cause
any damage, but it certainly made a nice threat. He recoiled and turned to me.


“I am not done with you. I gave you an order, not an
option. Tell me where he is.”


“He wanted you to have a good life. He did what he
could to help you,” Rojio said, probably afraid that I was angry with my
father. 


I wasn’t, though; I just wanted to get him behind me.
I do believe my father was doing what he thought was best for me when he tried
to suppress Rojan, but that didn’t make it okay.


I sighed. “You are trying my patience. I should eat
you and find him myself.” Rojan chuckled. Yes, it was usually him who
threatened to eat people, but it was rewarding to see the fear in someone’s
eyes when they knew I was part dragon and believed I could actually eat them
whole.


“Right after you left, we were attacked by Sujike-mor
and your father was injured. He recovered, but he was left conflicted. Some
dragons hounded the kingdom for months, demanding you be handed over to them,
for they refused to accept that you were gone. Finally, one day they gave up.
Over the years, Ishte-mor changed. He stopped making his kingdom better and
monopolizing power over Mokii.”


I had to roll that over in my mind. It wasn’t like my
father to act without self-gain. “What has he been doing for the last five
years?”


“He opened a school for the rich and poor to learn
side-by-side and study both academics and magic. He spent money to provide
better food and education to orphanages.” The man spit his words like they were
too outrages to speak. 


“Investing in the future generation is nothing to
scoff at,” I scolded him. “I just can’t imagine that man doing anything kind.
You still haven’t told me where he is.”


“About a year ago, he decided to stop dragon hunters.
Most people believe the dragons are extinct or myth, but many who do believe in
them hunt them. He started with research and then sent spies to learn from and
thwart Sujike-mor. About five months ago, a dragon contacted him, saying that
she needed his help. She told him that dragons were being poisoned and hunted
by other dragons and she needed his help to stop them.”


“A dragon said she needed the help of a sago?” I
asked. 


Trap, Rojan said, stirring with agitation.


Of course it is, but how likely is it that my
father would know that? “Where?” I asked. Maybe Dylan was right and I was
already too late.


“He is on an island south-east of the Noto coast. It
is supposedly a dragon-ruled island, but nobody has been able to prove it.
There is a kingdom there, and it has a closed border, so no one is allowed in
or out without specific invitation. Even I was turned away, but Ishte-mor
insisted he go anyway.”


“Prepare a ship for me. Small, inconspicuous. No men,
just a pilot. I want the element of surprise until I see how many dragons I’m
up against. Send a messenger to Shomodii, find Yatunus-mal Kiro two hours south
of the Ronus region, and tell him not to let Yatunus-so Dylan come.”


The last thing I needed was for Dylan to flash into
the middle of a dragon fight, as the man had a mouth on him that could get up
the skins of every dragon in the area in under a minute. If this was a kingdom
of dragons, they needed to be threatened, not manipulated. Dylan was very good
at outsmarting people, but dragons needed to be pushed around.


Rojan muttered in disagreement, but didn’t say
anything. 


“Very good,” Rojio said with a small bow. “A ship
will be ready shortly. While you are gone I will prepare your room and inform
the cooks. That way, when you are refused entrance, your new kingdom will be
ready. Will you be continuing your father’s work or starting over?” he asked. 


I laughed. Rojio thought he was clever. He thought he
could bully me into doing what he wanted. “I will not rule this kingdom; I am
quite happy with my life as it is. And what makes you think I would be denied
entrance?”


“You were not given an invitation.”


“You forget what I am.”


“You are the only son of a king who is presumed dead.
That makes you the new king.”


“I am a dragon.”


 


*          *          *


 


I would have preferred to arrive at night, but Rojio
made a dreadful servant; he frequently forgot his role and his assignment. It
was already late when the boat was ready, but I was delayed at the last moment.
From the dock I saw her standing by the trees, so I went to her. I hardly
recognized her; Jedes had been such a small girl. In five years, she turned
into a very beautiful woman. Her hair and eyes had both darkened so that she
had medium auburn hair and eyes the color of grass. She even managed to make
the servant’s dress of dark blue cotton appear as elegant as a queen’s. 


“I missed you,” I said, hugging her. 


She gave me a sad smile. “I missed you, too, but I
warned you not to come back. I saw it. You have begun a path that leads to pain
and loss.”


Her warning had sounded a lot less ominous all those
years ago. “How do I stop it?”


She leaned her forehead against my shoulder. “Leave
now. Return to your life with your friend and forget about this kingdom,” she
clutched at my shirt weakly.


“But my father needs help.”


“You may be able to save your father, but if you
continue this path, you will lose much more.” 


 


*          *          *


 


The ship arrived at the island just as the sun was
rising. Fortunately, my nose had completely cleared up by then. A stone wall
surrounded the entire island, but I approached the gates without hesitation.
The guards, dressed entirely in black and red armor, were giving each other
looks as I walked up. Very unprofessional to show such surprise. 


“Open the gates,” I said calmly as I halted just a
few steps from them. 


“You need an invitation,” the older guard said. 


Rojan took over and my eyes shifted. They were both
dragons, but they were no older than my father, and they were completely
unprepared for me being able to shift my eyes. “Open the gates,” Rojan said
before giving the reins back to me.


The younger guard quickly waved his arm in signal and
the gates immediately started opening. I strolled in without looking back at
either of them. They both knew they would not win in a fight with me. 


The pathway was stone and led to a small castle on a
hill. The entire island within the stone wall sloped gently downward from the
castle. Scattered around the castle were small, peaceful-looking cottages. It
was not a very crowded place, but there were dragons in people form milling
about. Although I scented two or three sago in the crowd, no one appeared
bothered by the dragons flying overhead. 


I kept my eyes forward and shifted them back. A sago
child stopped in front of me to gape, but I continued towards the castle ahead.
It was very much like my father’s; it even had matching towers. Honestly, I
never got the point of towers. 


Rojan shuddered at the thought of dragons living
here. Dragons were meant for caves and warm little cabins. 


There is no dragon that chooses to live in a
cabin, Rojan argued. 


I refuse to live in a cave. It isn’t normal
for dragons to live together like this, right?


It is very strange. Dragons are extremely
territorial. The largest clutch I knew was a mated pair with four children.


When I arrived at the door to the castle, neither
guard hesitated to move out of my way. I slammed the door open. Where my plan
to be inconspicuous went, I didn’t know. It just happened. 


The inside of the castle was a surprise; it was
completely different than my father’s. It was dim and warm with dark, rich
colors and books. Straight ahead of me was a throne, but this wasn’t like my
father’s, either, because it was a little smaller and cushioned with burgundy
fabric. The greatest distinction between the two castles was the woman sitting
on the throne. 


Divina was unnaturally gorgeous. Meri was innately
sexy. Vivian had a feisty, beautiful personality that bled out to her
appearance. This woman, several years younger than me, was unbelievably pretty.
Instead of beautiful or sexy, she was overwhelmingly pretty. Her skin was
creamy and her facial features were small and soft, but her blue eyes were just
large enough to be the dominant feature. Her lips weren’t red like Divina’s or
Meri’s, but dark pink and wet. Her hair was a blend of reds and golds, curled
in big waves around her face and shoulders.


Once I managed to direct my eyes away from her face,
I wasn’t much better off. She wore a dark purple dress with a corset top and
slightly fluffed skirt that came to her knees. The skirt was littered with
diamonds and the corset was decorated with gold ribbons. Her shoes- if they
could be called that, were silver and didn’t cover her feet; they laced over
her foot and up her legs. They also had a rather sharp heal. It was like she
was trying to look sexy, but it just came off as cute, as if she could look
adorable, but not exactly sexy.


She leaned her legs over the left arm rest on the
chair and her back against the right. When I came in, she calmly put her right
elbow on the arm rest and her chin in her hand. “Hello, please come in,” she
said. Instantly I knew she had a mouth on her, but her voice was as pretty as
her face. I shifted my eyes for just an instant and knew exactly how someone
could be so pretty. Evil came in attractive packages. 


This girl was bad. I have seen people who were
manipulative and out for themselves, but this girl did uncouth things just for
the sake of being foul. She was also a dragon, but one close to my age instead
of Rojan’s. “I am looking for Ishte-mor Nako.”


“Really? What kingdom do you rule?” she asked. She
kept her eyes on me as if fascinated and her voice was sweet. 


“I am not a king.”


She stuck the middle and index finger tips in her
mouth to nibble on as she pondered, as if she couldn’t possibly believe me. It
was a dirty, bad habit that irritated me, even as it looked so innocent. 


“Stop that!” Rojan barked. She jumped and it took
every bit of my control not to show a reaction at Rojan’s outburst. However,
her fingers were no longer in her mouth. Her startled eyes were even bigger
than before. 


“Take me to the king here,” I said. 


She leapt off the throne with youthful grace and gave
me a carefree smile before holding out her hand. It wasn’t straight out as if
to shake my hand; it was to the side as if she wanted me to hold her hand as
she led me to the king. 


“You only had to ask,” she said. I glared at her
until she frowned and lowered her hand. After a moment, she smiled again. “This
way.” She led me through hallway after hallway, corridor after corridor, until
we came to a back door into a garden. “There he is,” she said cheerily,
pointing to a headstone.  “I lived with my mother until three years ago, when
my father died. As his only child, I became queen of this clutch.”


“You have been in charge of all these people for
three years?”


She nodded with her sweet little smile. “I am
Kaori-mor Emiko. All of the dragons who were born here, as I was, have sago
names so that we can blend into society out there.”


“I am Mordon.” It was to my advantage to pretend to
be a pure dragon, and an intimidating one at that, so I wouldn’t give her my
family name and title. Since Edward gave me his name, which was a family name
well-known for having powerful wizards, I couldn’t very well get away with
being a dragon-wizard.


Ronez and I had had a long conversation about this on
the boat ride over. Dragons were, as we had thought, nearly extinct. However,
if this was actually an island of dragons, it seemed likely they were actually
growing in numbers. I could play dragon because of Rojan and sago because of my
upbringing, but the danger was in a simple slipup. If a sago saw my eyes and
claws shift, they could figure out I was a dragon, but if a dragon caught me
using wizard magic, they would realize I was sago. Being one or the other was
fine, but the fact is I was both, and that could get me killed by either
species.


So far, dragons were a refuted myth to most sago, and
the truth that they could shift into people and walk among them was almost
unheard of. Therefore, it would only be natural that I would have a sago name
to get me by.


Not that you would share with another dragon. Be
constantly and consistently aware of our customs, because you never know when
we will face a dragon who knows his history. 


Rojan was always willing to share the lessons drilled
into him as a child, despite how much he hated dragon culture. The one thing he
honestly believed, that every dragon believed, was that dragons were superior
in every way to sago… which absolutely explains why they were driven to near
extinction by the inferior sago. 


Rojan growled, but it was more at the loss his people
suffered than at me for pointing it out. 


“Where is Ishte-mor?”


“In the dungeon, of course. He made a very bad pet.”


“You invited him here and then imprisoned him?” I
growled. 


“Yes. Is that wrong?” she asked. “He was very rude to
me.” She smiled again as if she had a great idea. “However, if you would be my
pet instead, I could let him go.” 


I growled at her and let my teeth sharpen, expecting
her to draw back in fear… instead she stepped closer and her mouth opened a
little as she stared in awe. 


“How do you do that? Amazing,” she said with delight.



At this range, I realized her eyes were not pure
blue; there was a ring around her pupils that were deep purple, which blended
well with the vibrant blue around the outside of the iris. “Back up and take me
to Ishte-mor,” I said. 


“Would you like breakfast instead?”


“Take me to him!” I yelled. I was very good at
staying calm when dealing with extremely frustrating people, but none of that
calmness held ground when it came to that smile, and it wasn’t even an honest smile.



She turned and went inside. I followed at my own
speed and she, predictably, slowed to stay in range. I would not run. After
going down several staircases, we arrived at a large room full of twelve cells
that lined the walls. All of them were empty except the one that held my
father. 


The years had not been kind to my father. His face
had several wrinkles, his hair was mostly gray, and on top of that, he had lost
weight. The tan robe he wore was dingy and had a few tears. As he lay on the
bed, unmoving, I shifted my eyes.


I had never seen the man through my dragon eyes, but
I spent years with his scent, so I knew how much he had changed. When Rojio
told me he was doing good things, it was hard to believe. Now I saw with my own
eyes how drastically he had improved; my father’s aura was still marred with
the choices he made, but there was no more malice or desire for personal gain.
He wanted to make things better for everyone. Like a king should. 


“Get him out of there.” 


Emiko sighed, slouched, and gave up her smile. “What
do you offer me in exchange?” 


Tell her not to stand that way, Rojan said,
growling. 


Rojan’s annoyance wasn’t due to a fear that her bone
structure would be damaged by her bad posture; it was because her bad posture
happened to result in her butt being emphasized. “Straighten up!” I barked,
smacking her butt hard enough to make her jump and straighten her stance. Once
again, I really hadn’t meant to yell at her. I may have meant to smack her. 


Fortunately, Emiko misunderstood and pulled a key
ring out of her cleavage before unlocking the door. Her soft blush made me
wonder where else she was pink. She pulled the door open and waited, but I put
my hand on her lower back and pushed her into the cell. 


“There’s no way I’m leaving you out here to lock me
in,” I said, taking her arm. Pulling her over to the bed, I nudged my father.
“Father, wake up,” I said. I received no response.


Emiko laughed. “I knew you were regal.” I
twisted her arm a bit to shut her up, but her grunt caused a backlash. If her
grunt was that cute, I wanted to know what her moan sounded like. “Hurry up.
It’s too cold down here,” she wined. I put my face real close to hers and
growled. Her mouth shut with a snap. 


My father finally stirred and after a few moments,
opened his eyes and looked at me. He smiled for a second before memories
flickered across his eyes. I had grown a lot since I left, but I figured his
slow reaction had more to do with his poor health. “Mordon. Why are you here?”


“Five years and that’s how you greet your son?” I
asked. Somewhere in the moment I saw him with my eyes shifted, I forgave him.
He was cruel to me my entire life, but he was my father and five years was a
long time to hold a grudge.


On the other hand, the woman trying to wiggle out of
my grip needed to be taught manners. 


I helped my father off of the bed and by the time we
made it to the stairs, he was walking on his own, albeit with an obvious limp.
I let Emiko go only after she gave up trying to get out of my grip. Luckily, I
knew exactly how to get back to the throne room, since the dragoness was no
help; she spent the entire time whining about me letting her pet go. 


There are four ways to shut her up. Pick one and
do it, Rojan grouched. I ignored him, because if I looked at her wet, pink
lips again I would pick one. Even her teeth were pretty. 


“How did you end up in this situation?” I asked my
father. 


“Kaori-mor asked me to help when several of her
dragons were poisoned. She sent me to several clutches and I questioned them,
but I found nothing. I guess she got frustrated and imprisoned me.”


We had just arrived at the throne room when I scented
the sudden increase in Emiko’s adrenaline. Rojan took control before I could
even turn around and with lightning speed, I had her pinned against the wall,
her left hand immobilized across her back and her right hand against the stone.
I squeezed her arm until she dropped the knife, then flipped her around so that
I could growl to her face. There was no telling whether it was me or Rojan in
control.


Really, really bad idea. Even with her arms
restrained, she struggled hard enough that I had to pin her with my body, which
put my face really close to hers. My own adrenaline was pumping and I was
breathing her scent in. Her foul attitude and selfishness was clear to my dragon
senses, but her exterior scent was actually really nice. And she was warm; her
body radiated heat. 


If she could just keep her mouth shut, maybe I could
get myself together. 


With a great deal of self-control, I let her go and
turned around before heading for the door. My father followed me out to the
ship that was waiting for us. Instead of heading back to the kingdom, I
directed the ship home. It meant spending the entire day with my father, but at
least I was sure I wouldn’t end up trapped as king. 


 


*          *          *


 


After eating some preserved meat product for lunch, I
stood next to him, looking out over the water. He had washed the dirt off of
himself and the clothes he wore, but nobody had predicted that the king would
need clothes. Although he hadn’t cut his black, shoulder-length hair and he
wore it loose, it was clean and combed. He was noticeably malnourished and
favored his right leg. 


It was silent for hours between us as I waited for
him to criticize me or yell at me for something. I was so prepared for him to
ridicule me that it came as a shock to me when he finally did speak.


“You have grown taller.”


I hesitated. “Yes.”


“You look like Rojan,” he said. I shrugged, since it
was true. “Are you happy with your life now?”


“I’m very happy with my life,” I said, smiling a
little. Rojan muttered about a cave, but I ignored him. “I have a little place
on Shomodii and some really great friends. My best friend has two boys that I
spend a lot of time with.”


“Are you going to have any children of your own? Do
you have a woman?”


“No. Shomodii really isn’t the best place to find a
wife.” I watched him out the corner of my eye, waiting for his reaction.
“Dragons are immortal, so I have plenty of time,” I said. 


He gasped and swallowed a couple of times. “Have you
been to see the king of Shomodii? I have not spoken with him in ten years, but
I know he has twin daughters about your age. The girls are brilliant with
magic, especially elemental magic, like fire.”


I made a rude sound of disbelief and my father raised
his hand to smack me. I closed my eyes; he always took my self-defense as
defiance. The dungeons were dark and cold and after spending many nights in
them for defending myself against my father, it was my first instinct to take
the beating. Having spent his life yielding a sword, his strength was nothing
to laugh about. 


After a moment, when his hand did not strike, I
opened my eyes. He had his head hung in shame and his hands lowered. My father
showing regret was new to me. 


“I am sorry,” he said. “A son should never fear his
father.”


“You’ve changed a lot since I left. Are you
happy?” I asked. 


He shrugged. “I have no family left and my kingdom
thinks I am ignorant.” He looked at me. “However, I went to an orphanage a few
months ago, right before Kaori-mor contacted me. I had been giving them money
for better food and teachers, though I only went in to sign some papers. This
little boy knocked on the door and came in. He was five and looked just like
you, except his eyes were both purple. He was skinny like you were, too. His
parents had given him up because they couldn’t afford him. He had heard I was
the one who was giving money to the orphanage and wrote me a letter, thanking
me. All I could think about was that if I hadn’t charged so many taxes, his
parents could have kept him. Then right before he left, I realized there are
two more parents out there besides myself who made a horrible mistake.” He
looked away from me. 


“You were always so stubborn, so set in your ways,” I
said. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but the one thing you did raise me
to be is honest. If anything frightened you or threatened your rule, even if it
were just in your mind, you turned your blade on it. You ran the kingdom with
methods outdated and you expected me to rule it the same way. When I didn’t do
things how you wanted them done, you beat me.”


“I thought I was making you stronger.”


“You were, I guess, at least in one respect. You made
it very easy for me to leave. You made enemies all over the world with your
suspicions and lack of mercy. I was constantly thwarting assassinations,
curses, and traps placed on you by those who were betrayed by you. Everyone who
wasn’t in your kingdom was your enemy, and plenty of your own citizens as
well.”


My father was quiet, making him appear even more
malnourished than he was. “I know that even your best friend, the person you
knew as long as your family, could turn on you.”


“You never told me Sujike-mor was your friend. It
wasn’t you he betrayed. He was a dragon hunter, which was horrible, but he
didn’t kill my mother,” I said.


“How did you know about Sujike?” After I stared at
him for a moment, he went on. “He said he could save her and you. If he hadn’t,
I could have convinced her to take the physician’s treatment. She could have
lived.”


I would never have been born, but he was almost
correct; she might possibly have lived. “I’m sorry your best friend didn’t do
what you thought was best. I’m sure he tried, but I cannot defend him, for he
is the reason Rojan’s mate and children are dead. That is not a reason to treat
everyone on Duran, as well as your son, as a traitor.”


“I never treated you that way!” I could smell that he
was a little offended even while his expression showed nothing. “If Sujike
could betray me, anyone could.”


“Loyalty must be earned.”


“You know nothing about it. You are far too young. I
was friends with Sujike for more years than you have been alive. We were like
brothers. He was the first one to hold my daughter. I assume you found out
about her, too.”


I nodded and sighed. “You know nothing about me. I
may have only been friends with Dylan for seven years, but I trust him with my
life.” My father studied me doubtfully. “He has already nearly torn the
universe apart to save me. If he stood before me and stabbed me in the heart, I
would forgive him and know he was doing it for a good reason.” 


“There is nothing I can say to that.”


“Because you have never known someone who would only
ever do what he thought was the right thing to do?”


“Because I have. Your mother was a very moral woman
and the best person I knew. I told her I would give anything for her, but the
only thing she ever asked of me… I failed. She wanted me to give you a good
life. I interpreted that as making you into a fine king. I wanted what I
thought was best for you. It was difficult for me because you always looked
more like Rojan than me. Every time you did something that I thought wasn’t
appropriate behavior for a prince, I felt like you were rebelling against me
because of him.”


I smirked. “I would have let myself be chained to the
throne if you had ever shown me one little hint of acceptance. I wanted to make
you proud, even more than I wanted to get away from the kingdom.”


“And then you would be miserable now and I would
still be in denial. I suppressed a part of you. I didn’t realize Rojan was a
part of you, I just thought I could keep him from becoming who you
were.”


“He saved my life. He gave me life, just like
you and my mother. Rojan isn’t a father to me or anything, but he’s there. I
can hear his thoughts and feel his emotions. And you really didn’t answer my
question.”


“I am happier than I used to be. I would be happier
if you would ever talk to me again.”


“I am talking to you now,” I said. He looked at me,
hopeful, and I specifically looked away. “I have a home where I’m happy, but
maybe a family visit once in a while wouldn’t hurt. I can visit Mokii.” I would
have offered to let him visit me, but with Dylan and the boys so close and
always over, there was no telling what he would see if he dropped in
unannounced. We were never going to have a relationship as comfortable as Dylan
and Edward, but I wouldn’t reject him as long as he didn’t try to ridicule me or
guilt me into being king. 


“Why did you come after me?” he asked.


“I ran into some dragons who said you were asking
them about a plant they had.”


“A plant? Kaori-mor directed me to several dragon
clutches to ask them about a poison. Some of her dragons have been poisoned.
Even though she betrayed and imprisoned me, she was correct about that. I have
seen an adult dragon go from perfectly healthy to dead in five minutes, but
that was the most violent reaction.”


“How many have been poisoned?” 


“Fifteen. Six were killed since I arrived.”


“How are they getting poisoned? Food? Water?”


“It alternates. Kaori-mor’s adviser was healthy and
fine until he took a sip of his water during dinner. He was dead five minutes
later and the physician was too afraid to touch him. It was a real nasty death,
very painful looking. I studied the water and found plant matter dissolved in
it. It wasn’t poison, but it acted like it on dragons. I tried to send the
water to the kingdom to be examined, but it disappeared. Under the oblivious
eye of three people, it was taken. Some others had it in their food or even
dropped after not eating or drinking anything.”


“Did you question anyone in Emiko’s kingdom?” I
asked. He gaped at me. “Sorry, Kaori-mor’s kingdom,” I amended. Using the queen’s
first name was too familiar for the amount of time I knew her, especially since
she had such a high title. Even though she was a dragon, she had a sago name,
so I had to use it appropriately.


“I questioned many guards and staff of the castle,
but ultimately found nothing.”


“How many of the dragons targeted were close to
Kaori-mor?”


“Almost every dragon poisoned was close to Kaori-mor,
though I cannot be certain that anyone in particular was targeted. Like I said,
someone would be talking to us and then just drop. Food and drink would be
served up to everyone and it would be in a certain item. It occurred to me that
it was maybe more of a scare tactic than an assassination attempt.”


“Could be. I saw a little sago child. Are there any
sago who live on the island, or was he visiting?”


“A few sago live there, only five or six at the
most.”


“Where does the food and drink come from?”


“There are farmers, but several hunters go to the
mainland and bring back various meats. After I thought to analyze the
contaminated water, I examined all food and water that I saw. I managed to
catch it many times, but the number affected never went down. It is possible
that I was poisoned with the plant myself, but it had no effect.”


“Have Mokomo examine you for unusual substances. I
don’t smell anything wrong with you, and I would know, but it never hurts to
get a medical eye. Why were there no guards with Kaori-mor? There were guards
at the door, but nobody guarding her in particular. In fact, the fortress was
nearly deserted.”


“I wondered that myself. I was in that dungeon for at
least a month. Before I was confined, the castle was full.”


“Maybe there were many more deaths. Keep asking
around, but stay away from her. Most likely, this is an attack on dragons and a
poison that only affects them, so you should be safe. Make sure you scan
everything you ingest just in case. Your highest priority is to find a sample
of the poison and get Mokomo to make an antidote.”


He stared at me. “Do you realize how easily you
deliver orders?”


“I learned a lot from Dylan. He talks more than he
needs to, but words of brilliance come flying out of his rambles.” Oddly
enough, few people have figured out that he talks so much for a reason; usually
either as a distraction or in order to get a reaction out of someone. I have
seen people blurt out their plans just to get Dylan to stop talking.


“So you learned how to be a leader from your friend
and not from your father who is a king?” 


“You lead by threat. Dylan doesn’t really want to
lead, he just comes up with plans really well and everyone who knows him wants
to follow him. By the way, what happened to your leg?” I asked. His fingers
were tight on the rail of the boat as if he was in pain and his stance was
wide. My father never had trouble at sea before.


He shook his head. “I am getting old. One of the
dragoness’s guards and I got in an argument. He shifted. I plan to have Mokomo
take a look at it.”


 


*          *          *


 


Growing up as the son of a man who had more enemies
than friends, there was nothing that woke me faster than the sound of a gun
being shot. I had enough time to sit up before the ship tipped and I was thrown
out of bed. Disorientated and wary of a mad shooter, I stayed down until I
could collect my senses. The floor was quickly flooding with water, the ship
was rocking violently, and I was alone with my father. 


As I had requested, we were in the smallest ship my
father had, which may have been a bad call on my part. The lower deck actually
consisted of two meager beds and a large table. It was not a ship meant for
long distances, so there was no shelving or treasured items flying about, but
there was also nothing to grip. 


My father, who had successfully clung to his bed,
released his hold, reached out, and clutched the table. It was sturdy, wooden,
and nailed to the floor, so I thought it was a great idea. As I tried to grab
the nearest table leg, the ship rocked again, causing me to roll away. My
father managed to catch my arm and pulled me easily within reach of the table.
Another shot rang out and when my father made a move for the door, I held him
back. It seemed that between the table and my father, the king was the
sturdiest. 


“You can’t go out there when someone is shooting!” I
yelled over the sound of the commotion. Someone opened the door and water
crashed through. Luckily, the now knee-high water wasn’t extremely cold.


“I may be an ignorant old king, but I know how to
hold my own. This isn’t my first time at sea,” he said confidently. He shook
off my grip and made his way steadily to the door, then climbed up the ladder
and out onto the deck before I could even get to the steps. 


My father never listened.


I climbed the slippery metal ladder carefully. It was
an hour or so before dawn and the chill of the morning would have stopped me
any other time, but I didn’t have a moment to hesitate. I had forgotten about
the pirates between Mokii and Shomodii. 


Ten men were trying to raid the tiny vessel, while our
one captain was doing his best with a sword and a child’s degree of magic.
Unfortunately, the pirates had guns. The tables turned when my father arrived.
With no weapon and month-old clothes, he appeared feeble and outmatched, but
the man was not just the king of Mokii. Before anything else, he was a highly
trained wizard. 


Instantly assessing the scene and locating the
leader, my father waved his hand in a sideways motion. A huge wave built over
the side of the ship and crashed into the largest clump of bandits, washing
most of them into the sea. While the ship spun, my father was unbothered. He
faced the next nearest opponent and thrust out his hand in a jabbing motion.
The thief froze, as if in fear, but without breathing or making a sound. The
captain seemed to see his advantage and drew his sword on the immobilized
pirate. 


“You have all come to the wrong ship!” my father
yelled. His voice carried over the sounds of the ocean and the panicked men in
the water. 


“That was our mistake. We will leave!” the smallest
of the pirates promised. He was no older than eighteen, so I had to assume that
he was either an orphan, or one of these men was his father. 


The king seemed to consider it for a moment. “No. You
will not leave. As penance for your foolishness, I will take your ship.” The
ship the thieves owned was quite a lot nicer than our own. “However, I am a
kind man and will not leave you stranded. You can have this boat.”


Talk about a change. Whether I agreed with my
father’s decision to commandeer their ship or not, it was a definite
improvement in my father’s mercy. Once, he would have taken both ships and left
the pirates to drown in these dangerous waters. 


The remaining thieves were not foolish enough to
argue with a trained wizard, so they quickly abandoned their own ship. My
father put his hand on my back gently, as if to steady me in the rocking boat,
and nudged me towards the newly apprehended vessel. Speechless, I allowed
myself to be guided. Although my father was a king and showed me his skills in
the practice arena, it was entirely different seeing the man in action.


 


*          *          *


 


A few hours later, the ship finally arrived at
Shomodii. After saying goodbye to my father, it took several more hours to
reach Edward’s place. Tired from the trip and the emotional drain of facing my
father once again, I was pleasantly surprised to see Edward’s cabin still
standing. There were a few downed trees, but I ignored them.


“Dylan hasn’t returned?” I asked when I found Edward
playing cards with Shiloh on the porch. Meri was watching the game with
contentment, but not enthusiasm, while the boys played fetch with Hobble.


Edward set his cards down and leaned back in his
chair. “He hasn’t, no. I was hoping he was with you. Can you sense if he is in
danger?”


“When he’s close or if we’re both asleep, yes, but I
can’t sense anything now. Either he’s okay… or he’s too far away to tell.”


Three hours later, I was very concerned that Dylan
had still not returned. The Guardians were getting restless and even Meri
seemed to be tired of all the men. Just when everyone settled down for lunch,
there came a horrible, familiar screech.









Chapter 5


Dylan


 


There is something poetic about being lost in a
forest on an unknown world. You have no idea if it is the kind of forest where
you would find a candy-encrusted house, or one where you would encounter a
run-down medical lab littered with the infected bodies of some human-made
disease. Supernatural or mundane, the forest offered the horror of the unknown.
Nothing good ever came from being lost in the woods, and being on a new planet
made the unknown all the more devious. 


I wanted Mordon with me, because he could find his
way out of any maze and could forewarn when danger is upon us. On the other
hand, that was selfish of me; he would feel horrible if his father was really
in trouble and he didn’t help. I just hoped I finished helping whoever was
calling for it in time to get back to him if he needed me.


I wandered for a little while, trying to follow the
call for help, but it was too close. The signal was muddled and I was not
getting any less lost. Giving up, I sat on a large boulder and waited. There
were no animals around, probably chased away by the powerful presence of
whoever was calling for help. It wasn’t someone I knew.


The gravity was just about equal to Duran’s. The
trees were tall and had green broadleaves. It was about twenty-five degrees
centigrade and the atmosphere was just slightly thinner on oxygen than Duran.
Overall, it seemed halfway between Duran and Earth. 


Sitting alone in the forest did give me time to
reflect on my life, which was never a good thing. I was better off having an
epiphany in the middle of a dangerous situation than sitting alone in silence.
My life was a tangled web I didn’t want to get caught in; I needed to move
forward, for every time I figured out my place in life something drastically
changed, like the discovery of my Iadnah energy or the birth of my son. I was
me, always that and nothing more, whatever I was, and trying to understand
myself only made it confusing. All I needed to know was that I was a father and
a Guardian and someone was watching me. 


I looked up to see a man I had never met. He was
about the same height as me with a slightly slimmer build. His hair was medium
in length, a little shaggy, and had a very odd silver-red color. He looked to
be in his late thirties, but his aura was old and powerful. 


He spoke in some foreign language and my Iadnah
energy reacted instantly to translate. “You should not be out here,” he said.


“I came here to find you because you called for help.
What’s wrong with here? I haven’t been attacked or anything,” I answered. 


“It is not dark yet. There is something in the dark.”
He glanced above me and I followed his gaze. I was sitting under an apple tree.


I jumped off the rock and turned around to see the
massive tree. This wasn’t Earth, I knew that for sure. Nobody said apples were
restricted to my home world, but something about this tree felt ominous…
something I forgot. 


“We need to get out of here.”


“I cannot get out. I was brought here, dropped off.
How did you get here? Why did you come?”


“I felt you calling for help.”


“How? Who are you?” He looked genuinely confused. 


At full power, a Guardian was unmistakable for what
he was. Having met seven others, I knew the type. He was either Rasik, Guardian
of Kahún or Rilryn, Guardian of Dayo. His magic didn’t feel anything like the energy
of Kahún, so I had to assume he was Rilryn. He came closer to examine me and I
could see his striking, stone gray eyes with specks of gold. 


“I am Dylan, Guardian of Earth.”


His confusion morphed into a startled expression.
“Ronez is the Guardian of Earth.”


That explained his confusion. “You haven’t heard. I’m
sorry. Ronez was my father. He died seven years ago.”


His expression became blank, but his eyes were sad
and he sat heavily on the rock I had previously used. “That explains why I
could never get ahold of him. Nobody ever told me. I am sorry for your loss. He
was a great man.”


“Were you good friends?” I asked. 


He smirked, but it wasn’t happy. “Sometimes.” I could
see a light bulb go off over his head and he looked up at me with wide eyes.
“What did you say your name is?”


“Dylan Yatunus.”


“Your father told me about you. In fact, you were all
he ever talked about in the last years. I am Rilryn.” He reached into the bag
strapped to his side and pulled out an old letter. “This is about twenty years
old. He said that I needed to help him save you. The gods wanted to kill you
when you were born because you were so powerful. He said that I would meet you
some day and to give you this,” he said, holding it out to me.


The letter was in a sealed envelope with no writing
on it, and the paper was yellowed with age. “Did you read it?” I asked.


“He said that if anyone but you read it, it would
vanish and cause sixty point health damage on the target. I never understood
that, but it sounded serious,” he said, then frowned. “Or maybe he was lying.
He did that, too.”


“Never underestimate my father; he was probably
telling the truth.” I opened the letter and pulled out the note. I couldn’t
help but to worry over what I would read. I actually met the man twice after he
died, but it seemed that the more I learned, the more I realized I knew nothing
about him. This letter could give me a better understanding of him or confuse
me worse. 


 


 


 


Dear Dylan:


 


If you are reading this note, you should be the
Guardian of Earth. If not, you are too young for this; put the letter away, go
brush your teeth, and get to bed. Otherwise, continue reading.


Hopefully, you found your way into this life
without too much trouble… But you probably died or something and was brought
back. I know my brother is taking good care of you. The future was always clear
to me, but I tried not to know too much of what was to come. You are seven as I
write this letter. Yesterday, Vretial visited you. I have no idea how, but I
know why. I spend most of my time protecting you, and the rest doing a mediocre
job of guarding Earth. Sorry, but I will probably leave you to solve most of
Earth’s problems. 


Don’t bother with fixing the government; I tried
that, they just keep breaking it. With humans, I have learned that they will
carry on. Fix the worst of their mistakes and let them learn from the rest.
Don’t fret if you make your own errors. The humans as a species is not the
strongest, smartest, or most powerful, but if the people of any world survive
in the end it will be them, because they are absolutely the most stubborn to
survive. You have inherited an excellent world, whether they frustrate you or
not.


Vretial is dangerous, yet I am afraid he is only
the beginning for you. Since he visited you yesterday, I figure it wasn’t the
first time. I know you will face him when you are older, but Vretial cannot be
defeated. This is undeniable, and it is okay. To destroy him will never be your
destiny. If you stopped him, you have already succeeded. Nothing bad would ever
happen because of this, like all of time and space falling apart. Certainly not
that. Instead, I fear that what brought him to you last night is the real
threat. You must remember what he told you when you were seven. Your book can
help you. 


I cannot tell you more. Anything I may or may not
know could make things worse if I told you. The more time I try to see beyond,
the more unstable predictions can be. I cannot be sure yet whether or not you
inherited the ability to see the future. If you have, remember that you see the
consequences of choices that have been made, not fate. You can use them to save
lives, but they can be deceptive.


The most I can do now is keep the path to your
destiny clear until you can do it for yourself. There are many paths I see, but
I know you will find the right one. 


Just remember that while the gods call you
Noquodi, meaning servant, we are Guardians. It is not a title given to us but a
promise we make to ourselves and our worlds. This is not a promise to defeat
our enemies or carry out the objectives of our god; it is to protect. We are
not killers, destroyers, or warriors. We protect life. Not just human, not just
people, and not just our world. 


 


 


Love, Your Dad


 


 


The envelope slipped as I finished reading and hit
the ground with a heavy flop. Realizing it couldn’t be empty, I picked it up
and pulled out a card. Instead of a face, it was a picture of an apple. “I’ve
seen this before.” It came through the void when Mordon and I were fighting the
demon and had Edward’s scent on it. I had put the card in Sammy’s baby bag and
never found it again. Then I did something very silly; I turned it over to look
at the back of it for the first time. “That’s new,” I said.


On the back of the card was a bunch of connected
lines, stars, and numbers. It made no sense to me. “It is a map,” Rilryn
supplied, studying it. “It was a game Ronez taught me when I was a child. It
sounded fun, that’s why I remember it, but I was never able to play.”


“Why not?” I asked. 


“It is a two person game, and he said I could not
play it with him because I was not his brother.”


“So he played it with Kiro?” I asked. Perhaps Edward
would remember how to decipher this. Even if it was a game, there had to be a
reason my father wrote this on the back of a card and left it for me. 


“I asked him about it, but he said that two Guardians
could never play it together. He told me he couldn’t play it, couldn’t even
read it. Only brothers could read it together.”


“That doesn’t make much sense.”


He nodded sadly. “Your father was a great man. I
cannot help you further. You must leave now.” 


“What about you? I came to help you.”


“It is too late; it is already dark,” he said.


I peered up at the blue sky that could be seen
clearly through the trees; it was a long way from dark. When I looked back,
Rilryn was gone. All things considered, sitting back down on the large stone
under the apple tree was probably a foolish thing to do, but I was frustrated.
I shouldn’t have been surprised when an apple hit me on the head, bounced, and
landed in my lap. I looked up, seeing nothing unusual, except for the
mysterious tree, then picked up the apple. Written in black marker was “eat” in
English on the apple. 


“You’re kidding, right?” I asked the apple.
Apparently it had more answers than I did. I scrutinized the tree for snakes
and spotted none. Still, it was strangely biblical. Seeing as how my wife was a
god, there should have been something wrong with that. “Alice, save me a seat
for tea.”


I bit into the apple, chewed quickly, and swallowed.
It didn’t taste poisoned. Before I could even consider my stupidity, the world
tilted and I felt myself pitching forward. 


 


*          *          *


 


For about the six-dozenth time, I woke in a forest.
Only this one I knew very well. Even in the dead of night, I knew I was about a
kilometer north of the haunted springs, and that if I headed directly south, I
would eventually find myself at home. The problem was there was snow on the
ground… It was in the middle of summer when I left Duran. Without even having
my wits about me, I climbed to my feet. This was the perfect moment for a
monster attack, and I didn’t want to be on my back for it.


There were always sounds in the forest; sounds of
animals, sounds of the wind, and often the sound of running water. However, the
tromping of people was a very distinct sound, especially the tromping of two
little boys. I found the source of the noise just a few minutes south. It was
both exactly what I expected and extremely confusing. Sammy and Ron were making
their way through the forest, but Ron was barely three and Sammy was five. I
knew it was before he was six, because he wore a Scooby-Doo shirt that he tore
on his sixth birthday. 


Ron was bundled up in his dark blue toddler house
coat and matching soft house boots. Sammy was no better dressed for the
weather; he wore real boots and clothes, but he had a towel draped around his
shoulder instead of a jacket. Though clearly in a hurry, he had Ron’s hand
firmly in his grasp and never fussed when he had to stop to help Ron step over
a log or rock. 


“I saw it not far from here,” Sammy whispered to Ron.
Ron nodded and shivered, but never spoke. “It was important.” 


I followed at a distance until they finally came to a
stop and both began searching for something. Ron just wandered around, probably
having no clue what he was looking for. He often put up with his brother’s
antics just to keep Sammy out of trouble. 


It started snowing and Ron’s blue house coat was
dusted with the powdery snow for a few minutes until is started melting into
the plush fabric. Sammy paused his search long enough to wrap his towel over
Ron’s head. “You lose a lot of body heat if you don’t keep your head covered.”
They continued their search as if they were both not freezing. “I found it!”
Sammy shouted, clearing some snow off of what looked like two rocks. I emerged
from the cover of the trees. Neither child saw me, even as I stopped right next
to them. 


It wasn’t two large rocks that Sammy found; it was
two eggs. They were about half a meter tall, but they were definitely eggs.
“What did you find?” I asked, mostly just to hear the question asked. Neither
of my boys heard me. 


Sammy gathered one of the eggs in his arms. “We have
to get them out of the cold or they’ll die. Grab the other one.” 


Ron tried, but it was huge compared to him. 


I felt the presence about the time the temperature
dived. The warning came, “There’s something in the dark.” The voice in
my head, giving me that warning, was one I had hoped to never hear again. And I
knew that presence.


I had faced this monster before, on Skrev. It was a
cloud of darkness that ate anything alive and moved as fast as water. Nothing
could kill it, and only light could stop it. I called my energy up and tried to
create light. No light. I felt my energy, but it was clueless as to what I
wanted. 


An animal started to cry out in the forest, and that
was as far as it got. Sammy gasped, put the egg down, and pulled Ron close, as
if he could protect them. This wasn’t Sammy’s first time facing it either. I
could feel the darkness approaching fast from the east. Before I could second
guess myself, before I could doubt myself, I jumped in front of my children,
reached for my Iadnah energy, and tore a hole into the void just as the
darkness was upon us. 


Whether it was destroyed in the blinding light, or
pulled into the Hell that was the void, the dark mystery of a monster was gone.
For the moment. I closed the void, cleaned the scar, and turned to see my boys
staring at me in shock. “Get home right now!” I demanded in my best angry
voice. “Don’t you dare sneak out at night ever again or I will ground you so
hard you will forget what daylight looks like!”


“Yes, Dad. We’re sorry! We won’t go out at night,”
Sammy promised. Ron nodded, trying not to cry. 


I had no idea they had ever snuck out at night, but I
figured this was my only chance to drive it in that they couldn’t just sneak
away. On the other hand, this had the makings of a really bad paradox if they
got up and told me about it in the morning. 


“Good. Now, if you do it again, I’ll wake your mother
up and have her come get you. I am going back to bed. You will go right home,
get in bed, and go to sleep. When you get up, we will not talk about what you
did tonight. You will never ever sneak out at night, ever again.”


“Are you mad at us?” Sammy asked. Ron hid his face
against Sammy’s chest.


“You could have been killed tonight. Of course I’m
mad at you for sneaking out, but I will forgive you if you promise to
never do this again.”


“We promise.”


“Good. Now go back to the house and go to bed.”


“Goodnight, Daddy.” Sammy took Ron’s hand and led him
all the way back to the house. I watched from just close enough to interfere
for the hour walk it took them to get home. When they were safely in the house,
I wiped the tears away. Yes, I knew it wasn’t manly, but I came so close to
losing my baby boys.


I sat down on the ground and closed my eyes. Having
never prayed in my life, I focused my thoughts on the apple. I knew whoever
made it so that I could go back to this crucial moment would never hear me, but
I had to say it anyway. “Thank you. Whoever you are, thank you.” 


 


*          *          *


 


I felt someone nudging me a while before I was able
to drag myself from the heavy darkness of my lethargy. I was lying face down in
leaves with Rilryn standing over me. “Why are you sleeping on the ground?” he
asked. I got to my feet easily enough. 


“I couldn’t find a B&B. You disappeared.”


“It was dark. You cannot see in the dark.”


“It wasn’t dark,” I argued. “I could see perfectly
fine and you were gone. Never mind. I don’t want the mind mazes and riddles
right now. You called for help, and I’m here to help, so let’s go before
something happens to---” I stopped talking and sighed as I was interrupted by a
familiar screech. “Of course,” I said, turning to see a griffin. 


As beautiful as the creature was, its presence meant
trouble. The last time I faced this creature, all of space and time was falling
apart. However, he didn’t attack until provoked. He stared right at me, turned,
and pounced on Rilryn.


The Guardian had a dagger in his hand in a flash, but
I heard the metal snap. Kiro had given me a katana that had been created for my
father out of a material that was unbreakable, but swords were not my thing.
Instead, I usually tried to reason with or ward off the enemy until it was too
late, and then I had to do something stupid and dangerous. 


I picked up the closest object (the apple) and threw
it at the griffin’s head. He stopped snapping at Rilryn to gawk at me,
startled, as if he couldn’t believe I did that. Rilryn gave me a similar look
of disbelief, but at least his innards were staying inside for the moment. 


“You listen, griffin, because I know you’re smart.
You guys were created to protect wizards, so you must understand me at least a
little,” I said, lifting my left foot in order to pull the dagger from my boot.
His eyes narrowed in on it. I let my magic seep into the dagger, from its
handle to the tip of its blade. “I don’t know why you’re attacking him and I
don’t care. Your skin will break before this blade does. Get off him. This is
your only warning,” I promised. 


Nothing could have surprised me more than when the
griffin backed away and then vanished. Rilryn continued staring at me in shock,
but I saw then that it may have been shock of a different type; the griffin had
made quite the scratching post of Rilryn. I pulled the healing salve that
Edward made out of my bag as I approached the Guardian, knelt, and used the
knife to cut away the remaining shreds of Rilryn’s shirt to see the damage. He
didn’t look and that was probably a good thing. 


“He listened to you,” he said.


“He was after you. I was probably in the way and he
just didn’t want the extra trouble.” 


He winced as I applied the paste to the long, deep
wounds in his skin. “There is a stitch kit in my bag,” he said. 


“There’s no way I’m sticking a needle in anyone,” I
answered. This was probably the real reason I learned to heal using Iadnah
energy before I even knew what it was; I couldn’t deal with the alternative.
Something about sticking a thread in someone, while also being a Guardian, made
me feel like a necromancer. I couldn’t help but think that the person was dead
and I had to stitch bits and pieces together. 


“Dylan, why did I just get a horrible chill?”


“It’s blood loss,” I lied. Before he could respond, I
poured my magic into him. Healing was the first thing I learned to do with it,
so healing was what my magic did best. His skin stitched itself back together
until the scratches looked months old and would heal without a scar. I had to
stop because my own stomach was hurting. It wasn’t as bad as the original, but
for a short time after healing a wound, I felt the phantom pains of that
injury. 


“How did you do that?” he asked in awe, staring at
his scratches. 


“Magic. If the griffins are back, things may be worse
than I thought. I need to drop you off back on Duran and take care of this.”


“Why not return me to Dayo?” he asked.


“I’ve never been there, for one, and I don’t want to
drop you in the middle of the ocean or something. But also, I think you would
just end up attacked again. On Duran, the others can help you,” I said. I
didn’t give him the chance to argue before attempting to flash us back home.
Having done it successfully hundreds of times, I wasn’t prepared for what I
felt. It was like trying to pick up a cat that I think will weigh about five to
ten pounds, when instead it weighs three hundred. 


Weight was never an issue in flashing someone, but
something was holding him here and there was no way I could I do it without
running the risk of hurting him. “It is okay. I know I am stuck,” he said. “I
can rest here while you take care of the others.”


“I can’t leave you here to fend for yourself if
that---” I was cut off as the skin just below my neck burned. Instinctually, I
reached for the pentagram that always rested there and occasionally burned me
with no reason or warning. It was gone and I remembered I gave it to Edward.
They were in trouble. “I’m sorry,” I said, before flashing out. 


It was the worst possible time to be called away by a
god, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when I was intercepted. If it were
Divina, Regivus, Madus, or Enki, I would have fought them because they would
have let go. It was Zer, though, and he would put up a fight. He didn’t know me
like the others did. Zer never considered that something might be more
important than his own random ideas. The white room was more irritating than
anything else. 


“What is the status on my Guardian?” the god asked
without any preamble. 


Yes, he was a god, and yes, I wasn’t, but it still
caught me as rude every time Zer opened his mouth. The god had that kind of
face, too; long and thin, like the rest of his body, with short, dark brown
hair and dark burgundy eyes. Anything he said was entitled to an eye-roll. But
since he was a god, I really tried to offer the politeness he never graced
anyone with.


“Not now. I have to get to my kids,” I declared.
Okay, so my polite bank was empty. 


When I tried to leave, he held me back. Instead of
fighting him off, which could have ended very badly for my health, I reached
through my book to call Divina. She must have felt my desperation because she
appeared instantly. 


“Deal with your brother, the boys need help,” I said
before flashing away. I would feel guilty for dumping her brother on her after
our sons were safe. 


When I arrived, it was to fire and blood. The only
sound was the crackling of several tents burning. What wasn’t burned was flattened
or torn. Azyle was lying on the steps to the porch with Mordon keeping pressure
on his bleeding side. Mordon looked uninjured, but I wasn’t at all surprised by
that. Ghidorah was tending to Shiloh’s head by wrapping an obscene amount of
bandages on him. The paranoid Vaigdan babbled about blood-borne pathogens until
Ghidorah wrapped the bandage around his mouth. Samorde was putting fires out.
Edward and the boys were nowhere in sight. 


“They’re in the house. They weren’t injured,” Mordon
told me, knowing who I was searching for. 


“What happened here?” I asked.


“Griffins attacked,” he said. “We need to talk
more about it later.” 


I nodded my agreement as I passed them on the steps.
I could heal Azyle and Shiloh after I checked on the boys. When I opened the
front door, Sammy pounced and I landed hard. He hugged like Nila. Before I
could shift Sammy around enough to breathe, Ron joined him in squishing the
life out of me.


Edward pulled Sammy off me and grabbed my arm to help
me up. Ron wiggled around so that he wasn’t strangling me as I stood. I
couldn’t hold him with one arm anymore because at four he was still small, but
not that light. It probably had a lot to do with the fact that he was mostly
sago, which meant his density was greater than that of a pure human.


As half human, half dile, Sammy was no heavier than
any human his age, but at least three times stronger. I never understood how
Zer accomplished the strength his people had. 


“We were inside when the griffins attacked, just as
everyone else was settling down for lunch. We heard the noise, but Mordon came
in and told us what was happening before I could go out. He said he could take
care of it so I stayed in here with the boys,” Edward said. 


I knew he hated nothing more than standing aside when
he was needed. “Thank you. For all we know, the griffins could have been a
diversion to get the boys alone. If Vretial is after them, we can’t rule
anything out.”


Mordon nudged me out of the doorway and shut the door
so that the five of us were alone. “What took you so long?” he asked. 


“There was a rabbit hole. I couldn’t have been gone
more than a few hours.”


“You were gone for nearly two entire days. This
wasn’t a random attack. One of them arrived, looked right at me, and then
turned and attacked Azyle. I used my fire and it obviously hurt him, but he
just shook it off and continued attacking Azyle.”


“Normally when you attack something, the animal
attacks back.”


“Right. He was only interested in Azyle. The others
came to help, but none of their magic worked any better than my fire. Then the
second one arrived and went after Shiloh. Ghidorah was napping or something and
the first one woke him up when it trampled Ghidorah’s tent. One look at
Ghidorah and the beast fled. The second one turned on Samorde and then when
Ghidorah shocked the griffin, it also bolted.”


“So you think they were afraid of Ghidorah?” Edward
asked.


“He thinks Ghidorah is controlling them,” I
corrected. 


Mordon nodded. “It was something Emrys said once;
that they were modern griffins. Maybe they are Ghidorah’s griffins and this was
an attempt to get suspicion off him or get some of the others out of his way.”


Edward sighed. “Guardians have never been friends,
but I know these guys. I may go a hundred or so years without seeing them, but
I know them. Ghidorah is a good guy, but he’s very private. Araxi will forever
suspect him of something and he doesn’t care. He wouldn’t actively try to get
suspicion off of himself. More importantly, if he did attack any of us, he
would never use a creature to carry out his violence. If he attacks a person,
they will be forewarned, they will have a chance to plead innocent, and he will
face them. There is no other way for him. And most importantly, he would never
assault Samorde. Samorde is suffering punishment for others, and that’s a big
deal for Ghidorah.”


“What is he?” Mordon asked. 


He hesitated, whether it was because he didn’t want
to betray Ghidorah’s secret or because Ghidorah was dangerous I didn’t know.
“You need to talk to him about it to really understand. He’s a---”


He was interrupted as Sammy darted past me to throw
the door open. Right in front of the porch, Nano appeared pinned under one of
the griffins. Mordon pulled Sammy behind him. When Hobble burst out of the
cabin, pushing Edward aside, the griffin quickly vanished. Hobble made a
screeching sound, angry to miss out on the fight. 


The poor little creature had enough trouble making it
down the stairs on his bum leg without his enemy popping away. Edward held out
his hand and while his faithful little gargoyle did not want to be comforted,
he returned to the Guardian’s side anyway. Edward petted the twin heads.


Unfortunately, even though the griffin was gone, Nano
did not get up. Ron squirmed around until I let him down, then he grabbed
Sammy’s hand and dragged him to Nano’s side. When Ron put one hand on Nano’s
head and his other on Nano’s chest, I knew what he was doing. 


“Has he healed anyone before?” Edward asked me. I
shook my head. “What if he does it wrong? He could hurt Nano worse.”


“My son can figure it out,” I said. He gave me the
same look he always gave me if I became defensive. 


“What would you say if someone asked you that about
Dylan?” Mordon asked him.


He considered me, then my son. “I would tell them
they needed to shut their mouth and that my son could figure it out. I’m
sorry,” he told me, putting his hand on my shoulder. “I momentarily forgot who
I was talking about.”


Ron glanced up at me for a second as if to make sure
he was doing it right. I gave him a small nod and he smiled. It took him a few
minutes, but his hands soon started to emit a glow. When I first learned to
heal, my energy was visible as a green glow, but I had since learned to refine
my technique and could heal without anyone noticing it. Divina, a master of
Iadnah energy, still showed it sometimes; her energy glowed bluish-purple. It
was the same thing really, but the color depended on our souls somehow. Sammy’s
was vivid purple, while Ron’s was bright, vibrant, grass green.


Oddly enough, as roughed up as he looked, Nano wasn’t
bleeding anywhere visible. It only took a couple of minutes for him to open his
eyes and struggle to sit up. “Where’s Vivian?” he asked, looking at me instead
of his son. 


Sammy was old enough to understand that he was being
ignored by his own father. He turned his face away from me so that I couldn’t
see his devastated expression. Ron glared at Nano. I moved to go to Sammy when
Mordon grabbed my arm. “Remember that I can’t smell anything because of
Ghidorah. If Nano acts weird, get away from him.”


I nodded and went to Sammy. “Nila said she was safe
on Dios,” I answered, lifting Sammy into my arms. Sammy had his face buried in
my neck and didn’t see the longing in Nano’s eyes as he looked at the boy.
Normally, I would have felt sorry for Nano because of the misery he clearly
felt, but Nano had every opportunity to visit him. Ron was also old enough to
pass over the spell so that Sammy could return home, yet Nano and Vivian never
came for him and they stopped visiting. 


Even when Sammy was a baby, Nano had always been more
concerned with Vivian than their son. If Nano refused to give Sammy the love
and care he deserved, I sure as hell would. Sammy was a dream child and should
never know rejection. I loved Sammy just as much as Ron, even to the point
where I considered him my oldest son, and I would never give him up to be
someone’s second priority.


“What happened?” Mordon asked. “You were missing for
a long time.” 


“What?” He sounded shocked. “How long? I was with
Vivian, just a little while ago. I was talking with some people about a water
filtering system and heard Zer calling. When I tried to answer, I was
attacked,” he said. 


“By griffins?” Ghidorah asked.


“No! The griffin saved me. It was Vretial!”


“Vretial was destroyed,” Ghidorah growled. 


Nano glared right back at him. “Well, he’s back.”


Mordon took Sammy from me to take him inside while
Ron hung back to listen some more. That was pretty unusual; Ron always went
wherever Sammy did. It didn’t help the situation that Ron seemed very
interested to hear more about the dark god. If Vretial was indeed back, and
trying to lure my boys in, I wasn’t sure what to do. I had already told them
what happened and how bad he was. Sammy was terrified of him, but Ron always
seemed more curious than worried and that wasn’t good. 


“Did you see him?” he asked.


“You talk now?” Nano asked, shocked. Ron nodded
shyly. “I didn’t see him, but I felt him. He was as powerful as Zer.”


“You never met Vretial, though. Right?” I said. “You
wouldn’t recognize his presence.”


“I know the presence of a god, and I know it was
malicious. It was definitely him. I need to get back to Vivian. Was she worried
about me?”


“I didn’t see her, I just spoke to Nila. And I’m
sorry, but you cannot return to Dios right now. Zer doesn’t know where you were
any more than any of the rest of us. With the fear of treason stirring the gods
up right now, he is suspicious. He said you couldn’t return until your name was
cleared.” 


He sighed. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Can you get a
message to Vivian?”


I felt Divina calling on me. “I’m getting called
away,” I told Mordon. In one instant, I went from standing in front of the
others to standing before the gods. I didn’t like the room we were in; it was
the same place as before and made me feel like we were in a courtroom. 


“Have you discovered anything?” Enki asked. 


“I seem to be getting the runaround. You sent me out,
then Kiro was immediately attacked. Nano is missing. Shiloh was attacked and his
powers were gone. Emrys was acting a little odd but otherwise seemed fine. Then
I met Ghidorah, who caused Mordon to have an allergic reaction. Vretial has
contacted Ron, but Ghidorah swears up and down that Vretial has not returned.”


“Why is Ghidorah so insistent?” Araxi asked.


“Maybe he trusts you all to have handled it. Anyway,
I brought Ghidorah back and then Azyle arrived having had a Guardian warning
dream and lost contact with Roshne. Emrys arrived with him and said that he had
not spoken to me in a long time. Mordon still couldn’t use his nose to figure
it out. Then Emrys was attacked.”


“Is he okay now?” Madus asked.


I hesitated. Other than Divina, no god has ever shown
concern for their Guardian until now. “I’m working on it and I will find him. Then
I got sidetracked; Rilryn is lost in a forest somewhere, terrified of something
in the dark. I found an apple tree---”


“You were on Earth?” Divina asked. 


I shook my head and considered my next words
carefully. Something was sketchy and they needed to know, but I was going to be
on the couch for the rest of the week. “No, we were not. It was an apple tree
on another world. Rilryn vanished and I sat down on a rock under the tree. An
apple hit me on the head and the word ‘eat’ was written on it. So I took a
bite.” I ducked. 


“You did what?!” Divina yelled. “You are so stupid!” 


“Yeah, but you love me anyway,” I said when I figured
she wouldn’t throw anything at me. At least for the moment she didn’t have
anything to throw and wasn’t close enough to hit me. “I woke up back home,
about a year or so ago. The boys had snuck out and found some eggs. Like, huge,
Japanese atomic, monster-sized eggs. The shadow monster from Skrev showed up,
so I scared it off and threatened the boys to within an inch of their lives if
they ever snuck out again.”


“They sneak out at night?” she asked, looking sick to
her stomach. She was blaming herself. 


I shrugged. “Kids do that.” There was no way I could
let her think it was her fault. Sammy used to be afraid of the dark, but he was
fine with it when Ron was with him. “I highly doubt either of them do it
anymore.”


“I am more concerned with this apple,” Regivus said. 


“An apple that sends you back in time? I was a little
unsure myself. A mirror, sure, a door, no problem… but I have never heard of
fruit being a portal before,” I agreed.


Azenoth rolled his eyes. “It is Vretial’s magic.
Vretail always did weird and obscene things like that.” 


It was a testament to my humanity that I immediately
scoured my brain for ideas of what weird and obscene things the god would have
done. Maybe I could learn something.


“He gave me enchanted socks when I took a mortal
body,” Divina said. “They were forever warm.”


“That was nice of him.”


“I am a god; I do not need enchanted socks.”


“But I bet you liked them,” I said. She blushed. “If
Vretial sent me the apple, why? To save the kids? Why not do it himself?”


“Maybe it was a trick. An illusion of something that
never really happened to gain your trust,” Enki suggested.


“The dark god, your oldest and most powerful brother,
uses simple illusion magic to win the trust of a mortal? I would hope he could
come up with something a bit more frightful than a snowy forest and a monster I
have already faced and defeated.”


“More frightening than your sons being endangered?”
Azenoth asked.


I frowned. “Can Iadnah understand the fear of losing
a son?” I asked. “I would think the death of a loved one is a fear only mortals
would understand.” 


Azenoth scoffed and Regivus glared at him. “Death is
a god only mortals fear, that is true,” Regivus said. “The Iadnah are a race,
like people and dragons. We are ageless, immortal, and have infinite power, but
we also have desires and aspirations. We were never children, but we had
parents. And had we not faced war, we each would have been parents.”


“So I have seen. But can you love your children? My
wife excluded, of course,” I said, regarding her. “I know you can love.”
I looked at the rest of them. “The rest of you do not have mortal bodies. You
have never lived on the worlds, experienced the joys and hells of life. Can you
love your children? Are you capable of it?”


Several of the gods scowled. “I do not know. None of
us but our sister has ever had cause to love,” Avoli said. “Nevertheless, I
have no doubt that Vretial understood what a father would do for his child.”


“And why would he work so hard to win a mortal’s
trust?” I asked.


“You defeated him once. If he has indeed returned,
which I am not convinced of, I believe he would want revenge. That would
definitely put you at the top of his list. Besides, there are no mortals in
this room,” Regivus said.


“It may have been his kind of magic and maybe it was
not just an illusion, but I am not convinced he would drop an apple on your
head. Vretial is more likely to appear and tell you himself,” Zer said.


Divina was shaking her head before he could finish
speaking. “If he has not faced us yet, he is trying to be discreet. Going to
Dylan would put him in the spotlight faster than anything,” Divina said. 


It was my turn to disagree. “Anything except going to
Ron and Sammy. Anyway, when I woke up again in the forest, Rilryn was attacked
by a griffin, which completely ignored me.”


“Griffins are extinct,” Divina said. I gave her a
look. “Except for the two that attacked a few years ago. But they should have
disappeared back to their time when you defeated the demon,” she argued. 


“Maybe they did. Maybe this is their time. I healed
Rilryn, but was unable to bring him back and Kiro’s place was attacked, so I
didn’t have time to figure it out.”


“Was that why you refused me when I called on you?”


Divina frowned and I shivered. He could have phrased
it better, but dirty thoughts probably never occurred to the god. “Yes. The
griffins had attacked Shiloh, Samorde, and Azyle. They ignored Mordon and
Ghidorah, and Kiro was protecting the boys inside. Mordon said I was gone for
two days, but from my perspective, it was only a few hours. Then the griffin
reappeared with Nano, who said that Vretial attacked and the griffin saved
him.”


“Did Vretial get Nano’s book?” Zer asked, looking
ill.


“He didn’t say so. I don’t think it was Vretial who
attacked. I think it was something else. I think what attacked me, Shiloh, and
Kiro was something else. It wasn’t angry. It wanted something with an
incredible determination.”


“Vretial wanted to take the worlds,” Mreje said. 


I once again had to stop to consider my words. If I
were alone with Mordon and Divina, I would have openly disagreed, but the gods
were ancient and had a certain way of thinking. Anything I said otherwise would
be offensive to all but Divina. 


Divina shook her head slightly, warning me to keep my
mouth shut. I nodded. They knew the god better than I, so I would take their
word for it. 


“Vretial was not very determined about anything
until…” Avoli said. “Until he took my world he was just odd. He never went
after anything that was not easy to obtain.”


“He was always suspicious,” Azenoth sneered. 


“I hate to interrupt, but that is not the matter at
hand,” I said.


“How is Vretial’s behavior not the matter at hand?”
Enki asked.


“It looks like the Guardians are actually being
targeted,” Divina said. 


I shrugged. “Yeah, that is really important. But I
was actually more worried about Mordon,” I said. They all stared at me like I
lost my mind. “I am not saying that’s all I’m worried about. It will just make
it much easier to save the other Guardians if Mordon could breathe.”


“You said it was like an allergic reaction. Is Mordon
better when he is away from Ghidorah?” Divina asked. I nodded. “Then take him
with you to find the other Noquodi and I will see about what might cause him to
react that way.”


I nodded my agreement before opening my eyes back at
the cabin. Ron watched me with worry. Edward had his arms wrapped around Meri
on the porch and she looked a little shaken. Mordon hopped off the porch to
land next to me and pulled me to my feet. There were too many people here.


“Ready to go?” Mordon asked. “Rojan is getting
very irritated with all these old Guardians around. If Edward and Ghidorah
growl at each other one more time, Rojan might eat them both. And Ghidorah
keeps sniffing around Meri like she’s a rare steak. Rojan actually suggested we
call his sister out here to sort them out, but he’s afraid she’ll figure out we
can’t shift.”


“You should definitely not eat Ghidorah if you’re
allergic to him,” I cautioned. “I thought you said you didn’t want to go
on missions with me anymore. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather stay here?”
Since nobody else could hear us, it must have been very confusing when he
punched me in my arm. I needed nicer friends. 


“Hitting is wrong, Mom,” Sammy declared from the
porch. Nano frowned and I figured we would have a discussion later on. Ron went
to Sammy.


“Granddad can watch us, Daddy,” Ron said. Edward
preferred Ron’s nickname for him over Sammy’s. “Go on to work and we’ll be
fine.”


Sammy gaped at him and Ron elbowed the older boy
before shooting him a pointed look. After a few seconds, they both turned back
to me with matching grins. Oh, no. The boys were up to something. 


“Can you smell anything? Smoke, maybe? Brimstone?”
I asked, hoping Mordon could pick up some of their intentions. 


“Nothing.”


“Don’t worry, I’m watching them,” Edward said
in my mind. It wasn’t the same as the way Mordon and I spoke. If it made any
sense, the connection between Mordon and I was more natural. I could use magic
to speak to Edward, but it was like an inborn ability to talk to Mordon. There
was no more magic involved than when talking to him out loud, which was a very
good thing if magic ever started to fail like it had when Sammy was a baby. 


“Book check,” I said, getting blank stares from half
the Guardians. “Everyone get out your books and make sure they’re in order.” I
pulled out mine, then Edward did his. Watching Edward, Samorde immediately
pulled his out. Shiloh shrugged and followed suit. Azyle and Nano hesitated,
but finally did as I said. 


“I don’t keep my book on me, Ghidorah said.


After skimming through the names, I slipped my book
back in my bag. Everyone else scanned their books before putting them away
except for Samorde, who was frowning at a page in his. 


“What’s wrong?” Edward asked. 


Samorde snapped his book closed with a jump as if he
had forgotten he wasn’t alone. “Nothing. Nothing is wrong. My book is fine,
yes, all names are accounted for.”


“We’re going to try to find Emrys,” I said. 


“You want to bring him back here?” Samorde asked, his
voice breaking with fear.


As the air filled with light, I already knew we would
not land where I wanted us to. Flashing was based on a person or place I
thought of in my head. A voice, the feel of their magic, the feeling of being
somewhere, a picture of a memory… It was only by accident that I learned how to
flash, and it was one of the few things I never asked one of the gods to
explain. 


I tried to flash us back to Malta, figuring that was
as good a place to start as any. I was prepared to be attacked by whatever was
after the Guardians. I was prepared to fight. I was not prepared to be
intercepted peacefully. Instead of fighting it, I let the presence pull me to
it, because I would have recognized him anywhere.









Chapter 6


Mordon


 


We landed in the middle of stone ruins, possibly the
remains of a temple or castle, surrounded by tree-covered mountains. I listened
and heard only the natural sounds of nature, including a river in the distance.


“Where are we?” I asked.


“In the forest where I met Rilryn. Only… in a
different area of the forest,” he said. Then he explained to me everything that
had happened since he left to look for whoever was calling him. When he told me
about eating the apple, I slapped him. He continued until he got to the part
where the shadow monster showed up, then paused.


“They are okay now,” I said, making him sit on one of
the stone blocks. 


“I opened the void. I didn’t really know I could even
still do that, I just did. All I could think about was that burning light and
then… They saw me. They couldn’t see me until I opened the void. Until then it
was like I was just watching a 4-D video. I say 4-D because I don’t know what
else to call it when you feel the cold of the snow and smell ice. Then I yelled
at them about sneaking out at night, made them agree never to talk about it and
promise never to sneak out again at night, and followed them until they made it
home. Oh, the letter.” 


He pulled out the letter he had mentioned before and
handed it to me to read, which was silly because it was written in English,
which I couldn’t read. He continued explaining everything, right up to the
point where he arrived home. I examined the card and attempted to get a scent
as he spoke. My nose was already clearing, but I still couldn’t smell much. I
had seen it before; it had come through the void and smelled of death.


“He said it was a map?” I asked.


“He also said it was a game, that only brothers could
read it, and they had to do so together. We need to ask Edward if Ronez ever
explained it to him.” He put both the letter and the card back in his bag and
stood. “How is your nose coming along?”


“Much better. But I thought we were looking for
Emrys, not Rilryn. Why are we here?” I asked, standing. 


“I have no idea; I didn’t bring us here. He did,” he
said, indicating the being who appeared before us. I should have expected this.
All the warnings, all the signs… yet nothing actually prepares a person for
meeting a hostile god. 


Dylan told me before that he had barely met Vretial,
but he talked about the god often. He asked Divina and the other gods about
Vretial. It was worse when Sammy was little and warned Dylan that the dark god
was back. Divina told Dylan repeatedly that he didn’t have to worry, that
Vretial was gone, but that wasn’t what bothered him. He still had questions, he
just didn’t realize what they were, or that he was asking the wrong god.
Vretial was a mystery that Dylan never got to solve; Vretial was his unfinished
business.


“Hello again, Dylan,” the god said. He didn’t look at
me, so I had a moment to observe. I was careful not to let my eyes shift, but I
could pick up his scent easily. Vretial was definitely a powerful god and I
could feel his power pulsing. “Afraid now?” he asked. 


Dylan had told me that it bothered Vretial that he
wasn’t afraid of him. The god was certainly fear-worthy, even with a corporeal
form. If I had seen him on the street without sensing his power, I would never
have given him a second look. Any woman would have, though; it paid to be able
to design your own appearance. 


He had medium-length, dark auburn hair. His eyes were
light brown with a reflective tent. Just by looks alone, I would say he was
about ten years older than me; around thirty-seven years old. There was no
specific physical characteristic about him that was sinister; instead he had a
vague, overall aura of darkness that made him appear deceitful.


Despite that, it was his scent that made me hesitate.



I could smell things that are not actually smells.
Intentions, genetics, energy, and danger were just some of the scents I could
pick out in most people. There was something in a dragon’s blood that made them
able to analyze everyone and everything. It was possibly the greatest power
that a dragon had… and I inherited it. It was what made me an asset to Dylan, even
if I didn’t always know how to correctly use it. Sometimes, like with Dylan’s
father (who died and kept being brought back for visits) it was difficult to
understand what I was scenting. In Vretial’s case, it really wasn’t.


I was told that Vretial wanted to take over all of
the worlds and control their people. I was told he wouldn’t hesitate to kill
and was prone to fits of anger. I was told he was psychotic. It seems I was
told wrong. This god before me had no such ambitions to conquer, he was very calm,
and I could smell that he was only a little off. He was certainly no more
psychotic than any Guardian. Most important though, wasn’t what he was missing…
It was what I could smell in him that made me unsure.


“Sorry,” Dylan said, shaking his head with a regretful
frown. “Maybe if you grew a beard. I think all evil people have beards.”


“Really?” the god asked, rubbing his jaw as if
considering himself with facial hair. 


Dylan nodded. “My aunt Patty had one. You were in my
bedroom,” he said. 


Obviously, weird things flew out of my friend’s mouth
at any given time, but he never said anything about being visited in his
bedroom by the god.


“When I was little. I forgot about it.” He frowned,
thinking hard. “There were many strange men coming and going, so you weren’t
really a big deal.” I never imagined a god could look so insulted, yet Dylan
went on, oblivious. “But you had a magic trick… a card, I think.”


“This card,” the god said, holding a card up. 


Dylan searched his bag before gawking at the god.
“You got that out of my bag,” he said.


“Well, yes.” Vretial smirked. “It wouldn’t have been
nearly as suave for me to say, ‘check your bag.’”


“You’re right, that wouldn’t have been as cool. But
if you could take something out of my bag that easily, you could have taken my
book.”


The dark god paced thoughtfully. “I could have, yes.
Did you ever figure out the map on the back?” he asked. 


“No, I haven’t had time to figure it out. It wasn’t
on the back of the card when you showed it to me as a kid.”


“It was new then. Your father hadn’t gotten it until
after I showed it to you.”


“You said something about the dark. You said that
something was in the dark. Everyone has been saying that lately. What did you
mean? The shadow monster from Skrev?”


The god shrugged. “Can’t say I know.”


“What do you mean you don’t know? You said it,” Dylan
said, glowering.


He seemed to be forgetting that he was talking to an
all-powerful god, but until the god in question realized it, I just hoped
Vretial was as forgiving as everyone said he wasn’t.


Vretial stopped, holding up a finger as if to tell
Dylan to wait. “Not yet, I haven’t.” He approached Dylan, but my friend didn’t
step back and I didn’t feel the need to intercept him. 


For the moment, Vretial was only interested in
talking. 


He stopped just an arm’s length away from Dylan. “You
said I visited you when you were a child. I haven’t yet. Unlike my siblings, my
superior memory leaves my personal foretelling skills lacking. I can read the
timelines of others easily enough, but my own future is sketchy. At least I
have a future, though. That’s nice. I love having a future.”


“So you’re holding a card that you haven’t created
yet?” Dylan asked, gazing up at the sky. 


“What are you looking for?” Vretial asked with
genuine curiosity.


“Human-sized bat creatures, bleeding skies, maybe
some burning wolves falling… you know; anything to suggest a paradox. The signs
usually come from the sky.”


“If it would make you feel better, I could arrange
for that. Are you going to introduce me to your dragon here?”


“Oh, yeah, sorry. This is Mordon, my brother. His
dragon is Rojan. So if time is a bit bent up right now and you haven’t met me
as a kid yet…” he paused. “When was the last time you actually saw me from your
perspective.”


The god smiled. “I last saw you when you and your
mate destroyed me.”


“We failed, though.”


“No, you didn’t. I assure you that you successfully
destroyed me. As a result, the universe took the hit and nearly shook apart.
I’m sorry to say, this time it is my fault.”


“What is?” Dylan asked. 


Vretial waved his hand around to indicate our
surroundings. “Everything that is coming.”


“What if Tiamat and I destroy you again? Would that
stop it?” Dylan asked. 


The god shook his head sadly. In light of Vretial’s
easy-going behavior, I couldn’t blame Dylan for not figuring out what was wrong
with the god. I mean, he couldn’t smell it. “Dylan,” I said, hoping the god
wouldn’t interrupt. He glanced at me, careful not to turn his back on Vretial.
“Vretial doesn’t smell malicious. He doesn’t even smell psychotic. What I do
smell is… It’s hard to explain, but life. He’s alive, Dylan. I can hear his
heartbeat and breath. He blinks. He smells alive. He smells like Divina.”


Dylan scowled at the god as if he would deny it. “You
said we destroyed you.”


“You did. You also freed me from a bit of a parasite.
I was the one who taught my brothers how to create life. Why shouldn’t I have a
go at it?”


“Why did you go to Sammy when he was a baby? Why are
you going after my son now?” he asked. 


The god smirked. “Now, Dylan, I had gathered that you
were intelligent. Can you really not figure it out? Besides, I think you have a
more important question to ask,” Vretial said. Dylan hesitated, not sure if it
was the time to push or not. 


“Are you the one who’s attacking the Guardians?” I
asked for him.


“No. I am afraid you have an enemy worse than me. In
this case, we share the same nemesis.”


“The griffins?” Dylan asked.


“They are not your enemy.”


“Why did you call us here?” he pressed. The god
raised his eyebrow. “I love getting straight answers and I seem to be on a
roll,” Dylan said.


“I called you here to make sure you wouldn’t stand in
my way again. It occurred to me that if my siblings told you to stop me, you
would obey them. I wanted to see for myself what kind of man you are, since I
didn’t really get chance before.”


“So you didn’t bring me here to kill me?” 


The god scoffed. “If I killed everyone who defied me
or tried to destroy me, I would be knee-deep in bodies. It would be
counterproductive to kill you, because you are still of use to me.”


“With the gates?” 


“Yes.” He held the card for Dylan to take. When Dylan
took it, the god held up his other hand with the actual fruit. I needed to
watch his hands more closely. “Did Tiamat ever tell you that apples were not
her idea?” he asked. 


Before Dylan could answer, the space filled with
bright light. When reality returned, we were standing on the deck of a large
wooden ship in the middle of the sea. It was daylight and there were a few men
standing around us, gaping. The gravity was heavier than Duran’s, but only
slightly so. 


“Where are we?” I asked, inhaling the air. I didn’t
recognize it by smell.


Dylan stuck his tongue out to taste the air. “Kahún,”
he answered. 


“You can’t really taste what world we’re on, can
you?” I asked. 


He smirked and one man emerged from the crowd. While
unimpressive in appearance, with young age and forgettable, average features,
his aura was unmistakable. 


Wizards come in all levels of magic and are easy to
spot. Most people of Duran actively practice magic, and the few who don’t, have
at one time or will in their future. People who rarely used it, and even those
who were just unsuccessful with it, were not considered wizards by the rest of
the population. Edward explained to me the title actually described a genetic
disposition that descendants of Guardians had in the art. He then tracked my
family history to find that I was a direct, though distant, descendant of him.


While the line between wizard and meager practitioner
was vague and insignificant to me, there was a huge distinction between even
the most powerful wizard and a Guardian. It wasn’t the age gap, since Dylan was
younger than most the wizards I knew. It wasn’t even the instinct that the
Guardians had to protect. Something about every one of them suggested they were
more than people. 


Having met many of the Guardians, I recognized this
man for what he was. Without hesitating, Dylan reached for me, sharing his
energy to give me the ability to understand other languages. It was a habit he
developed immediately after learning the power himself. After all, I was his
adviser as far as anyone else was concerned, so I had to know what people were
saying. 


“Welcome to Kahún, Dylan,” the man said, holding out
his hand. Dylan glanced at me before shaking his hand.


“He smells friendly enough, but I thought all of
the Guardians are older than dirt,” I said.


“As far as I know, all of the gods took a Guardian
between fifteen hundred and two thousand years ago, soon after Vretial took
Avoli’s world.”


“It’s difficult to tell because he is immortal and
extremely powerful, but this man is no more than three hundred.”


 “Nice to meet you, Rasik. I have heard a lot about
you.”


“Not from Ghidorah, I hope. Unfortunately, I am a
little behind on the gossip. I heard Ronez was killed and you destroyed
Vretial, then became the new Guardian. Kiro mentioned you the last time I saw
him. In fact, he made quite the deal about you.”


“Yeah, he’s proud of me.” And Dylan couldn’t have
been happier about it. Since he spent his entire life being rejected by the
people that were supposed to love him, Edward’s love and approval meant a lot
to him. “Actually, it was Tiamat who destroyed Vretial. I just helped a little…
as a distraction and… then a siphon. So, how did you become a Guardian?” Rasik
blinked at him. “What caused you to be become a Guardian so recently?”


My friend is so tactful.


“How did you know that?” he asked, startled. “I was
born a Guardian, I just wasn’t the original Guardian of Kahún. I am, in fact,
the third. Azenoth was unsatisfied with my predecessors.”


“Are you the only Guardian… that is like you? I mean,
I know plenty about Kiro and my father, but other than Nano, I have barely met
the rest. Seven years as a Guardian and this is the first time we’re meeting.”


“It is understandable. We usually go many years between
seeing each other. Most of us actually know little about the gods. The last
contact I had with anyone was Shiloh talking about a council a few months ago.
Before that, it was Kiro helping me get my book back. Nano checks in on me
every few years, mostly to make sure Azenoth has not killed me.”


“Shiloh is trying to change that with his council. He
wants everyone to be in contact in case the gods suspect us of something. He is
under the impression the Guardians need to stick together,” Dylan said, watching
for Rasik’s response carefully. 


Rasik frowned. “Does Ghidorah know? Oh, does Emrys
know that Shiloh wants him and Samorde to work together? I know that the others
see me as young, but I am not. I tried to learn from them when my future was
first decided. Maybe that is why I am a child in their eyes, but they are all
different and not one of them would ever turn to each other for help. I know I
can go to Kiro or Nano for support, but we are not a team. To call anyone for
assistance, I might as well ask them to take over for me.”


“So you disagree with Shiloh? He thinks all of us can
work together.”


“No, he wants all of us to work together. I
doubt he believes it could happen. He even told me that it would only work if
he could find the right person to lead it.”


Normally at this point, I would smell some sort of
manipulation. I shook my head when Dylan looked at me. “He has no hidden
meaning. Shiloh probably never told him that he wanted you to lead the
council,” I told him. “Who is the right person?” I asked aloud.


“Someone who could get all of us to work together. Or
maybe just someone who could keep Emrys from killing Samorde.”


“Emrys is a decent guy unless Samorde is in the same
room. What happened between them?” Dylan asked.


“It is really not polite for me to say. Samorde will
explain it to you if you asked.”


“I’ll do that. Anyway, we came here to ask you to
come with us back to Duran. Vretial is back and something is attacking
Guardians.”


“You mean, ‘Vretial is back and attacking
Guardians,’ yes?”


“No, I think the two events are a little more
complicated than that. I think something else is attacking Guardians.”


“Why do you think the dark god is back?”


“We saw him,” I said. 


Rasik’s eyes widened and he swallowed nervously. He
had read the same stories that everyone else had. “Then you are lucky to be
alive. Why do you think he is not the one attacking the Guardians?”


“Vretial said so,” Dylan said with a little wince. 


Rasik opened his mouth to speak, then shut it on his
words. After a moment of thought, he opened his mouth again. “And how do you
know the Guardians are being attacked?”


“Well, the gods wanted me to investigate them for
treason because of a lapse in communication and because several of us have gone
missing. Kiro was attacked, Shiloh was attacked, and then me. Nano was missing,
now he’s back and Emrys is missing.”


“The gods? More than your own god spoke with you?”


“Can we get to Duran and fill you in there? Your
shipmates are staring and Rojan doesn’t like it. Better yet, we can drop you off
and Kiro can explain it. I would prefer to spend as little time as possible
with Ghidorah.”


Rasik nodded. “I can understand that; Ghidorah’s
miserable attitude is contagious. However, I can travel to Duran without
assistance.”


“Actually, it would be better if you didn’t. If this
thing is attacking Guardians specifically, we probably shouldn’t do anything
related strictly to being a Guardian. Flashing you there would be better.”


His jaw dropped in shock, but the space was filled
with bright white light. It was a testament to how powerful my friend had
become that he could simultaneously flash Rasik to Duran and us to another
world.


We landed in the middle of a creek. I glared at Dylan
before I recognized the particular creek we were in. “Sorry,” Dylan said,
wading through the water. “It’s difficult to concentrate on two places and two
people besides myself at the same time, and this creek was a stronger memory. I
just figured one jump would be safer than two.”


Once out of the water, I shivered, letting my fire
rise to the surface. “Don’t worry about it. At least we’re not being eaten by a
fish-person.” My fire was warm as it covered my body, not hot enough to burn,
but it mostly dried out my clothes. I grabbed Dylan’s arm to let my fire dry
his as well. Just because I was more sensitive to the cold, didn’t mean my
friend wouldn’t get sick from wet clothes in winter. 


I hesitated. While it was summer on Duran, the smell
of dead leaves and the sharp bite of dry, cold air told me it was certainly
winter on Malta. That struck me as odd. “What damage could the gates being
opened cause? The ripples from Vretial’s death caused things to get mixed up in
time and space. Why are the gods so afraid of the gates being opened?”


“Other than the demons getting out and Earth becoming
a dead wasteland, I have no idea. We can’t ignore the dream. I have no idea if
Guardian dreams are accurate, but they are definitely important.”


“But Earth being obliterated… it could have just been
a normal nightmare. You didn’t have a problem breathing like you did when
Vretial was after your book.”


“Yeah, you’re right. Seeing my world while floating
randomly in space seems weird, but damn, that’s not something we can take a
chance on. And Vretial acted like something was coming. He also said it was his
fault. Was he referring to the gates opening?” he asked. I sat down on a log
and he sat beside me.


“We’re not stuck. We can figure anything out,” I
said. Well, Dylan could, but I helped.


“There’s too much information coming in, and we don’t
know what’s connected. I want to piece every event together, but it doesn’t
fit. I think we’re working on more than one puzzle.”


“But that’s what you do; connect patterns.”


“Is that it? Hardly something to put on the resume.
We keep learning new things, but it’s mostly about the Guardians. How well the
Guardians get along should be far down the list of priorities, but it keeps
popping back up. So what is attacking us? Is it alive, or a thing? Who or what
is our enemy?”


“If it’s a thing, it’s probably being controlled by
someone, because it’s specifically going after a group of people.”


“Maybe we are actually dealing with a traitor. Maybe
it’s somebody’s magic. It feels wrong, though, like I’m saying something that
doesn’t make any sense.”


“Most of the time you don’t make any sense,” I said.
He punched me in the arm, but was thinking too hard to put any force behind it.
He acted like I was so much stronger because I was full-blooded sago and had
dragon blood, but Guardians were stronger than average people. Really, he just
subconsciously kept his strength in check. “Don’t worry about it; you’ll
suddenly realize something devastatingly life-changing when we get attacked.
Why are we here?”


“I chose Malta so that I could half-heartedly pretend
to look for Emrys while really trying to get my head straight. There are too
many people at home that aren’t family and that makes me feel anxious.” 


“In other words, you can’t think with people putting
thoughts in your head. You know if you go home that a bunch of strangers who
are ancient and supposed to know everything will be telling you Vretial is a
monster and giving you all their ideas and opinions.”


He stared at the ground for a few minutes before
looking at me. “Vretial is back,” he said, no despair of any kind in his tone. 


I opened my mouth to respond and was interrupted by a
slight crack in the pressure of the air around us. A man appeared in front of
us, which was happening far too often recently. Of course, it was rare to meet
a man with silver-red hair and eyes that were gray and gold. 


“Rilryn. You escaped that place?” 


Before I could even scent him, he attacked. He had a
sword in hand and took a swing at Dylan, completely ignoring me. Thankfully, he
missed my friend. I inhaled as I drew my fire. Instantly I smelled wet dust and
agitated nominal energy and knew he was a Guardian. Like with all other
Guardians and powerful wizards, the energy around him gravitated towards him,
eager to be used. There were too many Guardians.


I shot a ball of fire at him, hot enough to burn a
person, but not nearly as hot as I could have made it. My fire caught his
clothes and burned through before I could pull it back, since extinguishing
fire was ten times more difficult than setting something on fire. However, my
strike was only meant as a warning shot and I didn’t want to kill the Guardian.
Not yet anyway. 


“Explain yourself,” I demanded in Sudo. I really
didn’t care if he didn’t speak the language. If he didn’t immediately surrender
his attack on Dylan, he would get to see what an angry dragon could do. 


He looked around me as if calculating the quickest
way past the obstacle he faced. I was about to send out another shot when Dylan
put his hand on my arm. “He didn’t fight back. He didn’t even react to your
fire as his clothes burned.”


“I don’t care if he’s suicidal, I’ll burn him to ash
if he moves another muscle.” And then he did. He tried to dive around me to
strike Dylan, not even bothering to protect himself. As he struck, he left his
chest wide open. Instantly my claws were shifted and tearing through his skin
and muscle, which held as strong as wet paper to my claws. It was at the same
time that my eyes shifted.


Everyone had an aura, even Ronez, even the gods, even
the animals… except for this Guardian. Instead, there was an ominous absence.
Another quick sniff confirmed it. Forcing my claws to retract, I turned to push
Dylan further away from the man. 


Dylan’s scratched arm angered me, but I gained us a
moment by the amount of damage the older Guardian had taken. He took another step
towards Dylan, still with the sword, and fell to his knees. Dylan had a slight
cut; his attacker was spilling his precious blood across the grass for his
error. The reasonable side of me, (the son of a king) felt regret for attacking
a man who was clearly under duress. The more primal side of me, (the dragon)
felt pride for defending my clutch. 


Dragons had four categories for any person or animal:
family, friend, foe, and food. Dylan was my family and friend, and anyone who
attacked him was foe and food. My friend was the one who came up with the plans
to save the day and had the infinite magic to back them up, but I was a dragon;
I would protect what was mine even if he didn’t need protection. 


Dylan raised his hand, indicating he was fixing to
strike with some form of magic, and I pushed it down gently. He looked at me
with confusion. “Something’s wrong with him. He’s---” My words were drowned by
a too-familiar screech. “Those griffins are getting to be a real pest.”


I had to take back my unfair words when the griffin
appeared only to go after Rilryn. The Guardian was still on his knees,
completely unprepared to be attacked from behind. Landing behind him, the
creature reared up and sunk his talons into the man’s flesh. Bright, empty,
wicked light burst from the Guardian and I instinctively shoved Dylan away from
it. I knew the torture of the abyss and would recognize its malevolence
anywhere; that was void light. 


When the light died, it was quiet. The griffin was
gone again and the Guardian was unconscious on the ground, bleeding out. Dylan
moved to help him, but I held my friend back. I let my eyes shift and saw his
soul this time. I could smell little over the heavy scent of his blood, but I
could see him. He was old, nearly as old as Edward, but still young. He was
wise, though a little reckless. There was a deep past behind him and possibly a
monumental future ahead of him, and there was little for him to regret.
Overall, he was a good person who made a few mistakes. 


I let Dylan go and nodded. Dylan didn’t hesitate to
go to his side and start healing, despite the fact that the stranger had
attacked us. Deep gashes stitched together in a matter of minutes and Dylan had
to hold what was left of the torn shirt away from the wounds to keep the burnt
cloth from getting wedged in the lacerations. 


Rilryn woke with a hard gasp and clutched his chest
in shock. Still breathing hard after a few moments, he looked at Dylan. “What
happened?”


I opened my mouth to scathe, but Dylan held up his
hand. Although I knew that he meant no offense, it was extremely annoying. My
friend got diplomacy stuck in his head sometimes and expected me to predict his
every thought and never take offense. 


“What do you remember?” Dylan asked.


“I was in the forest. You healed me and left and I…
lost track of time. It got dark too soon. It was cold and dark. Then I woke up
and…” He looked down at his mostly-healed wounds and the sword lying to his
side. “Have I been in a fight?” 


I smelled no lie or deceit, just confusion and a
little bit of fear. “Truth.”


“Is he safe to take back to Duran?”


There was something controlling him, but it is
gone now, Rojan said. Whether or not it will come back I cannot say.


I nodded. If nothing else, maybe we could shed some
light on the situation. “Do you know anyone who might want Dylan dead? Who
might try to use you to do it?” I asked. 


“Are you joking? I can think of many who would want a
person as powerful as Dylan dead. The gods did. There were prophesies about
you. Your father told me that everything relied on you,” he told Dylan. “He
said that you would decide the future of everyone.”


“That all already happened,” I told the Guardian.
“Dylan destroyed the dark god and saved the universe from falling apart.”


Dylan glared at me. “It was Tiamat who destroyed
Vretial. And he’s back. So you have no idea what happened the last seven years?
You never heard my father died or that Vretial was destroyed? You didn’t have
any trouble with your magic or book or anything five years ago?”


“I did have trouble, but it went away, so I assumed
Mreje had solved the problem,” he said.  “I never knew of your father’s death,
either.”


 


*          *          *


 


Edward’s cabin was not exactly how we left it. No
surprise, really, when you leave seven powerful men who cannot get along, two
young boys who like to play innocent pranks with powerful magic, a woman almost
as attractive as Divina, and a gargoyle alone. However, I couldn’t have
predicted what we actually saw. 


All seven Guardians were standing around, having a
peaceful discussion. Meri was sitting in a seat on the porch while the boys sat
on the steps. Everyone was there, including the two griffins. They weren’t
attacking, and nobody was attacking them, not even Hobble. 


“You can see them, too?” Dylan asked.


“Yes.”


“Oh, good. That’s alright then.”


“Oh, lord, you found another one,” Ghidorah grumbled,
glaring at Rilryn. “Got the whole gang together now.”


“That’s cool; I’ve never been in a gang before. But
Emrys is still missing,” Dylan argued.


“Who needs him?” the irritable Guardian asked. Edward
growled at him and he growled back. 


“Shut up, both of you,” I said. “I’m tired of this.
There is something out there attacking Guardians, the griffins were attacking,
but now they’re just sitting around, and Vretial is back, but not attacking
anyone.”


“Hey, where is Rasik?” Dylan asked.


“What do you mean? He never came here,” Shiloh said.


“Then we have another one missing. I flashed him here
a while ago. The griffins obviously didn’t take him. Does anybody know what’s
going on?” 


Each of the Guardians looked around, but nobody spoke
up. The most powerful person of each of the worlds, and nobody had a clue what
was going on… and then both Sammy and Ron raised their hands. When everyone
stared at them, Sammy pulled Ron’s hand down. 


“You know what’s happening?” Dylan asked. They nodded
shyly. “Why are the griffins here and why are they not attacking?”


“They’re not attacking because everyone here is okay.
Everyone is clean. They are here because this is home,” Sammy said. 


“They’re ours,” Ron added.


“You went back,” Dylan said, too sternly to be a
question. Ron nodded and dropped his eyes in shame. 


“Not at night,” Sammy said quickly. “Sorry, Daddy,
but you said not to sneak out at night. You didn’t say not to sneak out during
the day. We had to save the eggs from freezing to death. The griffins were a
gift.”


“From who?” I asked, but I already knew the answer.


“From Vretial.”


“Vretial was killed,” Ghidorah demanded. 


Dylan glared at Ghidorah until he stepped back.
“Killed implies dead. The gods are immortal. He was destroyed, not killed, and
he’s back. Where are Emrys and Rasik?” Dylan asked. 


Ron gave Sammy a worried expression and I inhaled to
see if I could tell what he was worried about, but all I got was the deep,
overwhelming, lung-clogging scent of Ghidorah. I started sneezing and tried to
breathe through my mouth instead, but then started coughing and choking. 


“They are hidden.”


“From who?”


“Not from who, from the dark.”


“Why are they hiding from the dark?”


“There’s something in the dark,” Sammy said. Ron
smacked him lightly in the chest and Sammy looked at him.


“Sammy is saying it wrong. The dark is bad, Daddy.”


“Are you talking about the shadow monster? That thing
that attacked us in the woods?” Everyone around us had confused expressions.


Sammy hesitated, obviously unsure of what to say.
“You said we were never to talk about it.” 


Ron didn’t bother. “No. The dark is bad. There’s
something coming.”


“Vretial?” Edward asked.


“Something bigger,” Ron said. 


What could be bigger than a god?


“Something worse,” Sammy added. “Don’t you see it’s
getting dark?” 


“Of course it is, it’s night time,” I said. I looked
up and saw that the sun was below the tree line. Well, I couldn’t see where
the sun was, but it must have been sunset. It was still half an hour or so
before full dark, so that left plenty of time to get inside if there was some
horrible monster hiding in the dark.


“What are you talking about?” Shiloh asked. “You have
been gone an entire day and the sun has only been up for about three hours. It
is morning.”


“Then why is it so dark? I did not even realize it
had been getting dark until he said that,” Ghidorah said, looking around for
the sun. Both griffins flexed their wings in agitation. 


“Dark?” Edward asked. “It’s not dark at all. I’m getting
sunburn.”


“They can’t see it.”


“Mordon, shift your eyes,” Dylan said. 


Glancing quickly at Ghidorah, I shook my head,
because I couldn’t stand seeing him again. Dylan grabbed my arm and I felt his
energy cycling through me, gently taking some of my fire. I didn’t even have
the chance to warn him before he put up an energy shield in front of Ghidorah.
While his normal shield had a purple and blue glow and looked like electricity
trapped in layers of glass, this time it was opaque black.


Dylan’s eyes became solid black, which I always
thought was creepier than it must have looked on me. On the other hand, I was
never prepared to see it. He glanced around quickly before letting my fire go
and dropping the shield. 


“How did you know not to look at him?” I asked.


He rolled his eyes. “As if I wouldn’t know exactly
what was bothering you, you dork. You normally refuse to do your dragon eyes if
Divina is in the room too. Obviously Ghidorah’s soul bothers you as much as his
smell. Rojan can’t see the dark, either. It looks nearly high noon through your
dragon eyes.”


I am looking through your eyes, though, and I can
see the dark. Why can a dragon not see something that is there?


Maybe it’s targeting some of us.


“Samorde, can you see the dark?” Dylan asked. The man
in question didn’t answer. His eyes darted around as if he was afraid, but it
was a little too dark to see his expression perfectly, and there was no way I
was going to try to get a scent again.


“What is he doing?” Ghidorah asked. 


“He’s just standing there, not moving,” Edward
answered. “Samorde, can you hear me?” When Samorde didn’t respond, Edward took
a cautious step closer. The darkness started fading slowly, but Samorde still
looked scared. Edward got almost within reaching distance from him before the
frightened Guardian vanished, along with the darkness. The sun was shining
straight above us. 


“Seimei, go after him!” Ron said. One of the griffins
spread his wings and disappeared. The other griffin looked at Sammy, but the
child shook his head, so he settled down.


As suddenly as Samorde had disappeared, Rasik
appeared with a flash of bright light. “Oh… that was odd.” There was no
physical sign of injury or stress.


“What was?” I asked. “Where have you been? Do you
remember anything?”


“There was a bright flash of light, I was with
Azenoth, and then I was here.”


“I’m sorry. Seeing Azenoth must have been terribly
traumatic,” Dylan said. “What did he have to say? Nothing kind, I’m sure.”


His eyes widened. “Dylan, the gods are always
listening. You should not speak of them that way. Azenoth just wanted to warn
me against betraying him… he also may have told me not to talk to Nano.”


The Dios Guardian glared. Shiloh stepped between them
while trying to be inconspicuous about it. “Once the council is enacted, I know
we will be able to work together without our gods’ interference.”


Ghidorah snorted rudely. 


“Edward, I need your help,” Dylan said, walking off
into the forest. Everybody stared after them as Edward followed.


“Did he call Kiro ‘Edward’?” Shiloh asked.


“It’s a nickname Dylan gave him when they met on
Earth. Nano, catch Rasik up on the last seven years.”


“Me, too, please,” Rilryn said.


I turned to the boys. “What is your dad up to?” I
asked.


Sammy glanced at Ron and then back at me. “You’re his
brother; you know him better than us.” He stepped around me. “Ikiru, go find
Emmy.” The griffin stood and flexed his wings before disappearing. 


A few minutes later, Edward and Dylan returned
carrying a half a dozen huge rocks, only to dump them and go back into the
woods. Sammy and Ron started rearranging the rocks, ignoring everyone else.
Edward and Dylan once again emerged from the forest with their arms full of
rocks and the four of them arranged the stones without a word. Sammy had to
help Ron with the bigger ones. It took about five minutes before I realized
they were making a large circle.


Dylan then vanished. I hated it when I didn’t know
what Dylan was thinking. He was most likely trying to organize his thoughts by
organizing the world around him. He always said he couldn’t think when things
were cluttered, yet his best epiphanies came when in the middle of everything
blowing up. 


Meri emerged from the cabin and brought us each some
bread and fruit. Edward wrapped his arm around her waist, took some of the
bread, and threw it at Ghidorah. He didn’t want his girlfriend anywhere near
the grumpy Guardian. 


I felt Dylan’s magic before he appeared next to me,
so I didn’t startle. Meri, on the other hand, wasn’t expecting it and jumped.
He ignored her and handed me a small, heavy potion bottle. “Drink that, hold
this, and be still,” he said, handing me a stack of thick, small pieces of
paper and a larger piece with colored dots all over it.


With a weird, thick pen in one hand, he took a card
and held it against my back to write on it. “Rilryn, how do you spell your
name?”


“Spell? What do you mean?”


“Never mind, you wouldn’t even know if I misspelled
it in English.” He quickly wrote on each paper and then put a lid on his pen.
“Oh, I got these for you.” He turned to the boys and pulled a book and a
colorful box out of his bag. “I couldn’t find crayons.” He paused before Sammy
could take the box. “Markers are for paper, nothing else. If I see marker on
the walls, you’ll never see them again. Got it?”


“Yes, Daddy,” he said, taking the box with one hand
and Ron’s hand with the other. Ron took the book and they ran to the porch.


“What did you give them?” I asked.


“A coloring book and markers. I said to drink that.”


I took the lid off the little bottle and sniffed
instinctually. While Ghidorah’s scent still burned, the smell of the potion
could be detected just a little over it. It smelled like plants. I drank it.


It was a fair feat that I didn’t spit it out. “What
is that?” I asked. I trusted my friend not to poison me, but that potion was
horrible and made my nose run and my eyes water. Dylan handed me a cloth.


“Allergy medicine. Sort of… industrial strength.
It’ll take a while to kick in. Now, places.” He started tossing the cards down
on the rocks, each with a word on them. I could fluently speak English because
Dylan taught me, but while I could recognize English letters, I never learned
to read it. 


Edward picked up one of the cards. “Shiloh, this is
your seat.” He went from rock to rock, looking at names. When he called mine, I
looked at the card. 


“Is that my name in English?”


“No, Dylan’s trying to be funny. He wrote ‘King
Arthur.’ Whatever you do, don’t ask him about the Knights of the Round Table.”


“Oh, did someone ask about---” Dylan started, looking
up.


“No, you’re hearing things, kid,” Edward interrupted
before moving onto another seat. A few rocks away, Edward held a card and
sighed. “Ghidorah, this is your seat. Dylan, really, is this necessary?” he
asked, turning the card around. The letters were definitely not English. They
actually looked more Sudo, but they were not any symbols that I knew. Even more
confusing was the crudely drawn three-headed monster. “Where did you even learn
to write in Japanese?”


“I looked it up when I picked up the index cards and
yard sale stickers,” he said. Right in front of him, Samorde and one of the
griffins appeared. Without even blinking, Dylan took the startled Guardian’s
arm and led him to a seat between Shiloh and Ghidorah. “This is your seat.
Sammy, get him some water, please.” He turned and took a step back an instant
before Emrys and the other griffin appeared. “Your seat is over here.” He led
Emrys to a seat nearly opposite of Samorde. 


Both Emrys and Samorde looked extremely confused.
Samorde seemed otherwise healthy, but Emrys’s clothes were dirty and torn as if
he had been in a fight. Sammy brought Samorde some water and Ron brought Emrys
a cup of something else. The Guardian sipped the liquid before looking at the
child with wide eyes. “What is this?”


“Hot chocolate. Chocolate is Earth’s leading
non-addictive antidepressant.” 


“It is not an antidepressant,” Edward argued.


“Alright, everyone sit down. We need to figure this
out,” Dylan said. Everyone took their assigned seats and I looked around in
shock. Dylan had figured out who went where perfectly so that there was no
fighting. “Let’s deal with the Guardian thing first. Unless you want me to give
the ‘round table’ speech?”


“No, please no,” I said. “Let’s talk about the
Guardian thing. Rilryn attacked us, then the griffin attacked him, and he was
fine. His soul was suppressed or something. So either something was controlling
him, or something possessed him.” 


“It was the dark,” Sammy said. “The dark was in him,
but Ikiru got rid of it. Ikiru and Seimei only attacked the Guardians when the
dark was in them.”


“Who is susceptible to this darkness? The griffins
never went after Dylan, Ghidorah, or me.”


“Nothing can possess me,” Ghidorah said, “and your
dragon can keep you safe. As for Dylan and the boys, I doubt anyone can possess
someone with Iadnah energy.”


I knew it was possible because the ancient demon was
able to possess Sammy for a short time. He had only been able to possess me
because Rojan allowed it. I don’t know what the demon would have been able to
do had I not gotten it out of Dylan as fast as I had. 


“No one can control Sammy because of me,” Ron said. 


“But five years ago, the griffins were attacking
anyone,” Edward pointed out.


“They were lost then. I was too young to control them
and Ron wasn’t born yet,” Sammy explained. “They were confused and scared and
their masters, from their points of view, were erased from existence. They
couldn’t find or feel us and that made them…”


“Unsure who was friend and who was foe,” Ron
finished. 


“Oh, we’re missing someone,” Dylan said. He
disappeared. Everyone seemed confused for a moment before I rolled my eyes and
pointed to the empty spot next to Nano. 


Nano picked up the card and frowned. “I am not very
good at reading English, but I think this isn’t a name.” He turned it so that
we could all see and Edward started laughing hard. Sammy turned red with
embarrassment and Ron’s mouth dropped open.


“Oh, god,” Sammy said, hiding his face in his hands.
Edward laughed louder, getting a startled look from Meri.


Before I could ask what the card said, I felt it. I
felt what I hoped to never feel again in my life. Right in the middle of the
circle, the air crackled with charged energy and the void opened. A crack in
space and time opened and out of the abyss came three of the most horrifying
creatures I ever saw.


One of the creatures looked like a skeleton with
clawed fingers and glowing red eyes. Instead of the flat, normal teeth that
people had, its teeth were sharp. Most ominous was the black tar-like substance
oozing from between the bones. 


Another creature had a shape similar to people, with
arms, legs, and even fingers, but everything was elongated and skinny, and its
skin was dark blue. I barely stood past its belly. The face was more creature
than person with black holes for eyes and a mouth full of jagged teeth. It had
no nose, ears, or hair. As tall as it was, it stood sloped over as if deformed.



Standing only a few heads taller than me, the last
creature was like a cross between a reptile and man. It stood bipedal but with
huge arms that made me think it could run on four legs. On the end of those
arms were long fingers and sharp claws. Its skin was a splotchy brown color and
was covered in sparse fur. It had a short snout with teeth too large for its
mouth. On top of its snout were big nostrils. Its eyes were small and the color
of blood. 


Unlike me, the Guardians were ready. Ghidorah struck
the blue creature with a plasma ball while Edward hit the skeleton with blue
lightning. Both beasts turned on their attacking targets. I pulled my fire and
struck the reptile creature to no effect. None of our assaults were hurting the
creatures at all. 


“Get Dad’s sword,” Sammy said. 


“Bring it here.”


“I can’t. It’s azurath metal, created for the
Guardian of Earth; not even Granddad can use it. You can wield it because
you’re Dad’s brother. It’s under the bed,” Ron said.


Glancing around, I could see the Guardians teaming up
on the creatures and holding them off. Hoping the boys knew what they were
talking about, I went inside the cabin and downstairs into the bedroom. Under
Dylan’s old bed, there was a lamp, a spare left boot, and a sword. Dylan had
shown me this sword before with its black metal. I took the weapon and got back
outside as quickly as possible. 


Hobble tried desperately to get out the door before I
could close it, but I shoved him in. Edward kept him inside for a reason; he
would fight to his death to protect us and we didn’t want that for him. Stone
flesh could be busted, but it wouldn’t heal like living tissue did.


“See, if you were not Dad’s brother that would be too
heavy for you,” Sammy said.


“I’m not biologically related to him,” I said,
lifting the sword. It was extremely light. As I turned back to the creatures,
the black metal emitted a dark blue, faint glow. Spurred on by his apparent
invincibility, the reptile creature came at me with no hesitation, easily
running into the blade. Shock crossed the grotesque face as putrid blood
spilled in the grass. I put my right boot on the creature’s chest to push him
back off the blade. The skeleton turned to me just as light filled the air.


I felt rather than saw Dylan appear behind me. “Bad
timing, Dylan,” I said. The two creatures that remained standing, as well as
the one writhing on the ground, all froze and stared at Dylan. 


“No, no, I was just in the mood for demon hunting,”
Dylan said, no fear in his voice. There was nothing that could have surprised
me more than when each of the demons turned and scrambled to get back into the
void, which closed behind them. “Oh… Too bad, I guess. They didn’t want to
stick around to play.”


I took a cloth from my bag and wiped the blood off
the blade before handing it to Dylan and tossing the cloth in the trash by the
fire pit. Vivian stood next to Dylan, staring in shock at where the demons had
disappeared.


“Vivian,” Nano said. She went to him, gibbering about
missing him and being worried about him, and all that stuff people who are in
love say when they were separated… and Sammy looked devastated. His father
ignoring him was hard enough on the little child, but his mother…


Ron went to hug Sammy, but Dylan was already picking
him up. Sammy put his face in Dylan’s neck, obviously trying not to cry. “You
are loved so much more than they are even capable of. They are all each other
has, but you have all of us.”


“I know, Daddy. Go back to work; I’ll be fine.”


Dylan let Sammy down, but not before Vivian sent her
child a look of desperate longing. There was no sorrow or forgiveness in my
heart for her. She knew she could take him back with her, that Ron was old enough
to transfer their spell back to his mother. 


Everyone took a seat again as Dylan pulled out a
notebook and started writing. 


“I am curious,” Shiloh said, studying Ron. “Do you
take after your mother, or your father?”


The child grinned at him. “Yes.”


Father, then, Rojan snickered.


“I hate you, Dylan. I’ll get you for this,” Vivian
growled when she saw what Dylan wrote on her card. Everyone ignored her, but
Sammy couldn’t meet her eyes. Dylan gave her his brightest smile as if she had
thanked him instead of threatening him.


“So we established that something is controlling and
attacking the Guardians. Have we established if any of the Guardians are
betraying the gods?” Dylan asked. I shook my head. “Okay, everyone please turn
your cards over and look at the colored dots. If you have a green dot, breathe
easy. If you have an orange dot, stay away from my kids. And if you have a red
dot, please leave.”


“What does this mean?” Meri asked, a little panicky,
and held up her card. It was a black dot. 


“Oh, it just means you are Edward’s sex slave and
cannot be held accountable for treason.” 


Meri sighed with relief and Vivian growled, having a
black dot on her card as well. 


I looked down at my card and growled myself. “Dylan,
you tengen!” I cursed him. “I’m going to beat you within an inch of your
life!” I yelled, scratching the black dot off my paper. To my shock, it
actually peeled off. 


“Relax, Your Grace; it was a mistake.” He pulled out
his sheet of dots, peeled a white one off gently, and stuck it on my card. “So
feisty when he’s not pleased.”


“Yay! I got an orange dot! I’m a suspect!” Ron yelled
with delight, holding up his card. In his other hand he held one of the plastic
sticks that Dylan had given him full of orange paint. He had obviously gotten a
white dot and painted it orange.


“I got a green dot,” Sammy moped. 


“Can I have the red marker, please? I want leave.”
Edward grumbled at his green sticker. “Just get on with it, I’m getting old.”


“Stop complaining, please,” Shiloh said. “What do we
do now?”


“Alright. We know the gates have been tampered with;
the gods said so. We need to find out why and who did it. Any ideas?” Half of
the Guardians opened their mouths to speak. “Other than Vretial,” he quickly
added. Everyone paused and thought. 


“Maybe another god has turned against the others in
secret,” Rilryn offered. “Maybe one of them decided he could do what Vretial
tried and get away with it by hiding behind Vretial.”


“Is it reasonable for a god to try something after
another failed?” Shiloh asked.


“They are gods; they think of things differently.
They may not even consider what happened with Vretial a fail on his part,”
Azyle said. 


“I think they would be really upset with us if they
heard us saying anything about one of them turning on the others,” Rasik said
meekly. He looked around as if to be sure we were alone. “That being said, I
think Azenoth would be the first and most likely to betray the others for more
power.”


“Regivus is the most like what I’ve heard about
Vretial. It would definitely be him,” Samorde said. 


“Zer wouldn’t do it,” Nano said. 


“Erono would,” Edward said. 


“Déjà vu,” Dylan said. “Okay, so we have some
suspects. We also need to know how to stop it, and why we want to stop it. What
is really going to happen if the gates open, other than demons getting out?”


He was obviously not going to say anything about the
dream.


“We just fought demons, Dylan, and it wasn’t easy,”
Edward said. “One on one, we can easily destroy a demon, but they don’t usually
attack alone.”


“Actually, I’m more worried about the Ancients. Just
one of them is hard enough to defeat,” I said. I should have kept my mouth
shut. Sometimes, that little click in his head was the sign that we would live,
that he had an idea to get us out of trouble. This wasn’t that sign. He had an
idea and I wouldn’t like it. A small sniff confirmed my fears… then I realized
what I just did. 


“My nose! I can smell again!”


“Yes, of course, you smell lovely,” Dylan said, not
really listening. “If the Ancients get out, we need something more powerful.
Obviously I can’t hunt down and scare the piss out of a bunch of demons. It was
pretty much luck I managed to subdue the first one. How many Ancients are
there? I need to talk to Janus. If we could get…” He trailed off, right as he
was about to reveal his plan, and looked at me.


“What? If we could get what?”


“Your nose!”


“What?!”


“Your nose is working again! I told you the allergy
medicine would work! Didn’t I? I can’t remember, hang on, never mind.” He
started pacing, oddly similar to how Vretial had done so. “We need to go to the
ruins or maybe to the apple tree. Everyone assumed Vretial was opening the
gates, but he told me he needed my help.” He spoke just a little too quickly to
really understand his words, even though he spoke in Sudo. 


“Did he lose his mind?” Ghidorah asked me.


“No, he just does this sometimes. I don’t think he
actually knows he’s talking. It’s like when you’re asleep; his brain is firing
ideas, trying to find connections.”


“He gets it from his father,” Edward added. “Just be
glad he doesn’t see the future, like Ronez did. It was really annoying when
Ronez started yelling at me for an argument we hadn’t had yet.”


“I want to go home,” Samorde said, leaning his head
against his knees. 


“What are you?” Dylan asked Ghidorah. 


The temperamental Guardian shrugged. “It is easier to
show you than to explain,” he answered, standing. “Do not be afraid; I would
never hurt your children.”


Just as Ghidorah was about to reveal his secret, I
felt a change in the air. Pressure built once again and it was like all of the
nominal energy in the area shuddered. The void opened to spew a black cloud
from its abyss, which fused and shaped until it was a man who stood before us.


“Janus,” Edward said, obviously familiar with the visitor.



The man had dark hair and eyes and sharp features,
along with a powerful, menacing aura that suggested he would sooner stab us
with a knife than say hello. I could sense Edward’s worry. 


“How are you here?”


“It is the gates; they are opening.” He glanced at
everyone in a circle around him. “This is creepy. So far, I am the only one who
can get out, but soon there will be others.” He focused on Dylan. “It is nice
to finally meet you, young Guardian. I have heard more about you than I ever
cared to know. Your father never lets up.”


“Oh. Please say hi to him for me when you see him
again. Is the demon still in his cell?”


“Your demon? Yes. For now, he is still
contained and unable to use magic. He spreads your name like it is the plague,
with the encouragement of your father. According to half of my demons, you are
taller than the highest building, have more power in one finger than Vretial
ever had, and women throw themselves at your feet.”


That explained why the three demons ran when Dylan
arrived. 


Dylan put his head in his hands. “Why are the gates
opening?”


“It is the balance. The gates were meant to be open,
while the books were only a fall-back method. Actually, the truth is not even
that simple; the books were created to limit the power of magic-users and
world-travelers.”


“More control for the gods, yeah, but less for those
who would abuse the power,” Dylan said. “It’s hard enough for law officers to
chase a man across the state line, let alone another country; think of the
trouble it would be if the outlaw could escape the world. Sure, the books limit
some of the access to power, but most people would never miss it. Humans are
known for surviving anything. If they had access to other worlds, there would
be nothing stopping them from trying to rule the universe.” He looked at me. “I
just figured out why we have to stop the gates from opening. It isn’t the
demons; it’s the humans.”


“Sago would go to war with humans if humans even
hinted at conquering Duran,” Edward said. “In fact, my people would perceive a
friendly visitor as a messenger from the gods. They would not approve.”


“In fear of a takeover, Skrev would kill any visitor
no matter how friendly,” Ghidorah said. 


“Vaigda would blow up the home world of anyone who
would challenge us and then release a deadly virus that attacks that particular
species’ DNA,” Shiloh said. “Actually, ‘challenge’ might be a bit misleading.
If any other species can create technology that comes into the same class as
ours, the citizens of Vaigda would perceive it as a threat.”


Samorde hung his head in shame. “Enep would surrender
at the first sign of intruders, no matter how friendly they were. Then Regivus
would get angry and kill us all.”


“I think we have established we want the gates to
remain closed. Can we get on to the part where he explains how to do that?” I
asked. “How is the balance of the universe opening the gates?”


“The balance is the guiding force in the universe.
Almost anything anyone does acts against it, so the balance must either
compensate or fight back. I am afraid there has been too much in the recent
past for the balance to compensate… now it is fighting back.”


“But all that stuff we did five years ago…” Dylan
asked.


“You were healing the wounds caused by the imbalance,
and it was enough to temporarily settle things down. The balance is more like
gravity than a conscious being, but it has sort of an instinct. This instinct,
when threatened as badly as it has been, is to turn the entire universe back to
its original shape.”


“A factory reset. And people?”


“People are not part of the original design. Life was
design of the universe; the natural occurrence. Intelligent creatures, such as
people, were the creations of the gods. Even evolution was encouraged by the
gods. There was never anything more damaging to the balance than the Iadnah,
even before this universe was created. People would likely survive the gates
opening, but I cannot promise that.”


“How do we keep it closed?”


“I do not know.”


“Who does?” Dylan asked. Instead of answering, Janus
became smoke once more and disappeared through the void. The tear closed behind
him. “Mordon, I’ll be right back. Please try not to get ambushed by any more
demons.” He turned to Edward, paused, and turned back to me, holding out the
sword. “Use this if you need. It’s enchanted with like eighty points
disintegrate armor or something. You are in charge until I get back. Anybody
have a question for your god?” 


“Can you ask Avoli to make everyone on Lore excellent
and driven swimmers?” Sammy asked. Ron nudged him hard in the stomach. “Oh,
right, and we want the theme colors to be purple and green.”


“You don’t need the world to have theme colors,” I
said. 


“Well then, maybe the plants can be green and the sky
can be purple,” Sammy suggested. Dylan vanished. 


“That’s Dylan’s sword. How are you able to lift it?”
Edward asked. 


“It’s really light.” 


“It’s really not. Azurath is a very rare metal and is
unbelievably heavy. Ronez’s was made for him as the Guardian of Earth, so Dylan
could use it since he is Ronez’s son and the Guardian of Earth. How you can
hold it, I have no idea.” 


I understood his confusion; I was aware of the
stories.


Azurath was a legend of metals,
and could only be forged into a weapon with the strongest of magic. As the
magic could only be wielded by the one it was intended for, the black metal was
unbearably heavy for anyone else. It was completely beyond me how I was capable
of doing so when it was Dylan’s sword.


“Mordon is Dad’s brother,” Ron said. 


“I am Ronez’s brother, and I cannot use it. I figured
Dylan being able to lift it had more to do with Dylan being the Guardian of
Earth than being Ronez’s son. Mordon isn’t even related to Dylan.”


“Not blood,” Sammy said with frustration. “It’s not
about blood. Brother is the wrong word, but we don’t know the right one.
Vretial can explain.”


“Vretial is not the good guy. You cannot trust him,”
Edward said. 


“There is too much distrust going around,” Ron said.
“Shiloh’s council cannot work until you guys learn to trust. If you cannot
trust the gods yet, at least start by trusting my father. He may not know what
he’s doing, but he’ll never let you down.”


“Everyone acts like Dylan is amazing. What is so
special about him?” Ghidorah asked. 


“You will see soon,” Emrys said. 


“Maybe. He has done little more than talk so far. He
even failed to teach his children the dangers of dealing with Vretial. A parent
should have his offspring hidden away at home, with their mother. Besides, I
thought little children were supposed to take naps after lunch?” Ghidorah said,
with a pointed look at Ron.


Ron gave a perfect little eye roll and dramatic sigh;
an exact mimic of his father. “My mother is a god, my father is the most
powerful Noquodi ever born, and my uncle is a three-thousand-year-old dragon
with the heart of a knight. Do not patronize me.”


Sammy snickered. I got a horrible chill, as if I just
saw a new side of Ron and there was much more to come.


Azyle turned to me and asked, “Did Dylan just say
that you are in charge?”


I grinned.









Chapter 7


Dylan


 


Standing before all the gods who were lined up with
unhappy expressions, I was beginning to feel like a messenger more than
anything else. After all, wasn’t repeating what someone else said what a
messenger did? 


“How are the boys?” Divina asked before anyone else
could demand information. 


“Sammy wants a swimming pool and Ron wants the sky to
be purple, but they’re good for now.” I wasn’t a very good messenger, it
seemed. “Janus gave a visit.”


“We know. He was never meant to leave the void, and
we know not why he did, but it is proof that the gates are open enough for the
beasts to get out,” Regivus said. 


“Yeah, he came to warn us that the gates were
opening. I’m a little concerned that we aren’t all having Guardian warning
dreams. So far, only Azyle and Emrys have had one.” And myself. I still wasn’t
sure what it was.


“What are you not saying, husband?” Divina
asked me privately. 


“I don’t know yet. I think I had a warning dream.”



“You didn’t. Those visions are caused by the
books, like a self-preservation tactic. Anything my book does to protect
itself, I would know about it.”


“Then it must have been a regular dream,” I
said, not believing it one bit. Something was holding me back. I knew it wasn’t
just a dream, and I also knew Divina wasn’t telling me something. I loved her
and trusted that she wouldn’t do anything to hurt me intentionally, but I
wasn’t stupid. “If the gates open, what will happen to the books?”


“The books are losing their power the further open
the gates become. Once they lose all magic, every person would have power
equivalent to if they signed the book of their world. The Noquodi would lose
the advantage they have from the gods. They would still be the most powerful
wizards of their worlds, but it would only be because of their experience. They
would also lose their immortality, meaning they would start aging again and
would be more easily killed,” Enki said. 


“So I would be---”


“You have Iadnah magic,” Divina interrupted. “You
would still be a powerful wizard, but your mortal skills would be less than the
other Noquodi because you have less experience. However, your Iadnah magic
would be unaffected.”


“Ronez and Samhail never use nominal energy, anyway.
They will be fine with their higher power. What else did Janus say to you?”
Regivus asked. 


“Other than the gates opening… The Ancient is still
contained for now, but apparently he’s spreading my name. I popped off to
Earth, as I’m sure you know, before Janus appeared. Edward and the others were
attacked by demons while I was gone, but they ran off when I got back.”


“That sounds like a good thing.”


“Yeah, it might be, but that demon wasn’t a fool. I
figured because you guys called him ancient, he was pretty old. You don’t get
pretty old by being stupid. I think I scared him, but I don’t think I did any
psychological damage.”


“You think it is suspicious that he is telling
everyone that you are scarier than you are?”


“I do,” I said. Maybe the demon wanted to play me up
to make his own failure less embarrassing, but I still didn’t trust it. “He was
afraid when I took away his abilities to use any kind of magic; however, I
didn’t think it was really the type of fear to last even as he sat trapped in
the void.”


“I believe he was a lot more afraid than you think.
Maybe you could not hear yourself the way he did,” Madus said. 


“I was a little scared,” Avoli agreed. “You sounded
like Vretial. You had this way about you, like you knew everything that was
going to happen and you had complete control over the turnout. Every move you
made was unique from what anyone else would have done, and that made you
unpredictable.”


“Like when you created the body that could sustain
him, gave him his magic back, and then took it away just a little at a time.
You played on his natural instinct to hold onto what little life he had. That
is the instinct of all life, really,” Divina said. 


I didn’t realize I did that, I just wanted to… well,
that was what I wanted to do, but I wanted to scare him after what he did to
Mordon. “Janus also said that the gates are being opened by the balance.” 


“That is very worrisome news,” Enki said. 


“It’s better than Vretial trying to open them,”
Divina argued.


“No, this is worse. Vretial can be fought and even
reasoned with. The balance cannot be reasoned with and it will exist when our
family is gone,” Regivus said. “It is not a sentient being but a force of
nature. The universe was not built for intelligent life; we created it and had
to bend the universe to our desire in order to sustain it. If the balance is
trying to revert itself, there is little we can do.”


“But you are the gods. Surely you have the power to
keep it the way you want it,” I said. Regivus gave me a doubtful frown. 


“We have the power, yes, but unfortunately we don’t
know the way,” Divina said. “Opening the gates is rather easy. That is not the
case with closing them. We didn’t close the gates in the first place.”


Something was very wrong with what she was saying.
Maybe it was a lie, but the others looked sincere. I knew my wife would lie to
me without hesitation if she thought she was protecting me, but could she keep
a secret from her brothers? “Who did? Who knows how to close the gates?” I
asked. 


It was Azenoth who gave me the most unexpected
answer. “Our father.”


“Your father? You have a father?”


“We are siblings; of course we had a father. He was
killed in the war,” Divina said.


“Or just lost,” Regivus amended. “So many were lost.
The only one left who might know is… Vretial. He is older than us and still
remembers what we do not. He always wanted the gates open, though.”


“Which is odd because Vretial wanted the books,
didn’t he?” I asked. Divina nodded. “Why go through all the trouble to steal
the books if he planned to make them worthless?” On the other hand… he didn’t
take my book from me when he had the chance this time. “He wanted all of the
control, but Janus said that the books gave more control to the gods than the
people. And why, in all this time that the balance has been at peace with the
gates being closed, has it suddenly decided to fight it?” 


I didn’t wait for an answer because I knew then that
I was asking the wrong gods. With my quickest flash yet, I popped back to
Duran, grabbed Mordon’s arm, and thought of Vretial. I focused on the feel of
his overwhelming magic, the sound of his voice as he threatened my life, and
the need I had to find the answers to my questions. He had the answers. He
always had the answers, even to the questions that hadn’t been asked yet. Even
when he said he didn’t know, he was lying. 


“Well, this was unexpected,” Vretial lied with a
laugh, sitting on the large rock under the apple tree. “What brings you to
visit my home without even a gift? I am a god, should I not get an offering?” 


He was right, I guess. I mean, it was a bit rude to
nag him with questions and not even give him something in exchange. I dug
around in my bag until I found the bar of chocolate I had gotten for him on
Earth and tossed it to him. “I didn’t know if you would prefer dark or white,
so I thought milk chocolate was a safe middle ground. I was in a hurry.”


“This will do lovely.” The “evil” god looked
delighted as he opened his chocolate and started eating it. 


I could feel Mordon staring at me, but I shook my
head. “There is something in the dark. Everyone keeps saying that, but what
does it mean? Why did you lie to me before about not knowing?”


“It was a bad translation that got stuck. I didn’t
tell you because you needed to wonder about it. If I told you that it was
exactly how it sounded, you would have stopped thinking about it. Really, it is
truthful, just a bit misleading. Like I said; badly translated.”


“What does it mean?” Mordon asked, getting irritated.



“Silly dragon. You should know more than anyone that
there is not a word for everything. Sometimes experience is the only way to
learn. Like getting your heart broken. It is a mortal phrase that explains a
form of pain caused by love. Something no god could understand, but not even a
person could understand it until it happens to them. I have seen what it does
to people; I have healed them before. People beg when their heart is broken.
They beg for revenge, for healing, for death… I could never stand to see that,
so I would give them what they wanted. But no matter what it was they asked
for, it was never the answer for them. It was always a mistake in the end.”


“You have a flesh body now,” I said. “You could live
forever, love, hate, and get your heart broken.”


“No, I think even with a body that I am still merely
a god. My sister had a heart before she had a life. I was never that lucky.”


“Why do you want the gates open?” I asked.


He frowned at me. “I believe I misjudged you. Why
would you ever think I wanted the gates open? I closed them after all.”


“The others say you wanted them open. They were also
under the impression that it was your father that closed the gates.”


“They are wrong on both accounts. They always did
have a lousy memory. Our father died long before I closed the gates.”


“Then I have a better question. Why do they think
you want the gates open?”


The god smiled and tossed his trash on the ground a
few feet from me. I stared at it for a second before returning my gaze to him.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see it catch on fire. Moron was burning it
to ash because he knew it bothered me. The god was testing me, looking for
something. 


“That is a much better question. I knew there was
hope for you. Have an apple.” An apple fell from the tree right into his hand
and he tossed it to me. 


“So it was you who sent me back to save the boys?
Why? And how did that shadow monster get to Duran from Skrev?”


“It was an echo, and yes, it was me who allowed you
to save them. After all, I need them alive.”


I never bit into the apple, but I didn’t have time to
respond before I felt the strength in my legs give. I was unconscious before I
could even cuss at the uncouth god. 


 


*          *          *


 


Mordon was poking me into consciousness. This in
itself was no bother, and I knew it was him because he was the only one rude
enough to prod me awake. However, he did it enough that I could recognize his
mood, and this was his panicked poking. 


I opened my eyes and was startled that it was so
dark. Reaching up just an inch from my face, I encountered boards. Now, I had
spent most of my adult life on Duran, but nobody could forget the details of
hiding under a bed when their mother’s boyfriend was looking for them with a
bat. Several times as a child I had felt the suffocation of heavy boards being
my only protection from abuse. We were under a bed. 


“Where are we?” 


“I don’t know. I woke up on the floor beside the
bed and heard someone in the other room. I figured whoever it was wouldn’t
appreciate people in his house, so I hid us in the closest place I could find.”


I heard the shower start running and breathed easy.
After a few minutes, I got out from under the bed and Mordon followed suit. We
were in a small bedroom with black satin curtains covering the walls. There
were no windows and only a small lamp on the cabinet by the bed provided light.
If the gentle gravity and homely feel of my own world’s magic were not enough
to tell me this was Earth, the electric lamp would have given it away. Having
visited most of the worlds, I found only Vaigda and Earth understood the
convenience of electric lights. The carpet was soft, thick, and dark. 


I pressed my ear to the door that didn’t lead to the
bathroom and listened, but the only thing I heard was the croaking of a coffee
maker. I looked at Mordon. 


“Something is really odd about that smell, like I
should know it, but it’s not right. Like it’s really close to someone I know.
The only person here is in the shower, but his scent is everywhere.”


“I’m sure we will regret this, because if the
person smells like someone you know, we might be in trouble. But we have to
know why we’re here.” I opened the door to a hallway. To the immediate left
was a laundry/mud room with a door, probably leading to the back yard. Straight
ahead was the living room and to the right was the kitchen.


The kitchen had wooden paneled walls, granite counter
tops, and a breakfast bar dividing the kitchen and living room. It was decent
and clean without a single feminine touch. The living room held a massive TV on
a shelf with multiple game systems and shelves full of DVDs. There was a black
leather couch and leather chair.


Mordon grabbed my arm and pulled me into the kitchen
to hide behind the breakfast bar. “The shower shut off,” he explained. 


I pulled him around to the other side, so we could be
seen from the living room, but not the kitchen. “He just made a pot of
coffee; he’s going into the kitchen when he gets done.” The door to the
bedroom opened and I could hear him. As I had suspected, the man entered the
kitchen. A cabinet shut, a cup clinked, and coffee was poured. Then the man
started walking towards the living room and I had just enough time to hope he
wasn’t a violent person before the phone rang. 


Mordon and I looked at each other as the man turned
and picked up the phone. Who on Earth still uses a house phone? 


“Hello?” 


I knew that voice. As rarely as I heard it, I knew
that voice. While my father and Edward were identical in appearance, their
tones of voice were very different. I stood up and saw my father, not ten feet
in front of me. Ronez was turned away so he didn’t see me before Mordon could
pull me back down. 


“How long will it take to get here?” he paused. “I
will expect you then.” He didn’t sound happy with whoever was on the phone as
he hung up and walked into the living room. 


Mordon rolled his eyes. “That is why I nearly
recognized the smell, and why it was off,” he looked at me. “He’s alive.
This is before he died. We’ve gone back in time.”


“It would seem so,” I said, looking around for
a calendar. 


Ronez wore only jeans and his hair was wet, but it
was longer than normal. It went to his shoulders and had a few streaks that
were clearly blue, even while wet. He closed the cabinets to the DVDs and
started unplugging the game systems before setting them on the floor beside the
couch. Then he pulled out a small black sheet from behind the couch and covered
them. 


Mordon yanked on my arm, trying to get me to duck
back into the kitchen, but I patted his hand. Movement attracted attention,
especially in the peripheral vision, and we were as good as caught already… but
this was my father and we could talk our way out of any trouble. If nothing
else, I’ve been told I look just like him and I could prove I was his son.
Besides, he had seen me several times before he was killed.


Ronez then turned and went back into the kitchen,
overlooking us completely. We both sat there in confusion; Ronez should have
seen us. The man returned with his coffee, sat in the leather chair, and turned
the TV on. Mordon’s eyes went wide and I choked as ALF was playing. 


“What is that?!” Mordon asked. 


“ALF. Alien Life Form. It only ran from 1986 to
1990, but it was one of those staples of the eighties.”


There was a knock at the door and when Ronez answered
it, I could have been pushed over with a feather. The woman who stood there,
heavily pregnant, was barely recognizable. After all, she had no blood on her
face, a cigarette sticking out of her mouth, or a beer in her hand. Her light
blond hair was even done up with curls and burets. 


“What’s wrong?” Mordon asked me. 


“That’s my mother.” Only younger… and
pregnant. Even heavily pregnant, she wore a denim miniskirt, flip-flops, and a
white tank-top. Since when did they make maternity-sized miniskirts?


“What took you?”


“It’s hard enough drivin’ around Houston at three in
heavy traffic when the air condition’s broken without a giant mountain in yur
lap.” She made an obscene gesture to her own swollen stomach. “There was
another earthquake again. I tell ya, this baby is cursed. Here’s the
ultrasounds.” She dug through her huge purse and pulled out an envelope. 


“Never talk like my mother. She never could grasp
the English language. Hick to her bones,” I warned Mordon when I felt his
stare. I couldn’t blame him; I was the first to correct anyone’s grammar in
English and I encouraged him to correct and berate me if I used Sudo wrong.


Ronez took the small package and pulled out pictures.
“It’s a boy!” he said, grinning. 


“Yeah, that happens sometimes,” she said,
unimpressed. 


Ronez pulled a wad of money out of his pocket and
started to hand it to her before pulling it back. “Are you eating the stuff I
got you?”


“Yeah, of course, even the pills.” She yanked the
money out of his hand and shoved it in her purse. “Don’t believe those pills
you said are good for babies. I think it’s a waste of money but since it’s yur
money, don’t really care. When you moving in? I told you if you think you’re
gonna leave me to take care of this baby alone I’ll get rid of it.”


Ronez glared at her and she shivered. “You will not
harm my baby. I will move in with you and take care of you and my baby, but you
will do as I tell you to. Never forget that you’re not important. That baby is.
If you threaten him, you’re putting yourself in a very dangerous position.”


“Well, yur boy is in me right now so if you want him
safe, you do as I say!” she yelled. Quick as lightning, he slammed his
fist into the wall beside her head and growled. She shrieked and snapped her
mouth shut, pressing herself against the closed door. 


“Another word like that out of your mouth and you
will wake up in a lab, strapped to a table for the next month. Then when my
baby is born, you will be found in the lake and all records of you will be
wiped clean. You will be buried as a Jane Doe. Nobody would know, and nobody
would care. Do you understand how little you mean to me?” he asked. My mother
nodded, shaking with fear.


I put my hands over Mordon’s ears when he stared at
Ronez with shock. That wasn’t the man either of us knew. 


“Good. Now, you are going to go home and have a
healthy lunch and focus on taking care of that baby. I will move in and take
care of you the way you always wanted to be taken care of financially. Do not
get confused; I will not marry you. I will not be your man or your
husband or your anything. I know you like your men rough and you can go out and
do whatever you want after my son is born, as long as you never bring that scum
near him.” 


My mother left in a hurry and without another word.


“He wasn’t lying about any of that,” Mordon
said. I stood up and started pacing. “What are you doing?!” he asked,
looking at Ronez. I didn’t even have to turn to know my father was undisturbed.



“He can’t see or hear us. It was like with the boys,
before I opened the void. That was my mother, younger and pregnant. ALF only
ran from 1986 to 1990,” I said. 


“You said that already.”


“I’m just being paranoid. I’ve been watching too many
movies. Besides, that was a PS2 that he… hid… when he knew someone was coming.
And the DVD’s, too. I’m not paranoid.”


“Oh, yes you are.”


“I mean about this. This is 1989. That was my mother,
and this is 1989.”


Mordon stood. “It’s just like one of those movies
you’re always talking about,” he walked up to my father and studied him. “Did
he change? Or is this really him, hiding away behind a kind smile and sarcastic
bite?”


“I don’t know. A lot can happen to people in thirty
years, and this is 1989.”


“You keep saying the date. Duran calendar system,
remember? I have no idea if that date is significant.” He started turning back
to me and paused. “Oh, look at that.” 


I went to his side and saw a glass apple, sitting on
the table. I looked at Ronez. “What’s with the apples? Can someone give me a
simple answer? I’m tired of the omen stuff.” Of course, my father didn’t hear
me; he just kept staring at the picture like it was the most beautiful thing he
had ever seen. 


“I think it was just fear,” Mordon said. “He was
afraid your mother would hurt you before he could stop it so the only thing he
could think of on the spot was to scare her. He would have followed through
with it, but he didn’t want to have to. Actually, when he was threatening her,
I could really see that he was your father, not Edward.”


“But you knew he was my father.”


“Yes, I knew that. What I mean is that Edward and
Ronez are very different in personalities. Edward always struck me as more
fatherly to you. He treats you like his son, and I always saw his personality
in you. Of course, you have Ronez’s sarcasm, but you are more dedicated and
focused on your responsibility to protect people, like Edward. I never saw
Ronez as serious. But now I see it; you both have that… tactic to protect your
family.”


“Tactic?” 


“No, that’s the wrong word. But you both can be
extremely… psychotic acting when you threaten someone for hurting your family.
And the really creepy part is that you will definitely follow through.”


I didn’t like that. First, the gods said I act like
Vretial, and then Mordon said I act psychotic. Sure, I was eccentric sometimes,
but it was an effective method for scaring the enemy… which was probably the
reason Vretial acted that way. I didn’t want to be like Vretial, but how was I
different? By taking revenge on the demon who tried to hurt Mordon, by giving
the man who threatened Ron over to Divina, by taking the alpha werewolf’s
powers, I was deciding who lived, who died, and who was punished. And I was
able to decide that because I was powerful, not just in magic but in my
friends. 


I listened to Divina’s word that Vretial was a bad
god, but I still sought him out. I would try to destroy him if he went after my
children, but until he did, he was useful to me. How was I any better than him?
He took Avoli’s world, though I couldn’t see Avoli being a successful god in
the first place. There were two problems with that; my son was supposed to be
his Noquodi and I didn’t have the right to determine if Avoli was a capable god
or not. 


“Let’s just figure out what we came here to find
out,” I said. 


Mordon moved around Ronez to examine the desk at the
same time Ronez moved to go to the door. Mordon almost stepped back in time,
but his shoulder clipped Ronez’s and they both jumped back. 


They stared at each other in shock. “Sorry, you were
just going that way?” Mordon asked, moving to the side and pointing to the
door. 


“Yeah. Excuse me.” 


Ronez went to the door and locked it before turning
back to Mordon and crossing his arms. Fortunately, I had inherited that stance
from him and used it often enough on Mordon that he was accustomed to it.
Otherwise, Rojan might have been offended and tried to eat my father.


“What are you doing in my house?”


Mordon tried for submissive, but it was hopeless;
Mordon was the least submissive guy I knew. “I don’t know.”


Ronez stepped forward before Mordon could retreat,
took his hands, and inspected Mordon’s nails. “Not invisibility, then.” Not
even giving Mordon a chance to react, Ronez put his hands around Mordon’s eyes
to examine them. I wanted a camera. “Not a ghost or demon. Shifter eyes, but
not a shifter. Ronez sniffed, just like Mordon did, and frowned. “A time
traveler? You’re a time traveler!”


“Um, no, I don’t think so.”


“A lost one, then. Sorry, kid, but you can’t stay
here.” Ronez held up his wrist and fiddled with his silver watch.


“Wait!” Mordon demanded. “I’m not human.”


“I know that. You’re sago, and from the future. I’m
not going to hurt you, I’m only sending you back where you belong.”


“I need to be here.”


“Not in my flat you don’t.”


“I’m with your son,” he said. Ronez paused, giving
Mordon a chance to explain. “I have been sent here, to this place and time, I
just don’t know why. But I haven’t accomplished anything yet.”


“Which son?” the Guardian asked. Mordon hesitated,
then pointed to the ultrasound picture in my father’s hand. “You’re lying.”


“Why would I lie about that?”


“Can you hear me?” I asked. Mordon didn’t respond. I
had to figure out a way to keep them from hurting each other or changing the
course of my past. “Mordon!” I yelled. Nothing. “Can you hear me?” I
asked again, using our link. I saw the little twinge of recognition in his
eyes, finally. 


“I can hear you, but I can’t see you.”


“Tell him that Kiro has a blind left and Divina
said he wasn’t a very good kisser.”


He reluctantly told Ronez, who lost his scowl. “I am
a fabulous kisser. Knowing Divina and my brother doesn’t mean you know my son.”


“Your son is my best friend. He doesn’t hide things
from me and Divina and Kiro trust me. They trust me enough that I know all
about the Guardians and who Divina really is.”


“So my son is going to be involved in all of that?”
Ronez asked. 


“First rule of time travel, stupid,” I said. 


Mordon huffed and sighed. “I’m sorry, but Dylan would
like me to remain silent, so I have to ask that you not question me about
things that you haven’t experienced yet, lest burning dogs will rain down from
the sky.”


Ronez considered it for a minute… and then he
smirked. “Dylan, huh? Better than Sassafras, I suppose. Is he here? Can he see
and hear us?”


“Yes.”


He nodded, his mind rolling over what we just saw him
do. “So, you need to find something?”


“Or find out something.”


“Who sent you?”


“Long story.”


Ronez spread his arms in gesture. “Not in any hurry.”


“Vretial.”


Ronez dropped his arms and sighed. “You and my son
are helping the dark god?” Ronez asked, disbelief clear on his face.


“Yes.” No point in explaining that the god wasn’t too
bad. 


“Well, it’s not the path I had hoped my son would go
down, but whatever makes him happy. To each his own. You can’t have my book,
but otherwise I’ll help you. I do need some kind of hint as to why you’re
here.”


Mordon sighed. “Let’s see, the gates are opening,
there’s something in the dark, there’s an apple that is sometimes an omen,
sometimes a card, and sometimes a portal to a time and place. That’s how I got
here. Demons are afraid of Dylan. And something to do with the balance trying
to reset the universe.”


“Okay. You need a map.”


“A map to what?” 


“You need to close the gates. There’s something in
the dark? That’s a new one, but I get the point.” 


“I don’t.”


“Neither do I,” I said. 


“Of course not; you’re not a time traveler. You need
a map.” Ronez sniffed Mordon again, suddenly enough to make Mordon take several
steps back. “You smell like dragon. Does Dylan know?”


“We’re best friends, of course he knows about my
dragon.”


“Yes, you’ll do fine. I need a tarot card that has
been used to tell yours or Dylan’s future. It needs to be something that has a
deep memory on it. I know it will be difficult and dangerous, but you need to
go into Dylan’s childhood with the tarot card and make him remember it. He has
to be able to remember it. Scare him if you have to. It needs to be something
uncommon, that looks out of place on whatever world he’s living in now.”


I was digging through my bag for the card, but it
wasn’t in there. The card was gone again. His presence instantly oppressed the
air as the god appeared between us. Vretial killed my father the last time they
faced each other. Now he smiled pleasantly and held out the card with the apple
on it. 


“Vretial,” my father sneered.


I wasn’t surprised Ronez could guess who the god was,
and I wasn’t surprised he said the god’s name as if it were a cuss word.
Obviously I got my respect for the gods from my father. 


“I don’t like you,” Ronez said suspiciously. 


“Well, my servants killed you, and I tried to kill
your son, so I can’t fault you on that.”


Ronez smirked. “You failed at killing him.”


“Oh, yes. He destroyed me easily.” The god looked
right at me and continued talking to Ronez. “He was always the one who would do
it. I knew it the moment he faced me and wasn’t afraid. Your son’s birth will
mean uproar for the gods. I have already introduced this card to Dylan.”


“It also needs to be read in his or Mordon’s future.”



“I took care of that as well.”


Ronez didn’t take the card, however. Instead, his
eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You’re too eager. If my son isn’t working for you,
then you must be working for him.”


“It isn’t quite that drastic.”


“Then why? Nothing comes without a price, especially
not magic.”


“I can definitely see the family resemblance. Let’s
just say I’m paying the price for something I’ve already done. The time for
making deals with me will come later. At this point, there is nothing you have
that I want.”


“And later?”


“I may ask you to make something for me, which you
will agree to.”


“What is it?”


“Later.” He held the card out further until Ronez
took it hesitantly.


“What is the map for?” Mordon asked.


 “It’s a map of time. You said there was something in
the dark. Something was lost in time and needs to be found.”


“So the dark is time?”


“No. I think it’s wrong.”


“It was a bad translation. You need to ask your son
what the right translation was.” They all looked at me and Ronez gasped. 


“It’s like seeing my brother with green eyes.” 


The thoughtful solemnity in his eyes must have been
caused by shock, for I was told that he was very rarely serious. “What are you
talking about? I don’t know anything about a translation,” I said. 


“You do. You heard it; you translated it,” Vretial
said. 


“I translated what?”


“I told you. Remember when you were seven, I told you
everything you needed to know and you got it wrong.”


“I don’t remember!” I yelled at him. I yelled right
in the most powerful god’s face.


“You have to remember because I can’t say it again!”
he yelled back. That could have gone so much worse. Instead, the god turned
away, sighed, and ran his hand through his hair. 


“You’re not the same as before,” I said. He turned
back to look at me. “Your personality shifted like water and you killed without
thought. You wanted me dead. Now you just turn away and cool down. The others still
think you’re volatile, but you’re not. Moody, maybe, eccentric, definitely, but
not insane. What changed you? Was it life?”


“I haven’t changed. When I first met you in person,
what did I ask you? Not the first thing I said, but the first question.”


“I don’t remember,” I said. “That was many years ago
and it was a very stressful day.”


“Then I didn’t scare you enough.” He looked at the
height of frustration. Before I could react, his hands went into my hair and
fisted like he was going to pull my hair, but instead he leaned his forehead
against mine. “You need to remember. Don’t think about anyone else. Think about
that moment. I took you away from your father to get you alone. I said your
name.”


I really tried to remember, but I also really wanted
Vretial to let me go. “I said I knew who you were, too. And then you asked me…
You asked me how I wanted to die.”


“Yes. Now remember when you were seven. You came into
the room. I sat on the cabinet at the foot of your bed. You hated it.”


“The foot chest. It wasn’t a seat.”


“Then what?”


“You messed with my books. And my clothes. It was
chaos.”


“You hated it.”


“Yes. You asked if I feared you and I said no, then
you asked me why and I said you didn’t act like a bad man. You asked what a bad
man acts like.”


“You never answered me.”


“You killed my father,” I said.


“He was already dead. I saved all those people.”


“You cleared the worlds off when you knew we were
coming. I never forgot it and I am thankful. Very thankful. It doesn’t make you
a good man when you put them in danger in the first place. How many lives have
you destroyed? Not people killed; lives destroyed?”


“Not. Those. People. What was the last thing I said?”


“I don’t remember.”


He let me go and jerked away as if he would hit me if
he didn’t withdrawal. “Why don’t you remember?!”


“Because it was twenty-three years ago!”


“Everyone with the short memories! I remember the
moment this universe was created. I remember the moment I became the only one
to make the right decision. I remember the moment I lost the trust of the only
one of my siblings who ever cared about me. And you can’t remember something
from twenty-three years ago?!”


“Send me back there. Like when you did with the
apple, send me back to that night.”


“I can’t because we both use Iadnah magic. I would
see you and that would create a paradox. Normally, a paradox is nothing but
child’s play to me, but with the balance acting up, that is the last thing
anyone needs.”


“You said you needed my help with the gates,” I said.
He nodded. “You meant to close them.” He nodded again and I flopped down in the
leather chair.


“Excuse me, just real quick… did you say Iadnah
energy?” Ronez asked. Sometime during our debate, Mordon and Ronez had gotten
some tea and sat down on the couch. 


“Yeah, sorry I can’t explain. First rule of time
travel and all…” I waved my hand at Vretial behind me. “Apparently we really
need to avoid the paradox right now. I didn’t even know about it until I was
twenty-five.”


“I get that. I have gone into the future, and I get
dreams of the future sometimes, but it’s never what I want to see. I just need
to know… If you can tell me anything at all… Was I a good father to you?” he
asked. 


“First rule,” Mordon warned. 


In all the years of my unlucky childhood, I thought
there was nobody who cared about me and nobody looking out for me. Some men
have tried to be a father figure to me, especially at the schools, but it was
always forced. It was money, culture, or religion forcing them to pretend to
care. It wasn’t until right before my son was born that I found out Ronez was
always there, as close as he could be without our magics interfering. 


I looked at Vretial, who shrugged, and back at Ronez.
“You were a great father.”


“Wonderful. Can we get back to the matter at hand?”
Vretial interrupted. “You need to follow the map. There are artifacts that
appear at only one moment in time, over and over.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”


“You need to go to those times and places and get
them,” he said, ignoring me. “Closing the gates is going to take some magic
you’re not used to.”


“Ritual magic,” Mordon said. We all turned to him and
he shrugged. “Ritual magic maybe old on Duran and rarely used anymore, but my
father wanted me to learn it. It was an everyday thing for me. I helped build
the shrines on Mijii.”


“Edward tried teaching me, but I got bored,” I said.


“Who?” Ronez asked. 


“Oh, never mind. You’ll get it when you’re older,” I
said. 


“It will take me a few weeks to create the map.” 


“Leave it somewhere he can find it in the future,”
Vretial suggested. “No, leave it with someone.” 


“I got a letter,” I said. “It was from you, written
when I was seven. It specifically said that I was seven and just got visited by
Vretial. Obviously it was when he created that card. You gave the letter and
the card with the map on it to Rilryn.”


“It is very important that no paradox is created, so
make sure you do not tell Dylan anything about this meeting or the card in the
letter,” Vretial said. “Dylan and Mordon must learn in a linear order to their
perspectives. Once you are far enough away from any point in time where Ronez
has not yet created the card, both the card and letter will reappear in your
bag.”


“What exactly are we looking for?”


“Tiamat told me once that I needed to make some
normal ritual artifacts and… enhance them. I was never one to use ritual magic,
but I made sure these items were perfect. Then I hid them. The enhancements
made them dangerous in the right hands.”


“You mean the wrong hands?” Mordon asked. 


Ronez shook his head. “The wrong hands would destroy them.
They were meant for someone, and if you two are here, I have to assume they’re
for you. The map will lead you to the five items. It’s important that you
remember the order; air dagger, water cup, fire wand, earth pantacle, and lotus
wand.”


“Pantacle? I thought it was a pentagram,” I said,
absentmindedly reaching for the pendant I wore. 


“A pentagram is a five-pointed star that is used
often in magic. A pentacle is a five-pointed star enclosed in a circle. The
earth pantacle I’m referring to is a ritual item; a plaque with a six-pointed
star. Vocabulary gets very muddled in witchcraft and ritual magic, which I’m
sure I will teach you when… when you are a kid… which begs the question why you
don’t already know this.”


Because you will never get the chance to teach me…


“Caution, Dylan,” Mordon warned.


“I’m a slow study and I’m never where I’m supposed to
be,” I said. “Okay, so we find these things and Mordon does some ritual magic
to close the gates.”


“No. Iadnah magic must be used. Mordon can help you,”
Vretial said. 


Mordon stuck his tongue out at me before drinking his
tea. I taught my friend some majorly bad habits. “Why can’t you close
the gates?” I asked the god. 


He sighed. “Because you cannot close the gates while
the balance is acting against it.”


“How am I supposed to close it, then?”


“You have to remember. Your book can help you
remember.”


“He’s still holding stuff back,” Mordon told me.


“Of course I am. I can’t tell you everything or
you’ll never figure it out. Here, an apple that doesn’t rot. You can use this
to follow the map.” 


The god picked up the glass fruit and it went from
clear to opaque, like a real apple, then he tossed it to me. It was hard and
smooth, because it was still glass, but the vibrating energy that was trapped
inside made it warm. 


“Focus on the moment in time and space you need to be
and it will use my magic to send you there. Be warned, Dylan; you are young and
have not learned everything your magic can do. Flashing does not change time,
but you are capable of it. After using the apple a few times, you may figure
out how to do it yourself. It is tempting, but very dangerous, and you are too
young and inexperienced in our magic to try it yourself. So, if you ignore my
warnings and try to travel in time, make sure you take your friend with his
old, wise dragon to guide you.”


“Why an apple? Why is it an apple? I know it has to
be something unusual to places other than Earth, but there are many things like
that.”


“You hate apples,” Vretial said. 


“No, I don’t.”


“You said you did.”


“When did I say that?”


“At the river. Oh, you haven’t been there yet. Of
course not.”


“You said it was an omen.”


“I lied. It was a memory. You have to remember.” He
stepped close enough to tap me in the forehead with his index finger. “I told
you when you saw the apple you would have to remember. The apple was a sign
that it was time to remember, a sign that it was time for you to make the same
choice that I had to make.”


“I don’t think I want to make any choice that you
made.”


“That is why it is a choice.” Vretial vanished with
those words. 


“How do we use the map?” Mordon asked. Ronez opened
his mouth to explain when everything went dark.


 


*          *          *


 


The ground pressed against me too hard. Or maybe I
was too heavy. I moved my arm to shade my eyes from the bright sun and leaves
rustled with the movement. I could smell the dirt and leaves and it was cold,
but not the bitter cold of winter. There was a sharp pain in my side,
suggesting I had been injured. 


I opened my eyes to see the apple tree. We were back
in the forest, exactly where we were before, and I wasn’t injured; I was lying
on a rock. Mordon was beside me, opening his eyes and moving without any sign
of pain. Vretial and my father were nowhere to be seen. “We need to talk to the
gods,” I said, climbing to my feet.


“And then we can go home? Time travel is apparently
really irritating to dragons.”


“Yeah.” I was ready for dinner and bed. I focused on
the gods as best as I could and by now my magic knew how to do what I wanted it
to. It took little effort on my part to transport us to the gods… but I wasn’t
focused enough to be prepared for what happened. 


Just like on Malta, something attacked me. It was a
fierce power, very determined to stop me and too quick for me to strike back.
In the darkness of this non-place, the emptiness of the space between the
worlds, some ancient power tore into me like a beast with claws and teeth. It
wasn’t my body it tore into but my soul.


 


*          *          *


 


Waking was difficult. Painful and difficult. My
thoughts were a jumbled mess of words and images that didn’t make any sense. A
few of them were people, but most were just mixed up, voiceless words. I
couldn’t open my eyes. I knew if I did I would remember what happened and where
I was, but one word kept repeating in my head over and over and I had to keep
my eyes closed. I had to remember. 


It hurt. Everything ached. I tried to open my eyes,
but the word in my head got louder and stronger like a drumbeat.


Somebody was talking, but I couldn’t recognize the
voice or the words. Something happened. Something was still happening, but I
couldn’t remember anything. I couldn’t remember what happened or who was
talking. I couldn’t remember my name. 


Someone was talking and my mind finally focused on
her words, but they didn’t make any sense. The words were wrong. I opened my
eyes and the word in my head vanished. 


I was lying on a bed with a woman sitting beside me.
She was absolutely gorgeous, with raven black hair, dark blue eyes, and a
beautiful voice. She spoke to me softly as if trying to reassure me, but her
words made no sense. I ignored her and looked around. 


The room was small and basic, like a cabin, and there
was one bed beside the one I rested on. Through one small window, dim light
spilled across the room. Another man stood from the other bed when he saw my
eyes were open and he came to stand beside the woman. The woman was now saying
a word, over and over with increasing volume, but it wasn’t the word in my
head, so I ignored her. 


The man was different. He had one blue eye and one
purple eye. That was odd, but I knew him. I didn’t know who he was or why I
knew him, but I knew him. He opened his mouth and I recognized his voice, even
though his words were senseless. Although he looked worried, I didn’t know what
bothered him. 


I closed my eyes to sleep and was startled by a sharp
pain in my shoulder. The man with the odd eyes had hit me! “What did you do
that for?” I asked. He responded in some foreign language and I sighed. “I
cannot understand you. Let me sleep.”


“Can you understand me?” the woman asked. 


I studied her. Still nothing. Never met her.
“Yes. I could not before, but yes.”


“Why are you speaking Enochian?” she asked. 


I shrugged and closed my eyes to sleep. Another sharp
pain in my shoulder. “Would you stop hitting me?!”


“He doesn’t speak Enochian, Dylan. Stop trying to
sleep. You need to wake up. You’ve been asleep for days. We were all worried
about you.”


“Why were you worried about me? I just want to
sleep.”


“What happened? Something attacked you when you were
trying to get to me,” she said. I didn’t remember trying to get to her, but I
closed my eyes again. With my eyes closed, it was dark. It was dark before. I
was hurt. There is something in the dark. 


“I was lost in the dark. I don’t remember.”


“What do you not remember?”


“Anything. I don’t remember anything.”


“Can you understand me?” I heard the voice of
the man in my head and I understood his words. It felt weird. 


I looked at him. “How did I hear you in my head?” I
asked.


He shook his head. “I don’t speak Enochian. You
need to speak in English or Sudo. Can you do that?” he asked. I shook my
head, closing my eyes again. I needed to sleep. 


“Do not close your eyes. Do not go back to sleep!”
the woman demanded. She sounded desperate. I looked at her again. I liked her.
I didn’t know her, didn’t even recognize her, but I didn’t want her to be
upset. She put her hands on my face in an intimate way, yet it didn’t make me
uncomfortable.


The man said something to her that made her frown
doubtfully, before he focused on me. “You want to sleep?” he asked. I
nodded weakly. “You need to remember. I think that’s why you want to sleep.
I don’t think this is amnesia. It’s okay. Just make sure you wake up soon.”


I closed my eyes again, hoping not to get hit. 


 


*          *          *


 


A man sat on the chest at the foot of my bed. I
wanted to scold him; that chest was not meant for a seat, but I hesitated. It
wasn’t nice to scold adults, no matter how much it bothered me. His hair was
short and reddish, but the room was too dark to make out the exact color. On
the other hand, his light brown eyes had a slight glow, or reflection to them
that made them very visible in the dark. I felt like I should know him, but I
had never seen him before.


“You’re in my room,” I said.


“I am.” He rose from the chest and came to stand in
front of me, before bending so that we were eye to eye. He smirked. “And you’re
too little to do anything about it.” He went to my bookshelf, pulled out a
book, and flipped through the pages. When he tossed the book over his shoulder,
I ran to pick it up. I had to pick up several more books before he turned away
from the shelf. “Are these alphabetized?” he asked, as if it were the strangest
concept in the world.


“Of course. Who are you?”


“Vretial, the most powerful god you will ever meet.
Or I was. Now I’m not sure what I am. Still powerful, though, plenty powerful
enough to destroy you.” He approached my dresser next and started opening
drawers, pulling out clothes and dropping them to the floor. Still, I held my
tongue. “You fold your socks?”


“I never have to try to match a pair when I’m in a
hurry,” I explained. He turned to give me an insulted scowl. How did I
manage to insult him? 


“What kind of kid were you? I expected more from you.
To think, the warrior whose name sends demons running in fear was a stickler
child. Do you at least fear me?” he asked. 


The odd stranger looked very upset for some reason. I
studied the man who had come into my room in the dead of night and rearranged
my stuff, examining every feature closely before opening my mouth. Adults
didn’t like it when I said what was on my mind. 


There were no disfiguring scars, no gang tattoos, no
leather attire, and no weapons that I could see, nor were there folds in his
clothes to hide them. He didn’t have that addict look in his eyes, or the sweat
from withdrawal. His nose was perfectly straight in a way that it had never
been broken. Of course he was odd with words and rude in that he went through
my stuff, not to mention he was in my room without permission, yet nothing
about him looked scary.


“Why would I fear you? You weren’t very nice with my
stuff, but you don’t act like a bad man.” I knew bad men.


He looked a little taken aback, and a lot curious.
“What does a bad man act like?” 


“What are you doing in my room?” I asked instead of
answering. 


He sighed. “It was an accident… again, and it’s your
fault,” he said, not looking angry at all. When I didn’t answer, he went on.
“You and that son of yours.”


“I don’t have a son. I’m seven. Why are you being
silly?”


“I’m not being silly; you are. Keep up. You haven’t met me yet, but I
have you and you caused me a lot of trouble. That’s alright now, and you did
your part to repair the damage you caused… well, you haven’t now, but you did
then…”


 


*          *          *


 


I opened my eyes, my chest constricted, and my heart
beat out of control. I couldn’t breathe. The woman was there, pulling me into
her arms for comfort. It helped the pain settle in my chest and her scent
helped my heartbeat slow down. Her fragrance was familiar. “It’s okay,” she
said. I knew her. Her name was on the tip of my tongue. 


“He’s not finished.” The man was still there, but his
words made sense like when he spoke in my head. He forced her to let me go and
pushed me back down. “You have to finish.”


“I can’t remember.”


“I can help you.” He pressed my book against my chest
and put my hand on it. How could I forget my name, but still remember my book?


 


*          *          *


 


“Here, have an apple,” he said, holding out a red
apple, which had just mysteriously appeared in his hand. 


I took it, but thought immediately of the evil queen
offering a poisoned apple to Snow White. I could never trust a man offering me
food; I saw Mother fall for that trick several times and she never learned. “I
can’t eat at night. I sleep at night.”


He rolled his eyes. “Then save it.”


“I don’t like apples.”


“It isn’t a regular apple. It’s an omen. I can do a
magic trick with it. Watch.” He took it from my hand, tossed it in the air,
caught it with one hand, and covered it with the other. When he took his hand
away, he held a playing card with the image of an apple on it. “It does one
more thing, but it’s not ready to do it yet. I will hold onto it for you until
you’re older. Just remember that when you see it again, it means that
everything is about to change.”


He sat back on the chest at the foot of the bed as if
he had no plans to leave soon. “And one more thing; there’s something in the
dark.”


 


*          *          *


 


Once again, I woke struggling to breathe. Worse than
that, I couldn’t see. I felt Divina holding me and tried to speak, but couldn’t
get enough air. Mordon’s fire flowed inside me and my Iadnah energy absorbed it
without hesitation. My energy knew his fire, but this was… healing fire. Mordon
had created fire that healed.


The tightness in my chest loosened and the light
slowly returned. After a minute or so, I could see that we were in Edward’s
cabin. Mordon and Divina were the only ones here with me. 


“How did we get here?” I asked. “I was trying to get
us to you when we were attacked.”


“I felt your struggle and helped, then brought you
both here.”


“How did you know we were in trouble?”


“Well, Mordon really wasn’t. He called to Erono for
help, but I felt you because you are my mate and the Guardian of my world. What
was it you remembered?” she asked. 


“I was seven. I thought it was a dream, but it
wasn’t. Vretial visited me when I was seven. He said that there was something
in the dark. Whatever attacked me… It was dark and something attacked me. What
was it?”


“The balance of the universe.”


 


*          *          *


 


Divina left that night after giving a heartfelt
goodbye to both boys. She was only leaving for a few days, but she made a
bigger deal out of it than Vivian ever had when she left Sammy for many months.
Divina may have struggled with the idea that she could be a mother, but she was
pretty great at it, and she never treated Sammy any less than Ron. Vivian and
Nano still hadn’t spoken directly to their son. 


It was a night for reluctant tolerance; there was
hardly a word between anyone because anything could send everyone into a bicker
fit. Eleven adult, opinionated men, two gorgeous, pushy women, two boys, a
three-thousand-year-old ghost dragon, and a gargoyle was just too much for one
little cabin. If anyone opened up, Edward’s backyard was likely to become a
graveyard. 


Even though I had slept for days, the short time I
was awake drained me quickly. Meri was apparently tired, too, because she went
to bed early downstairs. Once all of the visitors were settled outside in
tents, Edward’s home lightened up a bit. Edward coerced Mordon into playing
cards while I played with the boys. It would have been better if Divina was
there, but I knew she had important things to do. I made a mental note to talk
with Regivus to see if I could help her have less work to do.


“I saw your memory,” Mordon said. 


I barely heard him over Ron’s giggling as Sammy and I
tickled him. That was what he got for losing in hide and seek. All three of us
turned to look at him. 


“I saw Vretial visit you when you were seven.” I
didn’t say anything, so he went on. “We need to figure out how to read that
map.”


“What map?” Sammy asked. I pulled the card out of my
bag and Sammy took it to show Ron. “Oh, we can do this.” 


“No, see, we can’t. It was written for Daddy and
Mordon. Only they can read it,” Ron said. 


“Wait, you guys know how to use the map?” Mordon
asked. They nodded. “Who taught you how to read it?”


“Daddy did,” they both answered in sync, which was a
little creepy.


“How did I show you how to read the time map? I don’t
even know how to do it,” I said. 


They both frowned at me. “But you told us how to do
it. You said that only brothers could read it, and it could only be read by the
two it was made for.”


Mordon and I looked at each other, then knelt in
front of the boys. “What day was it? What time was it? Was it both of us or
just your dad?” Mordon asked.


Sammy shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I don’t
remember.” 


That phrase was going around too much lately.


Ron slapped Sammy in the chest. “No, stupid, he told
us the date and time were important. He told us to remember that number.” He
turned back to me. “It was just you, Daddy. It was at the springs. You and
Mommy stayed home, but then you came to show us how to read a time map. You
said that it was a way to encode a location and time so that the wrong person
couldn’t find something. You said we would have to know how to read it.”


“When did I show you? What was the exact time I
arrived? Do you remember?”


“You told us. You made us memorize it in Earth-time.”
They both glanced at each other before they said, in complete sync,
“Two-two-one-four-one-five-zero-three-two-zero-one-eight.”


“How does that help?” Mordon asked. 


I rolled my eyes. “Excuse me, but I know what I’m
doing,” I said. “Minute, hour, day, month, year.” I pulled out my notepad and
pen. “Say the number again.”


“Two-two-one-four-one-five-zero-three-two-zero-one-eight.”
Once again, it was creepy.


“2:22pm, March 15, 2018. Good job, boys.” I put my
notepad away and held Ron still by his shoulders. He met my gaze, understanding
my seriousness. “I am so proud of you for talking. Now never do that talking
together thing again. It’s extremely creepy.” They looked at each other and
grinned. “Show us how to use the map, just like I told you.”


“You need a crystal ball. Actually, anything crystal
or glass that is three-dimensional and not hollow,” Sammy said.


Edward left the room and returned a minute later with
two small boxes. He sat on the floor next to us and set the boxes down before
opening the first. The box was lined with red felt and there was six-inch
crystal ball wrapped in a soft green cloth. “This is a regular ball.” He opened
the other box to reveal a crystal semi-ball in a bed of black silk. It was
round except for one flat side. “This one is meant to sit on a flat surface.”


“That one is perfect,” Ron said. “Set it on top of
the map.” He got up and set the card on the table. We all stood and Edward
placed the odd crystal ball on the card. “Both of you fill the crystal with
your natural energy.”


I held my hand over the ball and poured Iadnah energy
into it. The ball glowed deep green. Mordon held his hand over it and the green
glow started to move and flicker across the surface like fire. After a moment
of acting as a light show, the energy suddenly formed into a three-dimensional
figure of bright spots surrounding a dark center. 


“Okay, completely not understanding this,” I
said.


“It’s a star map,” Edward said. “Each of the gods’
worlds is the only one in its solar system with life. The spots are scattered
precisely. They are stars around the solar system of one of the worlds.”


“Which world?” I asked. 


“I don’t know the star maps of every world,” he said
as if I were nuts. “All I know is that it isn’t Duran. We need to ask the
others if they recognize it.”


“Have them come in one at a time. We don’t want their
magic interfering with the signal,” Sammy said.


Edward left and returned with Azyle. After a moment
of examining the sphere from different angles, he shook his head. “It is not
Mulo.” He left and Edward brought in Nano, Shiloh, and Ghidorah. Mordon
breathed a sigh of relief when Ghidorah said it was not Skrev. Then Edward
brought Emrys in. 


“That is Malta’s sky.”


“You’re sure?” I asked.


“Definitely.” He pointed at a small cluster of stars.
“That cluster is unique. From Malta, it looks like a magic symbol. Magic is our
life on Malta; we know our magic symbols.” 


“Now we know what world. What do we do about place
and time?” 


“You need to narrow your focus,” Sammy said. “Focus
on the world. The look, the feel, the sound, the smell… What does its magic
feel like? You both have to concentrate, but look at the map while you do.” 


Mordon and I stood across from each other and
remembered everything we could about the world. I thought of the water tribe;
about the smell of the ice, the cold, and Emrys’s daughter. I thought about the
land tribe; about the stars and the swamp. I remembered the choking heat of the
cave in the fire tribe as well as the white walls and painted glass of the mend
and ken tribes. 


The glowing spots in the crystal ball started
swirling and blending until they formed a place. It was outside, but the ground
was solid stone and there were stone columns in rows until they broke formation
to form a circle around a huge statue. The sculpture was of a woman with her
hands outstretched as if she were handing something off. A robe was just barely
covering her figure, but her face was done in strong detail, which made me
assume the statue wasn’t a symbol of women but a specific person. 


“Air temple. The air tribe has many temples, and each
has a different monument. It is outside and only the air tribe has shrines
outside,” Emrys said. “Furthermore, I recognize that one. Amkahe. According to
the monks, Madus told her the night before her son was born that he was meant
for a higher life and that she had to give him up. She refused, no matter how
much the people demanded it. The baby was born and all people lost their magic.
Without magic there was no fire, no rain, no plants growing, no wind, no
healing… everything just stopped. For five days the whole world was silent.
People died. On sixth day, she came to this spot on the mountain and gave up
her baby. Magic was returned to the land and she killed herself. The last
person who spoke to her said that she didn’t do it for the loss of her child
but for the death of those who died because of her refusal. They built this
shrine for those who have lost to grieve in peace.”


“A lot of stories like that on Earth are myth. Is
that one real?” I asked. 


“I think all myths are based on something true. In
this case, it was all true.”


“Why would Madus want her child?”


“Because none of the Guardians except for you were
allowed to grow up with their parents,” he said. Now everyone looked at him as
he studied the statue in the little sphere. “That was my mother. She gave me up
to be raised by the monks on an island that was never found again. By the time
I was old enough to be returned, the shrine was already there.”


“Dad, you’re starting to lose the connection,” Sammy
warned. He was right; the shape was fading. “You need to find the time now. The
exact time and date that this map is indicating. Think of the item you are
looking for.”


“A dagger,” I said.


“That’s it? What does it look like?” Edward asked.


“We didn’t ask. He just said a dagger was the first
thing we were getting.” 


“He said air dagger,” Mordon corrected.  


Edward rolled his eyes. “Dylan, sometimes I wonder if
I ever taught you anything,” he groused, walking around the table to rummage
through his scattered cards. “This is what you are looking for.” He held up a
card with the image of a small dagger. The handle of the dagger was yellow with
symbols written on it. 


“Focus on the object. It will appear in the crystal
ball and you will get a weird feeling. You didn’t explain it very much. Focus
on the weird feeling and that’s the time you need to go to,” Sammy said.


“A weird feeling?” Mordon asked.


“Sammy can see the future and past, but he is not a
time traveler,” Ron explained. “Vretial said that with Iadnah magic, we can
bend time, but we have to feel it. We have to feel time.”


“How often does Vretial talk to you?” I asked. 


He shrugged. “Once a month or so in the last year.
He’s a bit silly and sometimes it’s hard to understand what he’s telling me.”


“You know that the gods think he’s the bad guy?”


“Daddy, you taught us to make up our own minds.
Didn’t the gods think you were dangerous when you were born? You talk about
him, but you never said he was bad. He never tried to hurt either of us. He
doesn’t act like a bad man,” Ron said. 


“What does a bad man act like?” I asked, getting a
look from Mordon. “What?”


“Vretial asked you that question when you told him he
didn’t act like a bad man.”


“What does that matter?” Edward asked. 


“Everything matters,” I said. “Mordon is right. He
was always so hung up on me not fearing him. Then he asked me that. He said
that he hadn’t changed, but he had. He was psychotic when I met him.”


“Before he took a mortal form,” Mordon said. 


“He did what?!” Emrys asked. 


Mordon had caught Edward and Divina up on everything
that had happened while I was recovering, but the other Guardians were in the
dark. 


“You probably shouldn’t hear this,” Edward said,
guiding Emrys out. “Plausible deniability.” He closed the door behind the
eccentric Guardian. “Too many people. Too much power swirling around, sucking
up the energy.”


“Eddy, are you sad that they are messing up your feng
shui?” Sammy asked. My son was a brat sometimes… just like me.  


Ron elbowed him in the stomach. “You’re being rude.
He doesn’t like being called Eddy. Concentrate, Daddy,” Ron reminded. The image
in the globe had mostly faded because we were distracted, but we quickly
regained the shape.


Getting back to work, Mordon and I focused on the
dagger. Within a few minutes, the energy reformed until the statue held the
small dagger in one of her hands. Something shaped in my mind. It was a feeling
very close to urgency, like I had a very important appointment and I was afraid
I would be late. However, that feeling quickly faded and I felt something much
deeper, something I really couldn’t explain.


I pulled the glass apple out of my bag and set it on
the table. “Edward, will you get the scabbard for the katana?” I asked. I
didn’t think I should leave the table in case the globe faded again. 


Edward went downstairs and Mordon grabbed my sword
off the kitchen counter. When Edward returned with the scabbard fitted into a
harness and belt, it was Mordon who took it and strapped it to himself before
sheathing the sword. Obviously, it would be good to have if we were attacked by
fish people… or bird people… but I was very unlikely to use it. Between my luck
improving over the years and lessons from Edward and Mordon, I could trust
myself not to get skewered on my own blade, but I still hated using it. 


“I have no idea how this is going to work, so if
anything freaky happens, it is okay to panic.” I held the glass apple out for
Mordon. “I don’t know how to use our new apple time-portal, so you think real
hard about the place, and I’ll focus on the time.”


“What if it splits us up?” he asked, putting his hand
on the apple hesitantly. 


“We can deal with it. I can flash to you or get
Divina if we end up in different times. I get the feeling we’ll only have one
shot at this. If we manage to be there at the right time, we have got to
get the dagger, because we can’t go back to the same time and place.”


“Alright, so if there’s a monster trying to attack us
like last time, you focus on the dagger while I fight the monster off. If it’s
a flying creature, you need to put up a shield.”


“And if it’s people, you can eat them while I focus
on the dagger,” I suggested. 


He sighed. “Or we can see if they are peaceful
first.” 


I gave him my best “why?” look before we both gave
our attention to the apple. I concentrated on the feeling hard enough I almost
didn’t realize the apple was getting warm. It was not surprising when images
and smells of the air tribe appeared in my mind. 


“Stop thinking so loud,” I said.


“Get out of my head,” he grouched. We were just
picking on each other, because I knew he was getting some of my thoughts, too.


It was amazing, really, how compatible our minds
were, that we could actually talk to each other in our heads without using
magic. With no one else could I share my magic. Sure, I could use my
magic on someone, but Mordon could use my magic and I could use his. That
wasn’t normal and I couldn’t do it with anyone else; not even Divina. Plus, I
knew that we had still not discovered everything we could do. 


“No, don’t start wandering. We are working.” 


Right. Work. Think of time. I renewed my
concentration, closed my eyes, and knew the moment I lost contact with Duran.
While I still felt the gravity of the world, the energy and sense of home
disappeared. The feeling I fixated on felt like it was changing, but it was too
foreign to understand. When it stopped shifting, the world seemed to tilt.
Coupled with a sudden increase in gravity, I couldn’t keep my feet under me. 


I opened my eyes and twisted in order to save the
glass apple from shattering. Mordon grunted as he hit the ground beside me. We
were outside, surrounded by rock columns. The ground we stood on was solid
stone with huge, circular symbols carved into it like ritual etchings. The sun
was setting and the sky was clear. Off to one side of the temple was a sheer
drop, but in front of us was the statue of the woman. 


“There is no one very close. I feel no threat in the
air, not even a basic trap. I guess nobody knew we were coming,” Mordon said. 


“I also don’t see a dagger,” I said. As soon as the
last word was out of my mouth, a small double-edged dagger appeared in statue’s
hand. I quickly grabbed the object in case it vanished. 


“Now what?” he asked as I examined the artifact. 


It was about ten inches long with a six-inch blade.
The short hand guard, approximately three inches across, made it look a little
like a cross. Across the yellow handle and guard were magic sigils and Hebrew
words written in red paint. At the end of the handle was a small metal piece,
which looked like the head of the pawn in a chess set. 


I felt nothing special over the dagger; no great
power running through it, nothing worth risking our lives over. I worried for a
moment if this was the wrong dagger, but I trusted my father so I slipped it
into my bag. 


I shrugged. “We go home, I guess.” I held out the
apple and he reached to touch it before pausing. He frowned and sniffed the
air. 


“I hear screaming and I smell blood and fear.”


“Sounds like something we should definitely be a part
of. Lead the way, Barry der Menschenretter.”


“What?” he asked. 


I gave him my best eye roll and shook my head. “No
classical education.” He returned my eye roll and walked around the statue. I
put the apple in my bag and frowned at the unsightly lump.


Whereas one side of the temple was a cliff drop, the
other side merged into a stone garden. The ground was covered in small stones
that served for sand and moss instead of grass. Small waves and circles
patterned the pebble-sand. Across from the garden was a rock wall with a bamboo
gate. The only pathway into the gate was a narrow strip of closely placed, flat
stones. At this point, I could hear screaming.


With my mortal magic badly weakened on Malta, I
should have hesitated. However, I was a Guardian; it was in my blood to help
people. My Iadnah energy held strong and I would do what I could with what I
had.  


Beyond the bamboo gates was a little village. Though
it was most likely normally a clean, peaceful village with a fish pond and
children playing, it was currently going up in flames. People were running
around screaming, trying to get inside while it rained burning stones from the
sky. The small palace built into the side of the mountain was partially
collapsed, and the pond was glowing with eerie orange water. 


Several people were trying to control the fire balls
with wind… which was really dumb. Mordon waved his hand and all fire died.
There were maybe a dozen people still panicking on the street when the demon
rounded the corner to scatter them. Honestly, I didn’t understand the panic,
unless Maltese people were deathly terrified of rejected werewolves. 


There were B movies that I enjoyed for the laugh
involving creatures more frightful than this. Her exact height was difficult to
determine because she stood hunched with her legs folded as if it was nearly
impossible for her to stand bipedal, but she tried anyway. She had the same
shape as a very gangly human, but with longer limps and a longer torso. Her
feet and hands were more paw-shaped and her face was like a thin wolf’s. Her
skin was dark gray and covered with scant gray fur. 


One young boy, no older than Sammy, slipped and hit
the ground hard about thirty feet ahead of us. His blue attire was torn and
covered in ash and blood. When the demon went after him, I threw an energy
shield around him, but he didn’t get up.


Mordon drew the katana and we both went to the child.
I dropped the shield as Mordon stood between the boy and the demon. Trusting
that my friend could handle his opponent, I focused my attention on the child. 


Since he was covered in ash and blood as well as
unconscious, it was difficult to determine where and how badly he was injured.
I didn’t want to move him until I was sure he had no broken bones. I checked his
pulse with my finger on his neck, but with my other hand on his chest, I sent
my magic into him to find anything that wasn’t meant to be. Like echolocation,
my magic returned to me with the image of a few breaks and tears, but nothing
life-threatening. His heart did beat strong, if not too fast. Who really knows
with aliens? 


Visualizing the broken bones setting and healing, I
sent my magic back into him with intent to heal. As they stitched back together
in my mind, I knew they were doing so in him. I just wished he didn’t wake up
in the middle of it and start crying. All the while, I could hear Mordon in the
background. 


“What hurts? I can help you if you tell me what
hurts.”


“My mother is trapped,” he whimpered, trying to wipe
the tears out of his eyes. Unfortunately, he had a bad cut on his hand, which
smeared blood on his ash-covered cheeks. 


“Cover,” Mordon said with a grunt. I leaned over the
child in case a blow was coming and ducked my head in time to be splattered
with hot liquid. I turned to see Mordon sliding the sword out of a demon. There
were four ungodly bodies littering the ground at Mordon’s feet and he was
covered in thick, wine-colored blood. Drops of the demon blood covered me as
well.


“That’s gross,” I said, climbing to my feet before helping
the little boy up. “What is your name?” I asked him.


“Brods.”


“Okay. Brods, can you lead us to your mother?” I
asked. The boy nodded and took my hand before leading us through the streets.
The entire way, we were met with rubble and people in distress. Mordon watched
for any threat while I focused on the people. None of them seemed to suffer
major injuries, but I planned to go back to them after finding the boy’s
mother. 


Before we could find her, a creature blocked our
path. It was shaped like a thin canine, but with slightly too-long legs and a
long neck. Even its head was long and thin, but it was the glowing blue eyes
that were most creepy. The demon was primarily hairless, though it had dark
grey, splotchy skin like really bad mange. Foam dripped from the folds in its
skin around its muzzle as the creature flashed its fangs. 


It was a demon and I expected Mordon to attack
without hesitation. I could never have predicted that Mordon would react the
way he did. He backed up into me, nearly knocking me down, and I was forced to
let go of Brods’s hand or risk injuring him. Mordon didn’t look away from the
demon, but he was shaking. I grabbed his arm and drew in his fire. 


I tried to step in front of him, but he pushed me
back. I couldn’t do anything without risking hurting my friend. “Mordon, stop
it.”


He gasped, trying to speak. “Dejeva,” was all he
managed.


Well, that explains it. Edward had told me the
stories. While it was merely creepy to me, there was something in the blood of
sago that made them all terrified of the creature… which was odd, because Ronez
was sago and I didn’t share their fear. “Rojan. You need to take over,” I said.
I knew he would hear me even over Mordon’s panic. Unfortunately, I got no
response. 


I realized that my friend had a small war going on
inside him. Mordon was terrified, truly and deeply terrified, but Rojan was
furious. For this reason, Mordon couldn’t react with fire. The fear Mordon felt
was ingrained in sago, but not dragons, so his sago instincts were to freeze, not
to use dragon fire.


I pulled my sword from Mordon’s hand and with Iadnah
energy, thrust it through the air with no hand to guide it. The creature was
unafraid, as I heard that no mortal blade could kill it. However, azurath was
not a normal metal. This sword could kill the dead. While the creature looked
like a dejeva, it was no more than a clever demon, and its flesh was pierced
easily. With a terrible scream, the imposter died. I approached it, removed my
sword, and returned to Mordon. 


“Are you good now?” I asked. I hated killing, even
hunting for food, but it was for Mordon so I would get over it. He took the
sword, shaking out of his blinding fear, and nodded.


We came to what was once a door, but was now a pile
of debris. “I smell smoke and pain,” Mordon said. He didn’t move toward
it, but looked to me for direction.


It would have been very easy to move the stone bricks
with my magic, but doing so could possibly set off a worse cave in. This must
have been a home built against the main palace, perhaps servants’ quarters.
Unfortunately, a portion of the palace had collapsed on top of the small roof.


“Is there another way in?” I asked. “A window or
something?” 


The little boy shook his head. I needed a way to keep
the inside from collapsing while I was on the outside. Or I needed another way
inside.


“Can you send your energy in there to hold the
structure together?” Mordon asked. 


I shook my head. “I can control things with my
energy, but raw energy isn’t physically strong. I could try to affect the gravity,
but I have no idea how and if there’s a bunch of debris, we don’t want it
flying around people. I think I could flash in there, but I might flash myself
into the wall or something.”


“Can you not direct your magic to put you somewhere
safe?” 


“Yes, I can, and I would appear here. Oh, I have a
really stupid idea,” I said, not looking at him. I pulled out the apple. “An
hour or so backwards and we should be able to warn everyone out of there.”


“And then you create a paradox. Vretial warned us
that paradoxes were bad. We already have enough trouble with the balance.”


“But they could die.”


He turned me to look at him. “They are mortal. They
will die one day. You cannot risk the universe to give them a little more time.
There is another way; there always is with you. What would your doctor do?”


“Fix his bowtie,” I said. “Limited thinking time. How
many are in there?” 


“Six, I believe, and the temperature is rising. There
is smoke, most likely sucking the oxygen out of the air.”


I pulled my energy to flash and when the light
disappeared, I was blinded. It was pitch black and the air was thick with
smoke. I pulled a silver penlight out of my bag. Yeah, I was the silly wizard
who used a penlight, but at least I was able to see the situation. There were
people here, several who blinked at the sudden light. Two men and two women
were conscious and struggling to breathe. Two teenage girls were unconscious,
so I checked for a pulse to make sure they were alive and found that their
heartbeats were strong.


From a quick scan, I could see that both girls had
numerous broken bones, dislocated joints, abrasions, and burns. The adults
didn’t look much better, so it was more difficult to flash them out because of
how gentle I had to be. I had to go on instinct to get them out quickly and
safely, but in just a few minutes, we were outside in the fresh air. 


Immediately, I sent my magic through both of the
girls at once, healing all the damage I could find. I realized they were twins
just before the pain came over me. It was probably a good thing I had suffered
so many injuries as a child, because the feeling of being broken all over was
intense, but at least it was familiar. Even worse than the pain was the
dehydration. I could heal the smoke damage to their lungs, yet I couldn’t heal
thirst, so why did I feel it? 


Mordon held out his hand so that I could draw on his
energy, but I shook my head, since he needed his energy to defend us against
any attack. Although the adults were talking, I was too tired and focused to
make out their words. When the two girls were healed, I grabbed the arm of the
closest woman. She had far fewer injuries, but had more burns and smoke
inhalation. She would live, so I let her go without treatment, then checked the
others and got similar results. I wasn’t going to use myself up to help those
who would be fine without it when there were many others suffering much worse. 


“Can you find anyone else?” I asked Mordon,
interrupting one of the women. I was really dizzy. Someone handed me a clay cup
of water, but when I tried to drink it, Mordon growled and took it away. I
probably looked pathetic with my hands out for it. He sniffed it before handing
it back to me. 


“You should never eat or drink from another world
without making sure it’s safe.” He let me finish the cup before continuing.
“You need to rest for a few minutes,” he said. 


Somebody must have taken the cup from me because it
was gone… or maybe I dropped it. “I’m fine. Someone may not have a few
minutes.” Even as I spoke, the pain from the injuries I healed was slowly
fading. I knew some of my exhaustion was due to my lack of nominal energy, and
that it would only get worse.


Mordon gave up then and led me through the streets.
We managed to find a door into the fortress that wasn’t blocked by debris. Throughout
the crumbling hallways and partially barricaded rooms, we found dozens of
people in need of immediate medical treatment. After a while, my magic started
coming easier and the pain took less of a hold. It occurred to me that my
healing skills were improving. I was able to push aside thirst, exhaustion, and
pretty much everything else to focus on my goal. After hours of work, when the
entire place had been combed through, Mordon took over. He got people organized
and treated those we passed over for the superficiality of their injuries. 


Soon I was sitting on a mattress on the floor with
Mordon kneeling in front of me. His fire soothed my pain and exhaustion, which
made me much more aware of my surroundings. I was in a very large room,
littered with mattresses and people resting on them. To one wall, food and
water was being served. Everyone looked distraught and shaken up, but they were
alive. At least there were no more signs of demons. 


I noticed red out of the corner of my eyes and forced
myself to focus on Mordon’s chest. His shirt was torn and covered in blood, and
it wasn’t the burgundy red of the demon blood. “It’s not mine,” he said calmly.



Mordon pulled me to my feet as a man approached us.
He was an old, frail man with long white hair and silver-blue robes, yet he
moved with a graceful, swift march as if relief and gratitude could replace
youth.


“Thank you both for saving our people! Our tribe is
indebted to you, the saviors from another world.”


 “How do you know we are from another world?” I asked.



He frowned. “You are a healer, yet you make magic out
of light.” He regarded Mordon. “You appear to be a shifter, yet you use fire
magic. You both speak a language that is not known to Malta,” he explained.


My magic specifically made me able to understand
others and them understand me; if Mordon and I were talking to each other,
others wouldn’t understand unless I wanted them to. I knew we needed to be
careful because there were some worlds, places, and people who hated outsiders,
but I was just too tired to care. 


“We will build monuments for you,” he said, then
hesitated. “Please, what are your names?”


We looked at each other; neither of us wanted a
reputation. “This is Arthur Pendragon of Camelot. I’m Merlin,” I said.


“Are you warriors?”


“No, just a couple of stooges.”


“Please stay. Our shelter is humble tonight, but we
have plenty of food and water.”


“Sorry, but I have two children to get back to.”


“Of course. A healer’s job is always more difficult
than a warrior’s,” he said. 


I considered my friend, covered in the blood of the
demons he fought and the people he helped. The man was wrong. Yes, I had more
people to heal than Mordon had demons to fight, but in the end, I didn’t have
to kill anything. Mordon kept me from having to fight. Maybe I was spoiled;
Edward and Ronez have had to fight their entire lives to protect their worlds.
Even as my whole body hurt and I could feel an echo of the pain of all the
people I just healed, I wouldn’t want to switch places with Mordon.


Mordon helped me into a hallway out of the main room,
where we were alone. Just because the people were accepting of otherworlders,
didn’t mean we wanted to flaunt our magic. Iadnah energy was not to be taken
lightly.


I pulled the glass apple out of my bag. “Think of
Sammy and Ron, as they are right now. Picture what they would do after we
disappeared. I don’t know how to think of time, but we don’t want to run into
ourselves,” I said. 


He nodded and put his hand on the apple. I thought of
them and immediately felt the same sensation I had from the map. I locked onto
that, but kept Sammy and Ron in my head. The apple started getting warm with
Vretial’s magic. I closed my eyes and soon sensed Malta disappear, which was
odd because I still felt the gravity and solid ground under my feet, but it
wasn’t real. 


When the feeling shifted again, I started to get it.
It was like a new energy. Everything in the entire universe was some form of
energy. Space was simple; time was infinitely complex. Flashing was easy
because my nominal energy was more powerful than my body and soul. Space was
solid; it could be warped with little consequence and I could easily move
myself from one place to another… But comparing time and space was like
comparing a one-dimensional object to a three-dimensional one without factoring
in a two-dimensional object. The shifting sensation was friction as I passed
over time.


I was taught by Regivus how to create an enclosed
warp in time. He could never use words to explain it, so he gave me the
knowledge directly. The powers of the gods were limitless, but it was so
terribly powerful that it had to be learned. I was dangerous because I was not
a god, yet I had the same limitless power. I tried things on a whim because
they made sense to me, without a real understanding of how Iadnah energy
worked. I knew how to command my magic to slow or speed time in a contained
bubble, but not what the consequences were or how to understand time. 


Space was fixed; time was not. Time was changing and
shifting and breaking and mending… it was impossible for a person to lock onto
one moment. However, Iadnah magic could. My energy was not discovered until
after I could use nominal energy, but it had always been there. It worked for
me, not against me, yet it couldn’t warn me that I was doing something wrong.
Although I could use my energy to travel in time, it was so incredibly complex
that I could end up destroying history, people, or even worlds. 


The moment that we were between Malta and Duran, I
could feel us shifting through time. Time was so overwhelming, but Vretial’s
magic had locked onto a point and was dragging us there. My magic wanted to
learn and recreate. I shoved it down.


I didn’t want to learn how to travel through time. 


When I first discovered my powers, it was in the
middle of saving the worlds from time and space collapsing. I had no idea how
much worse things could have been. I thought healing was just easy; it was what
my magic naturally wanted to do, but I was fortunate that time had only
slightly been affected. It could have been so much worse. 


The “landing” on Duran was easier than on Malta,
partially because Duran had a lighter gravity and mostly because I knew what to
expect. I opened my eyes to find us in Edward’s cabin with Edward and the boys.
I sighed with relief as nominal energy returned to me. 


“Were we gone long?” I asked.


“About two minutes,” Mordon said. I frowned at him.
“Rojan has a precise grasp of time.”


“Convenient.” I turned to Edward. “Ronez had a watch.
Back in 1989, he sniffed Mordon and said he was a time traveler, then did
something with the watch and said he was sending Mordon back to his time and
place.”


“I never saw or heard about anything like that.”


Perhaps my father kept more secrets from his
brother than I knew. “Okay. Let’s see where the map leads to next.”


“Nope. It’s bed time for you,” Mordon said. I glared
at him. “You’re slurring and wobbling,” he said with a sigh. 


Of course I was dead on my feet. I was tired before
we went to Malta, but I was still me, and I had to give him a hard time. “I’m
not wobbling, the world is!” 


Sammy snorted and Ron put his hands over his
brother’s ears. “Daddy, you’re teaching us bad habits.” 


Edward shoved a clean shirt into my hands, but I was
too tired to wonder where he got it. Mordon turned me towards my sleeping bag
and pushed me. Though I started to stumble, he kept me up until I made it to my
bed, then lowered me gently and helped me out of my bloody shirt. He left for a
moment before returning with a wet cloth to clean the dirt off my face.


We irritated the crap out of each other on purpose
often, and I knew I had a smart mouth, but he still had my back. Out of anyone
on any world, from any time, I could trust Mordon above all else. Mordon would
never betray me for anything. He would never deceive me, never do anything for
his own benefit if there was even a chance it could hurt me, and he would
always help me if I needed it. I couldn’t even say that about my wife. 


And as much as he would be there for me, I would be
there for him. I wanted to heal everything, always, because that was what I
did, but anyone who messed with my brother would find themselves in a lot more
trouble than they bargained for. I let the demon off too easily; the next
person or thing that messed with my family would wish they were facing Vretial.



I guess if Mordon was the protective one, that made
me the vengeful one.









Chapter 8


Mordon


 


I wasn’t surprised to wake in the dark, as it was
becoming a routine. For the past few months, my dreams were vivid memories of
Rojan flying and otherwise being a dragon. Three thousand years of memories
bleeding into me during my sleep… I often woke several times in the night
feeling smothered and confused.


We are okay. We are at Edward’s cabin, Rojan
said when I looked around. I stayed over at Dylan’s sometimes, so I recognized
it instantly, but I didn’t like waking up in unfamiliar places, and I wasn’t
really used to Edward’s cabin. A deep inhale told me everyone was asleep and
there was no danger about. 


I rolled over onto my side and a nudge in my back
told me I was wrong; not everyone was asleep. I reached back and pet one of
Hobble’s heads. He snuggled up against me and laid his heads on my side. Rojan
grumbled, but I ignored the dragon. Even though Hobble was a sweet and cuddly
little beast, the gargoyle was also an unusual and mysterious creature, which
bothered Rojan.


 


*          *          *


 


When I wasn’t dreaming one of Rojan’s memories, I was
dreaming one of Dylan’s. I saw this particular one the first time after the attack
on Dylan, when he temporarily lost his memory. It was simple to help him
remember it, but I was unprepared to see it myself. 


Dylan was seven and having a conversation with
Vretial in his bedroom. However, when Dylan was attacked, he was only able to
speak and understand Enochian, so that is what I heard in his memory. Except
when I spoke in his head… I couldn’t think of any way to help Dylan when I
couldn’t understand what they were saying. I also couldn’t understand why I was
dreaming it. Dylan would say there was some part of it stuck in his head,
something he wasn’t getting. All memories and languages except for one were
wiped, so he was easily able to hone in on that one memory, but why Enochian,
the language he only learned a few years ago?


 


*          *          *


 


I felt Rojan’s awareness before I realized there had
been a sound. He wasn’t bothered by it because he couldn’t smell anything
wrong, but I opened my eyes to see Sammy sneaking out. Sammy never went
anywhere without Ron. 


There is no need to worry, for he will not go far.
He probably needs to use the bathroom.


No, I doubt that. I know where he’s going. I
got up quietly, even as I felt Rojan mentally shrug and divert his attention to
other things. I ignored him, went outside, and shut the door behind me. Sammy
had already reached the tent that Nano and Vivian were in, so I stayed on the
porch where I could easily overhear him. I wanted him to get the answers he
longed for, but I was also prepared to fillet and barbecue the mated couple if
they upset Sammy further. 


He paused with his hand half-raised, as if he wanted
to knock, only to realize it was a tent. “Mom?” he asked quietly.


“Sammy?” The flap opened a few seconds later to
Vivian’s worried expression. “You shouldn’t be so far from Ron.” 


“I wanted to see you. I had a bad dream,” he said.
Vivian moved aside to let him enter and the flap closed behind him. “Why don’t
you ever visit me anymore?”


“You know it’s too painful when I have to say
goodbye. I can’t stay because Nano is---”


“I know. He has a job to do. You missed my birthday.”


“I can’t travel the worlds on my own and Nano wasn’t
there to take me to Duran. I do miss you very much, but this is where you
belong. Divina and Dylan can protect you and teach you. Life would not be easy
or fun on Dios. You can’t just be a kid there, like you can here. Now go,
before Ron wakes up and feels abandoned.”


Sammy exited the tent, but turned and hugged his
mother before she could follow him out. She hugged him back. “I will always be
your mother, but you can have more than one. Divina loves you, too.” 


“She treats me like Ron, like her own child.”


“Go to her.”


He started to leave, then stopped. “Mom?”


“Yes, baby?”


“I love you.”


“I love you, too.” 


He walked back towards the porch with his eyes down
and only looked up when he got to the steps. He saw me and froze. I sat in one
of the two wicker chairs and he sat in the other. Vivian closed her tent when
she saw him sit with me.


“When Dylan brought you home, Divina couldn’t look
away from you. When he set you in her arms, she was terrified,” I said.


“She didn’t want me, either?”


“That wasn’t it at all. She had never held a baby
before. When she held you, she didn’t understand her own feelings. She was
terrified that she would accidently hurt you. The thing is, Divina never had a
mothering instinct before that moment. In the billions of years she has been a
god, you were the one to awaken that instinct. Divina loves you as her older
child because to her, you are just as much her son as Ron is. Biology means
little to her.”


“Why do Divina and Dylan love me, though?”


“Because they do. A person doesn’t really need a
reason to love their children, not even their adopted children. They love you
because they do. I love you, and so do Edward, Ron, and Rojan. There is nothing
in the world you could do to lose that.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of movement. By the meager light
in the room and the faint scent of dew, I figured it was dawn. Dylan, who was
naturally a night owl, slept on, while Edward got out of his sleeping bag and
headed for the kitchenette. He made himself tea and sat at the table. I got up
as quietly as I could and joined him.


“Dylan looks exhausted. You were only gone for a
couple of minutes, but how long was it from your side?”


“About six hours. It is difficult to tell time on
other worlds because of the size and rotational speed of the world, but Rojan
has some sort of grasp on time.”


“I’m not surprised that a dragon would. Did Dylan use
a lot of magic?”


“After we got the dagger, we found some demons
terrorizing a little village. Their castle was partially collapsed and we went
all over the village and castle so Dylan could heal people.”


“And you killed the demons?” he asked. I nodded.
“Guardians were created to defend the books of our worlds. All of us but Dylan
were raised with monks, so we all have different ideas of what our jobs entail.
We all want to protect and hate killing, but I don’t know if it really is a
biological disposition or how we were actually raised. Dylan is definitely the
most peaceful, but I have seen it in his eyes that he has the potential to be
extremely vindictive.”


I shook my head. “Only when his family is threatened.
He would never forgive himself if he lost control, so I intend to never let it
come to that.”


“You will protect him from himself?” 


“Always.”


“His mate is a god. He is surrounded by Guardians who
would do anything for him after what he did five years ago. I would do
anything for him. All the gods treat him like their little brother. Do you
think he needs more than that?”


“I think every one of them, and you, would protect
him from demons, gods, and monsters misplaced in time and space, but he can
defend himself against those. However, he doesn’t stop. As long as he feels he
can help someone, he wouldn’t ever stop. That’s why he needs me.”


I could smell the blood before the yelling started.
Both Edward and I were out the door as quickly as possible. It was a dark
morning with angry clouds. Emrys had Samorde on the ground with his hands tight
around the smaller man’s throat, while Ghidorah was trying to pull Emrys away.
Azyle, Shiloh, and Nano were in a fierce debate, which seemed to be about
Vretial. Since they were yelling in another language, I couldn’t understand
what the problem was. The other Guardians and Vivian were still in their tents.


Edward went to help Ghidorah get Emrys off of
Samorde. Ghidorah first growled at Edward, then reluctantly accepted his help.


I thought that Rojan was going to yell at them when I
felt Dylan wake. Instead, he sighed. Go back inside. They are not going to
kill each other. Eventually, they will get tired of arguing. 


Rojan was right. The more we shared our magic, the
more I could sense what Dylan felt. He needed water and more sleep. Still, I
knew my friend; he wanted to get right back to work. 


I entered the cabin just as he was sitting up, then
got a cup from the cabinet and filled it with water from the vase. He groaned
as I handed the water to him. “I feel like I just got over two weeks of
finals.” He drank the water and handed it back to be before pulling a strip of
Wigknot bark out of his bag to chew on. “I wish I had this while going to
college; it’s much better than Tylenol. Is there any breakfast?” 


“I’ll see what I can get going.” I stepped outside to
see Edward putting steaks on the fire grill. He lit the fire with magic as the
Guardians and Vivian took their assigned stone seats. Samorde had bruises
around his neck, but he was having a friendly conversation in another language
with Ghidorah, even laughing. 


Edward had a cup of knives and forks and a stack of
plates next to the fire. Having seen what Edward was making for breakfast, I
went back inside. There was a pile of bags next to the door with things we
would need if we took the kids with us, including clothes and food. From the
largest bag, I retrieved some bread and fruit. Sammy and Ron both disliked
meat, and Sammy was grumpy when he woke up hungry. Ron was much more
mild-tempered.


Dylan pouted when I put the food on the table. “I
don’t get any?” 


“You can go one morning without breakfast,” I said,
teasing him.


He flopped down on his pillow dramatically and
clutched his stomach as if in pain. “You’re trying to starve me!” When I
ignored him, he got to his feet enthusiastically. “I smell the grill. Is Edward
making ushiiku?” 


Ushiiku was a large mammal that ran wild on Shomodii.
It was also Dylan’s favorite. 


“Yes. You should get the boys up and settled before
the steaks are done,” I said. He went downstairs and I got two cups out of the
cabinet. Next to the water vase was a bottle of kamitsue, a sweet juice made
from roots. I filled the boys’ cups with the juice and set it down just as
Dylan returned carrying Ron. Ron had his arms around Dylan’s neck and was still
half asleep. Sammy trailed behind him before taking his seat and nibbling on a
piece of fruit. “Why are you both so tired?” I asked. 


Sammy gave me a blank, bleary-eyed stare. Ron
wouldn’t let go when Dylan tried to set him down. “We had busy dreams,” Sammy
explained.


“Of what?” Dylan asked, prying Ron off him. 


“Lore. We had dreams of what Lore was going to look
like. And Raktusha.” 


Dylan froze.


“What is Raktusha?” I asked.


“Vretial’s world,” Ron said, grabbing Sammy’s bread
instead of his own. Sammy ignored it and sipped his drink. Ron then took his
own bread and put it on Sammy’s plate, apparently realizing he had taken his
brother’s food. 


Goofy kid. “Vretial doesn’t have a world,” I
said.


“Not yet.”


“I know what Vretial wants with them,” Dylan said,
sitting hard in a chair. He put his face in his hands. 


“Daddy, it’s okay. We don’t have to decide for a long
time,” Ron said, putting his tiny hand on Dylan’s. It was something Divina
often did when trying to comfort Dylan or give him bad news as gently as
possible.


“Decide what?” I asked. 


 “Vreital is building a new world. With the gates
closed, he’s going to need a book.” He looked at me. “Of course he will need a
Guardian.”


“And he wants one of the boys to be his Guardian?” I
asked. 


“He wants both of us as his Guardians,” Sammy
corrected. “Avoli is uncomfortable with Ron because Ron is like Daddy and
Divina. Ron would completely take over the world. Vretial knows we are brothers
and not going to be separated.”


“Do you trust Vretial?” Dylan asked them.


Sammy and Ron both frowned. “Trust him to do what?”


“I don’t know anymore,” Dylan said, running his hand
through his hair.


I thought I understood; it had to be horribly
confusing for Dylan that Vretial was psychotic and bent on taking over all of
the worlds when he met the god, but now Vretial was completely different. On
top of that, he felt like he needed to protect his boys from the dark god, but
he didn’t know that Vretial was really a threat to them. 


When I sensed the discontent that Dylan felt, I
realized I was wrong; it wasn’t about protecting the boys. Vretial had always
been Dylan’s unfinished business. Dylan came into this life of magic because of
Vretial. He had to defend Earth from Vretial. The dark god was the reason his
father was dead, but he was also the reason Dylan was a Guardian. Vretial was a
mystery that needed to be solved… and the only thing Dylan ever knew for
absolute certain was that Vretial was his enemy.


Vretial was no longer his enemy.


Vretial killed Dylan’s father by sending Shio after
the books, but then helped Dylan save the boys. The god had personal reasons to
save Dylan’s sons, but he still did it. Maybe my friend didn’t even realize
what he was upset about. 


“Let’s take a look at that map again,” I said, trying
to distract him. Unfortunately, I did distract him. 


“Who was the girl in the purple dress?” he asked. I
froze and he smirked. “Emiko. You called her Emiko. She was a dragon?”


“How did you know?” I asked. Stupid question.


“You had a dream about her last night.” He turned
away with a smirk and grabbed the card from the center of the table. “Hey, it
changed,” he said. 


“Of course it did, Daddy, you already saw the first
location,” Sammy said, as if it were obvious that a map would change. 


He stuck it on the table and set the crystal ball on
it. Just before we activated it, Edward walked in with steaks. Dylan greeted
him and excitedly took both plates of steak. I tried to take one and he growled
at me, holding it to his chest. 


I growled back and shifted my teeth when he still
didn’t give it to me. Finally, he submitted and held out one of the plates for
me. Edward handed us forks and knives, then went down the stairs grumbling
about cavemen. Yeah, we were acting silly. Even Rojan grumbled, but everyone
was used to Dylan and me teasing each other. Dylan thought that I would enjoy
my food more if he made me work for it. 


“Duran really needs potatoes. Buttered bread and
steak is great, but I want French fries,” Dylan said. 


“What do you know about growing potatoes?”


“I wasn’t suggesting I grow them. Edward already told
me they would never survive our weather. I mean, between summer droughts and
winter blizzards, not to mention fire blizzards, I can’t imagine how anyone on
Shomodii can grow anything. No, I was suggesting I flash to Earth and get a bag
of potatoes.”


“That sounds like a very frivolous use of your magic.
Why don’t you?”


“I’m out of American money and I don’t think they’ll
take Duran money.” 


Both of us ate quickly and moved onto business. We
poured our magic into the crystal until the energy shaped into another star
map. Edward returned with Meri. Her hair was mussed and she wore a loose, white
button-up shirt with a pair of short, dark gray sleep-shorts. While she was
very beautiful, everything she did exuded sexiness. 


Most disturbing was that even though I couldn’t look
away, Rojan was indifferent. He pretty much gave me a mental shrug. Not
nearly as cute as Emiko. 


Emiko is a brat. An evil brat. 


We can shape her up. She just needs some
direction. 


Why did that turn me on? I didn’t like where Rojan’s
thoughts were going, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop him. Dylan elbowed me
in the ribs until I focused the map. My friend was right; I really didn’t want
to be on Edward’s bad side for ogling his girlfriend. I may not have been
thinking about her, but I was staring at her.


“Recognize the stars?” Dylan asked Edward. 


Edward frowned at it for a moment. “I think so. I’ll
be right back.” Edward left and returned less than a minute later with Shiloh
in tow. “Look at the star formation and tell us if that is Vaigda’s sky.” 


Shiloh examined for just a second before nodding. “It
definitely is.”


“Alright. We need to think of Vaigda,” I said. I
thought about the quarantine rooms and the city in the sky. There was glass and
technology everywhere and everything was so clean that the city on the ground
glittered. I remembered the taste of the gross cream candy I got for Sammy and
that everyone in the water city wore white. The gravity of the world was
similar to Duran. I remembered the sounds and smells of the cities. 


We were each focusing on memories that were very
similar, so the images soon began crossing over. Dylan had seen into the heart
of the world when he healed it, and I could see those memories. 


The energy shifted to form a new image; which
appeared to be a study. There was a large wooden desk with a shelf full of
books behind it. We both looked at Emrys. “Do you know where that is?” Dylan
asked.


He shook his head. “That doesn’t look familiar.”


“We are looking for a water cup,” I said. 


Dylan frowned. “A cup for water?” I rolled my eyes
and Edward sighed, pulling out his cards. 


“This is what you’re looking for.” He held up a card
with the picture of a ceremonious blue goblet. “These are a basic set of ritual
items. What do you need them for?”


“I don’t know. Ronez just said we would need them to
close the gates. He said that Tiamat told him to make them special and that
they were dangerous. Why else would they be hidden the way they are?” Dylan
asked. 


Dylan and I focused on the cup until the energy in
the crystal changed slightly. Now there was a goblet sitting on the shelf. The
feeling of time formed in my mind, but I think it was stronger for Dylan. 


It is in the past. A few years before we were
there, I think, Rojan said. 


“Okay. I got it. Ready?” Dylan asked me. I nodded. 


“Wait. Maybe you can take Seimei and Ikiru with you.
If there’re more demons then they can help you,” Sammy said. 


“Mordon and I can handle it. The griffins should stay
here in case one of the Guardians is possessed again.”


“I should go with you,” Shiloh said. “You have visited
Vaigda, but you know little of the culture. If you are found without a medical
bracelet, you will be detained. I can be of use to you whether in a fight or to
keep the peace.”


Dylan smirked. “You forget, Shiloh; I have Iadnah
magic. I can flash us out or put up an energy shield if we need it. Plus,
Mordon is a powerful wizard and if anyone pisses us off, he can eat them.
Besides, we really don’t need you running into yourself. With the gates
opening, we want to make as few mistakes as possible.” 


“You sounded like you support my idea of a council so
that we can all help each other… but you refuse the possible help that I offer.
If I can assist you in any way, why not allow me to come with you?”


“You already helped us,” Dylan said. “We couldn’t
have done this if you didn’t tell us this was Vaigda’s sky. However, when it
comes down to it, Mordon and I work together. We know how each other thinks and
what the other person will do. If it’s me and him, there will be no collateral
damage.”


“What he means is that if Mordon wasn’t there, he
would certainly be grateful for your assistance. However, they have a system in
place,” Edward said.


“Alright. We need to get going. The faster we get the
ritual items, the faster we can take care of the gates,” Dylan said, pulling
out the apple. I put my hand on it. “I’ll focus on time if you focus on
Vaigda.”


“Got it,” I answered. We both closed our eyes. I
replayed all my memories of Vaigda, but mostly pictured the room where the
water cup was going to be. The apple grew warm and I felt the sudden absence of
nominal energy as we left Duran. When I first traveled to other worlds with
Dylan, I couldn’t tell the difference between the nominal energy of my home
world and the others, but as I became more familiar with Dylan’s energy, the
subtle differences became clear. What bothered me about this time travel was
for a couple of seconds, I had no senses whatsoever. 


When my senses returned, it was to the smell of books
and water. I opened my eyes to see us in the study, which was expected. The
smell of sea water made Rojan shudder; we were in one of the water cities. The
room itself was cozy with rich, dark colors and wall-to-wall book cases full of
old books. Behind the old wooden desk was a comfortable looking leather chair. 


Dylan flopped down in the chair and put his feet up
on the desk. “I always wanted a desk.” He put his feet down and scooted up to
the desk with excitement. “Now I need a brandy, an old phone, and sexy lady in
a miniskirt to sit on the desk.”


“Divina will skin you alive.”


“Divina isn’t the jealous type. She’s a god and very
confident in herself. Besides, she knows I love her for everything she is,
including her manipulative tendencies.” The water cup appeared on the table and
Dylan dived for it. Dylan looked the cup over before holding it up for me to
see. 


It was a proper-sized goblet, big enough for me to
wrap my hand around the clear glass stem, and the base was painted dark blue.
The outer lip of the goblet was painted orange with eight light blue strips
trailing to the stem. The rest of the cup was medium blue with orange sigils
and foreign letter painted on. The letters didn’t look English, but they
certainly were not a Duran language, not even an old magic scripture. 


“That was easy. Do you hear any demons or people
screaming?” Dylan asked. 


I listened. After straining my ears and nose, I could
hear people in the far distance, but none of them were yelling or screaming.
“It sounds calm. Let’s head home.”


He put the cup in his bag, leaving a huge lump, and
pulled out the glass apple. I put my hand on it and we closed our eyes to
concentrate. We both focused on the boys. Specifically, we thought about them
right after we disappeared. A feeling pressed in on my mind.


This is what you are looking for. This is the time
right after we disappeared. Pass it to Dylan, Rojan said. I focused on the
sense that Rojan gave me and pushed it to Dylan. 


“What is that?” he asked. 


“Our time. Rojan knows what our time feels like,”
I explained. So we both focused on that and immediately the nominal energy
disappeared. When I felt the energy of Duran again, I opened my eyes. We were
back in the cabin with Edward, Meri, Shiloh, and the boys. 


“That was quick,” Edward said. 


“That seemed to work a lot better when we know the
time,” Dylan said. 


We were away for less than a minute, Rojan
agreed. 


“I’m starting to understand the sense of time.
Right now it’s like discovering a new sensation. It’s like a person who could
never taste anything, suddenly tasting for the first time, when nobody
explained to them what it was. My Iadnah energy reacts to it, trying to learn
it. Humans are capable of learning to sense magnetic north. Maybe it’s like
that.” 


“Magnetic north is spatial sense and taste is a
chemical sense we are born with. I think time should be more difficult to
learn.”


“I agree, it should be,” he said. “We were
only there for a few minutes. The cup showed up, we got it, and we left.” He
pulled out the cup and dagger and set them on the table. 


“If I am no longer needed, I’m going to go back
outside,” Shiloh announced before leaving.


Edward leaned down to whisper in Meri’s ear. It was
only with my dragon-enhanced hearing that I heard his words. “Would you go make
sure Emrys doesn’t kill Samorde?” 


She nodded and left. 


“That really took no work at all, so I’m ready to
roll,” Dylan said. “You good?” he asked me. I nodded. He put his hand on the
crystal ball and poured his energy into it. I added my fire and the energy
quickly shaped into a new star map. 


“That’s Duran,” Edward said with one glance.


I opened my mouth to ask if he was sure, but Rojan
interrupted me. He’s right. That is definitely Duran. Figures a dragon
would know the formation of the stars.


I could feel overwhelming memories radiating from
Dylan and deliberately let them into my own mind. Images, feelings, and
thoughts that Dylan experienced when he first arrived on Duran bombarded me. It
was such a significant time for him that the seven-year-old memories were still
very strong. 


The energy immediately formed the image of a throne
room. I groaned. “I’ve seen that room before,” I said. 


“It’s a huge throne room. Is it in the Ishte
kingdom?”


“No. It’s Emiko’s kingdom. Figures; we’re looking for
a fire wand. Where else would it be but in the only kingdom of dragons on
Duran. The water cup was in the water city on Vaigda. The air dagger was in the
air tribe on Malta. I see a pattern here.”


“Well, that was easy. Patterns are good. Now for the
time.”


Edward held up a card with the fire wand on it. It
was a long red wand with two yellow bands and a yellow base. The top was shaped
like a flame with a mix of red and yellow. Getting into the routine, we both
closed our eyes and focused on the fire wand. The moment the impression of time
came to me, Rojan nearly broke my concentration. 


It is in the future, but only about fifteen hours.


“Are you sure?” Dylan asked. 


I looked at him in shock. “You heard Rojan?”


“Yeah. It’s not the first time, either, it’s just
really uncommon. If it’s only fifteen hours from now, maybe we shouldn’t use
the apple.”


“I don’t know,” I said. “I think we need to get these
artifacts as soon as possible. If we use it, we can get back here with little
time wasted.”


“Alright,” he said. He put the card and the crystal
ball in his bag and looked at Edward. “The next one is a pantacle.” 


Edward took another card and handed it to Dylan, who
slipped it in his bag without even looking at it. I shrugged off my friend’s
weird behavior as he held the glass apple out for me. I put my hand on it and
thought of the throne room. 


“Try to focus on the place and not Emiko’s ass,
yeah?” Dylan suggested.


I growled. “You focus on the time and I’ll focus on
whatever I want to.” 


It only took a couple of seconds of picturing the
throne room, probably because it was a real memory and not just an image we saw
in the crystal. I opened my eyes to a startled yelp. We were in the throne room
and Emiko was sitting in her chair, wearing a dark blue sundress and the same
silver shoes as before. Her hair was halfway up in a strap, but still managed
to drape over her shoulders in heavy curls. 


She bounded out of the throne and into my arms. I
could have refused her, but there was an underlying scent that distracted me.


“You came back for me!” she exclaimed. 


I pushed her away and sneezed. Dylan darted off to
grab the wand, which appeared on a small table against the wall, and then
slipped it into his bag. 


“What is going on?” Emiko asked, her excitement
dampened. 


Dylan went right up to Emiko and held out his hand,
which she took without hesitation. “I’m Dylan,” my friend said. 


Rojan growled and I forced my way between them. “Sit
down,” I demanded, glaring at her. She did. I leaned over her so that she had
to lean back and scented her, then turned away and sneezed. “How long have you
been sick?” I asked her.


“Sick? Why do you think I’m sick?”


“I can smell your illness.”


“In person form? You are so powerful. Is that why you
came back for me?” she asked, giving me her sweetest smile. Despite the fact
that Rojan and I both knew she was deceitful, she gave off a “protect me” aura.



“How long?” I repeated.


She shrugged. “A day maybe. I have been unable to eat
anything today.”


“Where are your guards?”


“Most of them were poisoned and died. The ones who
lived left,” she said. “Only ten of my people are still here on the island.”


“If you were poisoned with whatever killed the
others, how are you still alive?” Dylan asked. He grabbed my arm and pulled me
away from her. Although it was for my protection, Rojan didn’t like it. 


Emiko’s emotions were in turmoil, but as much as she
tried to hide it, I could smell that she felt abandoned. She was threatened and
everyone who was supposed to protect her ran. That didn’t sit well with Rojan
or me. 


“I guess I am stronger than the others,” she said. 


“If you let me near your girlfriend, I can heal her,”
Dylan said. 


“Do it.”


Dylan smirked and held out his hand to Emiko. “Come
on, little lady, let’s get you into bed.” She didn’t hesitate to jump out of
the chair and take his hand. I really tried not to growl as she led us to her
bedroom. It would have helped had the room been a little less suggestive. 


She obviously liked softness. The room was dark and
the walls were painted dark blue, and everything about it screamed sensual. The
floor was a soft wood that you could fall to from a decent height and not be
hurt. Dominating the room was a large bed, big enough for at least four people
and covered with thick, dark red satin and cotton blankets and more pillows
than any bed needed. The bedposts were tall and metal, the kind meant for tying
people to them. There was a foot chest, a wardrobe, and two bedside tables, all
made of dark wood with elegant, decorative etchings. A silk folding screen just
about my height, gold with trees full of pink and red flowers, was against the
wall opposite the door. In front of the screen was a large, elegant, white tub
on four gold legs. Beside the door, across from the bed, was a large fireplace,
which I lit with little thought. On the nightstands were candles, which I also
lit with magic.


Be careful about using your dragon fire in front
of dragons, Rojan warned. 


She would assume it is wizard magic. After all, my
father is a wizard. Whether I was trying to convince him or myself, I
didn’t know… which was awkward because Rojan and I were essentially the same
being… Nevertheless, I really had no idea what Emiko thought. She believed I
was a dragon, but knew my father was sago. Since dragons and people were
absolutely incompatible as far as breeding goes, she was likely very confused. 


Emiko reclined on the bed and Dylan sat next to her.
He put one hand on her stomach and the other on her forehead. I sensed his
magic, but while I knew my friend wouldn’t hurt her, Rojan didn’t like it.
Rojan seemed to be upset because she was in such a dangerous situation to begin
with. 


After a moment, my friend looked at me. “She’s
fighting it. I don’t know for sure she would have died from the poison. I’m
going to give her a little more strength to fight it off herself. That way if
she is poisoned again, she has a better chance of overcoming it on her own.”


“She will not be poisoned again,” Rojan growled,
taking control of my mouth. 


Dylan got back to work and I felt her discomfort as
her body fought the poison. I expected her to whine and moan, but she didn’t
open her mouth at all. It was interesting that she could be so petulant when
she was safe, yet so dignified at this time.


“I’m going to make her sleep. It’s better for
her,” Dylan said. I nodded. As Dylan worked, I sensed her breathing even
out. Finally, Dylan sat back. “She’ll be fine now.”


Dylan stood up and I took his place next to her. A
deep inhale made my nose burn and started another series of sneezes, but Emiko
smelled healthy again. If the poison was still on her, that would explain my
reaction, but that would also mean the poison didn’t have a scent. I couldn’t
smell anything particularly wrong on her. 


“Dylan, you should go back and get the pantacle. I
need to stay and help Emiko,” I said. 


Dylan sighed and pulled out the crystal ball and map.
“I figured. You have to help me find out where it is. I’ll return to the house
and ask Edward to go with me. When you get done here, head home by ship.” 


He set the map on the foot chest and put the crystal
ball on top of it. When we both poured our magic into it, a star map formed.
“How are we supposed to know what world that is supposed to be of?” I asked.


“We guess… but we take an educated guess. You were
right; there is a pattern. The air dagger was in the air tribe, the water cup
was in the water city, and the fire wand was in the dragon kingdom. That means
the pantacle is associated with earth or ground. If I’m not way off, we are
either looking at Earth’s sky, which is unlikely, or one of the underground
worlds.”


“Can you tell if it’s Earth?”


He scrutinized it real hard. “Astronomy was never one
of my interests. In a magazine, I can pick out the big dipper or something, but
I lived in Houston. Stars are hard to see in large cities. If we focus on one
world and nothing happens, then we can focus on another. Really, I don’t think
it’s Earth; I think it’ll be an underground world.”


“Like Dios?”


“Enep and Dios are underground worlds because the
people destroyed the surface. I think Mulo is the only world that was
originally not habitable to people.”


“That should be easy to focus on; just remember the
blizzard.”


“Actually, all I remember is pain until we woke in
the cabin. I can remember the feel of Mulo’s energy.”


“I’ll just concentrate on the miserable blizzard,” I
said. We did concentrate, but after about five minutes, it was obvious that
nothing was happening. “Either our memories aren’t strong enough, or we made
the wrong guess. Let’s go on, and if nothing happens, we can try again. Enep or
Dios?”


Dylan frowned. “I’ve only been to Enep for like a
minute, and you weren’t there. Let’s try Dios.”


I recalled Nila’s underground kingdom, the dark
tunnels, and the synthetic forest that Nano lived it. The gravity was similar
to Duran, but everything smelled like dirt and everything smelled sun-starved…
even the people. 


The energy in the sphere reformed to a new room,
which we both recognized as an old study in Nila’s kingdom. Neither of us broke
our concentration as Dylan pulled the card Edward had given him out of his bag.
It was a small, white, circular plaque with a painted hexagram. After a moment
of thinking about the room and the pantacle, the pantacle appeared in the
crystal ball on a bookcase and the sense of time came to me. 


That is a few years in the past. 


Dylan slipped everything in his bag. “I think the
apple should work with Edward. He knows Dios well and can concentrate. Keep the
sword in case you need it. I can’t risk flashing back here and running into
myself. If you get sick, come home as soon as possible, no matter what. Don’t
try to finish anything off, just get home so I can heal you.”


“Of course. I’ll come back as soon as I take care of
this situation.”


“Maybe I should stay.”


“It could take days for me to find out who has been
poisoning these people and stop it. You need to get the artifacts and close the
gates. If I could get away with coming with you and solving this poison problem
afterwards, I would, but the longer I wait, the more people that could die.”


“It’s alright, Edward can help me. Should I send one
of the other Guardians to help you?” he asked. 


I shook my head because I didn’t know any of the
Guardians enough to trust them except for Dylan and Edward. “Are you kidding?
Next to you, who else in this world could protect me if I really needed it?”


He nodded and said, “Rojan. I get it. You know, from
Sammy and Ron’s point of view, you vanished from existence for fifteen hours.”
He sighed. “Do you really like this girl?” he asked. 


I looked at him. “I don’t even know her. I can smell
that she’s malicious, selfish, and cruel. She is extremely irritating and she
tried to stab me.”


“Yeah, but she’s pretty and seems to need a man to
protect her. I knew you wouldn’t go for someone like Divina, I just didn’t
think you wanted a pretty brat who needed a good spanking,” he said. I opened
my mouth to argue, but I really didn’t know what to say to that. “I’m looking
forward to meeting her outside your dreams when she isn’t ill. Just don’t be
upset if she is a little more capable than she looks.”


“Capable?”


“She’s small and harmless looking, but she has made
it as a queen of dragons. She might be spoiled and selfish, but I doubt she’s
weak. Maybe you should see what she can do in dragon form. Right now, though,
ask Rojan for the time at home.”


Before he even finished, that familiar, weird feeling
came to mind. My friend may have started to understand it, but it was alien to
me. I knew he felt the time that Rojan gave me when he pulled out the apple and
closed his eyes. There was no bright light, nor did he instantly vanish.
Instead, Dylan faded. 


That was disturbing. 


I turned back to see Emiko waking up. Even though
Dylan was worlds… and hours… away, I thought his magic over the young queen
would last longer than that. As she rolled onto her side, I tried to scent her
lightly and got only a small irritation instead of another sneezing attack. The
poison was still on her, even if she wasn’t dying from it. 


A heavy lock of curled hair fell across her face,
accenting the color of her skin. After a moment, I reached out and brushed it
aside. It was like waves of thick silk. Her eyes opened and immediately focused
on me, then she smiled and I knew nothing but evil would come from her
sweet-looking lips. 


“I knew you would come back for me.”


“Before or after you tried to stab me?”


“You forced your way into my palace and took my pet.
You yelled at me and smacked me. I had to try. It does puzzle me,
though… I can smell that you are a dragon, but I also smell sago on you, and
you called my pet your father. As far as I know, sago are not compatible with
us. So what are you exactly?”


Wouldn’t I like to know...? Funny, that was
the one question I never could really figure out. “I am Mordon.”


“Are you related to Rojan of Kaled.”


“Seventh orient child of the Kaled,” Rojan growled
before I could stop him. It was rare to feel such a high level of pride from
him unless he was talking about his children, so it came as a surprise to me. 


You just gave it away. Now any wizard magic we do
would be suspicious.


She was already questioning whether we are dragon
or sago. Whatever we are called, I am a Kaled and that is something to be proud
of. You can renounce your throne, but you cannot renounce your blood.


She sat up. “So you are related. You look like the
paintings I’ve seen of him and you seem far too powerful for your age.”


“You’re one to talk. How old are you?” I asked. 


“Twenty-two,” she lied. I growled and she blushed
before shrugging. “I will be twenty in three months.” 


She pulled her knees up to her chest, which made her
loose dress ride up to her hips and I got a look at her light blue panties. My
fire flared and I exhaled smoke through my nose. 


She’s underage, I reminded myself. “Do you
have any idea who is behind this poison?” I asked. 


“So far, I believe what is affecting us is a plant
that is only a poison to dragons. Also, I can smell poison even in person form,
but this I cannot detect. The dragons who were not instantly dead when exposed
seem to become confused and dizzy. One of my guards ingested a single
contaminated bite and immediately threw it up. He lived for about an hour
before he died, but he was in more pain than I ever saw anyone suffer through.
He had no idea where he was or why he was dying.”


“In the desert, Verusta, there is a large clutch. Way
too large, really. They said they had found an alien plant dust that
disorientates dragons. They got a wizard to harness it to hide from other
dragons and exposed themselves to it enough to become immune to it. I don’t
know that there is a correlation, but I couldn’t smell it.” At least not until
Dylan gave me some of his magic. 


“Alien plant dust?”


“The remains of a plant from another world, I
believe.”


“How did it get here?” she asked. There was a
thoughtful look in her eyes as she seemed to forget to act cute and pouty.
Surely she wasn’t beautiful and smart.


“I don’t know. It could have gotten imported by
accident from a traveler.”


“You mean a person who travels to another world?”
Emiko asked, shocked. 


I never told people about the things Dylan and I get
up to, and certainly not about other worlds. While several worlds were open and
friendly to visitors, Duran and Earth were not. Humans didn’t believe in other
people and while sago knew we were not alone, we wanted to be left
alone. As far as sago knew, only the gods and those chosen by the gods could
travel worlds. 


“A plant isn’t going to fly up into the atmosphere,
travel through space, and land here.”


“Maybe it’s a space plant,” she said. I gaped at her
until she started laughing. 


The room seemed warmer suddenly. It must have been
the fireplace.


“I have never heard of anything inherently poisonous
to only one species.” It made me wonder what would happen if I were exposed. If
it was the same plant that the dragons in the desert used, then we could become
immune to it, at least in small doses. The fact that it did affect me meant it
was unlikely that I could withstand the real poison. 


“That is why I asked Ishte-mor to help me find a
cure. He was studying dragons and couldn’t be poisoned by it.”


“Then why did you imprison him?” I asked.


She shrugged. “He failed.” 


I would have felt angry if anyone else had said that,
but I already expected that level of egocentric immaturity in her. Dragons were
arrogant by nature and not designed to live in large clusters. A dragoness as a
queen was a disaster, because the level of conceit would be astounding.


“So would you like a tour of my island or are you
getting right to work?” she asked.


“Who said I’ll help you?”


She looked appalled. “I am the queen. You will do as
you are told.”


I snorted just as Rojan was making a rude comment
about Emiko being the queen of something other than dragons. “You may be
the queen of this little island of dragons, but I know the culture. We do not
belong in huge communities. We are territorial. We are protective of our things
and our clutches.”


That reminds me, Rojan said. We need a pile
of gems and gold. Dylan said Earth dragons all got gold and jewels.


That’s fine by me, I answered.


And a cave to put them---


We are not living in a cave.


What about just a winter vacation home cave? Like,
we just go there when it’s really cold at the cabin…


“What kind of dragon are you?” I asked Emiko,
focusing on the colors in her hair. 


She ran her fingers through hair. “Is it not obvious?
My father was a water dragon, and my mother was a desert dragon.”


“That’s an unusual combination.”


“I guess I was the result of a night of forbidden
passion. I was kept a secret until my father died. My mother would never tell
me who my father was until his death.”


“Then how did you become such a pain if you were not
raised as a princess?”


She smiled. “I had planned since I was five to become
queen by any means necessary. I grew up having to fight for what I deserved.” She
dropped her fake smile. “Now, I need help and you are the only one left to help
me. All dragons will suffer if this poison isn’t stopped, you included.” 


Oh, she had a serious side… This I could work with.
“I will find out who is poisoning your people and with what. I will keep you
alive, but you will do as I say.”


“I am the queen.”


“You are a queen. You’re not my queen,”
I said. 


Her grin should have been a warning. She lifted her
right leg over my lap with a fancy little move and went from sitting beside me
on the bed to in my lap, facing me. As I was sitting on the edge of the bed,
she could have fallen, so I instinctively put my hands on her waist to hold her
close… and damn, she felt good in my hands. 


Rojan purred. 


“I could be your queen. Every queen needs a king,”
she said. She tried to make it sound tempting, but she was too young to be
asking a near stranger to be her mate. 


I growled, causing her to frown. “Is it the king part
that you hate?”


It should have been, but surprisingly, it was not my
first thought. “I am too old for you,” I said. She gaped. While I was only
twenty-seven years old, Rojan was well over three thousand. Besides that, I
couldn’t possibly let her think she had a chance with me because I could never
let her get close. I was not a dragon or a sago. My inability to shift was a
huge handicap if someone found out I had blood of the most powerful dragon that
ever lived running through my veins. Anyone who ever thought of hunting dragons
would want that blood.


Divina has even asked for a sample to use in her
magic. I would have let her because she is a god and wouldn’t have hurt me, but
Dylan told her no. 


I stood, guiding her down so she didn’t fall. I
couldn’t bring myself to let her go, though. She smelled good. It was so
confusing because I could smell that she was conceited, selfish, malicious,
devious, and looking for trouble, but at the same time, there was an underlying
scent that made me and Rojan want to hold her closer.


She was small. Without her heels on she would only
come up to my chin. Since the only women I really spent any time with were
Vivian, Divina, and recently Meri, I was used to tall women. Emiko’s size was
more pleasing, but she looked so delicate. She had an aura that she needed to
be protected and coddled… then she would do something irritating or bad and I
had the urge to correct her.


“Let’s go take a look at this island,” I said. She took
my hand from her waist and turned to pull me out of the room. I removed my hand
from hers because she needed to be trained not to take things I didn’t offer.
It didn’t faze her. 


The tour was swift, for her island was small. The
modest cabins looked cozy and peaceful until I realized most of them were
empty. The dirt pathways were meant to be bustling with people, or dragons in
person form, doing their duties. No talking, laughing, arguing, not even
animals… it was too quiet. This wasn’t the quiet of the late night, when people
were happy and safe in their beds. This was the quiet that all kings and
kingdoms feared; this was the quiet that came from fear. It was the fear of
moving, speaking, and even breathing. There was death here.


We saw a couple of dragons peeking out their windows.
Most were too afraid to even look outside. These were dragons; we are supposed
to be afraid of nothing. The only sago were two adult men, two women, and three
younger boys milling about the island, all doing random chores. Even though
this poison had supposedly no effect on sago, their lack of any fear made me
suspicious. 


I found nothing else suspicious. There were no dead
animals around or weird looking plants growing. I didn’t even smell anything
suspicious. Rojan agreed that he saw nothing worth a second look. Nobody gave
their queen so much as a mutinous glare. 


Just as the clouds were becoming thick enough to
block the moonlight, an ominous sense fell over the little island, and the air
became charged. While the feeling could have been a warning of danger coming,
it felt too familiar. It felt like the void was about to open. 


Nothing happened. 


After another scan of the island, Emiko begged to
break for dinner. There was still plenty of food left over from when the cooks
bailed… or died. I scented the food thoroughly before using magic to analyze
it. There was no foreign plant matter that I could detect, and though it may
have been undetectable to the dragon’s nose, I trusted my power as a wizard.


I made a mental note not to let Dylan eat anything
here, just in case. 


We ate in peace. At least for the moment, Emiko was
content to put food in her mouth and ceased her chatter. It really wasn’t the
whining that irritated me, or the bragging, it was the smooth sound of her light
voice. She was soft-spoken, even if she spoke never ending. She had the
tendency to use crass and elegant words in the same sentence. Even though she
tried to hide it, she had been taught proper language and etiquette. 


Sure, the fish was a little dry and the bread was a
little… hard, but I was hungry and my stomach could take it. I should have been
happy with the quiet, but I wanted to understand Emiko better.


“You said you were always determined to be queen
here. Why? Was your mother poor? Did she push you to be better?” I asked. She
paused with food nearly in her mouth as if she couldn’t believe I would ask
such a question.


“My mother was not particularly well off or poor, but
she was of a good blood line. Everyone aspires to rule; I was born with the talent.
It was never about attaining what was owed to me, I just always knew what I
wanted and that was to be better, richer, and more powerful.”


“Not everyone wants to rule a kingdom. There’s
betrayal, war, taxing issues, the hatred of all the people, pressure to have an
heir, to never show weakness… Captivity. You can’t go anywhere without guards
because everyone is out to kill you and take your kingdom. The king is blamed
for everything bad that happens to anyone.” I don’t know how Nila can manage
an entire world. 


Some people crave power and don’t care what they
have to deal with to get that power. For some, having a horde of guards makes
them feel safe. 


That is not---


I know, Rojan interrupted. I agree that
that kind of life is for neither of us. We both need freedom. For the most
part, it is a dragon thing. However, you cannot deny that some crave such
supremacy. Some people even feel that keeping a kingdom of people alive and
happy is their duty. They feel pride over leading people successfully.


He was right, but I only ever saw the pressure to be
just like my father. “Dragons were not meant to be ruled,” I said aloud. “Did
anything odd start happening before the poison began? Did anyone threaten you?”


“Threaten me? Why would anyone want to threaten me?”


“You tell me. It took less than a minute for you to
infuriate me; surely you have irritated someone enough to poison you. Has
anyone openly threatened you?”


“Other than your father’s adviser and yourself, no.
Everyone else knows their place.” She ate for a minute before smiling. “I am
afraid the maids have fled the kingdom, so I hope you are willing to share my
chambers.”


I was fifteen hours ahead of my time, so while it was
only a few hours since I woke, it was late into the night. “You can go to
sleep. I need to contact my father to see if he’s discovered anything.” I
couldn’t go myself because Emiko needed to be protected. “Send one of your
remaining servants to him.”


She frowned. “Why not shift and fly over there
yourself?”


“That is not your concern. Is there a person or
dragon here you trust well enough to send them after some information?”


“I trust my people. It is your people I distrust.” 


“You refer to my father’s people. I have nothing to
do with the Ishte kingdom.”


“Your family name is not Ishte? You are not heir to
that throne?”


“My family name is Yatunus. I was born and raised to
be king, but I left, abandoning the throne and the future in which I would
reign. I never earned the Ishte name, but I have a new family that finds me
worthy of them.”


“A sago family.” She sighed and sat back in her seat.
“You speak with the words of a nobleman, but the fire of a dragon. I can feel
that you are a dragon, but you also smell sago. It is confusing. My senses are
better in person form than any dragon I have ever met, until you. You appear to
have every sense as strong as in your true form, and that you can shift just
your eyes and teeth is amazing. It reminds me of the old stories my mother used
to tell me of dragons and sago having offspring together.”


There are dragon fairytales? I asked Rojan


He laughed. Of course there are. We are not
animals. We have stories, legends, and fears just as sago do. Our culture is
different than sago culture, but we do have one. It is reasonable you would
have trouble grasping it because you still believe that you are sago and I am
dragon. You are not sago. We are both sago and dragon. You have two
cultures, but you were only taught one. Now you see the young queen as a person
even though you smell her as a dragon. She is not like us; she is a full
dragon. Nothing about her except for her appearance is sago. 


What would she do if she knew I wasn’t a full
dragon and couldn’t shift?


It is dragon culture to protect our bloodline. If
she knew you were related to me and unable to shift, she would try to kill us.
You must be careful. We are magical and powerful beings, but most of us have
no magical abilities in person form. We cannot use our fire, yield magic, or
partially shift. We also have much weaker senses. Emiko is dangerous to us if
she does indeed have better senses than most. In that case, we should not face
her as a dragon. 


You should tell Ron and Sammy the dragon
fairytales. “Never mind stories. Send one of your servants to my father to
ask him if he has any new information about the poison or an antidote,” I said.



She stood with an odd expression, as if she couldn’t
believe she was obeying me. Beside the door was a rope, which she pulled, and a
bell sounded throughout the castle. Within a few minutes, a middle aged sago
man arrived, dressed in ragged servant’s clothes. 


“Go to the Ishte kingdom, now, and ask Ishte-mor if
he has any information on the poison. And send Kita-do to draw me a bath,” she
said. 


He bowed to her and left. I followed Emiko back her
bedroom, where I sat on her bed to wait. Just as she was unstrapping her shoes,
an older, kind woman arrived with a gentle knock and bucket full of water. She
was sago and I smelled no malicious intention or hatred in her. It took many
trips for the woman to bring enough water to fill Emiko’s tub. Electricity and
indoor water systems were far too great a convenience to be neglected as they
were. 


“Are you going to give me privacy?”


A quick scan of the water with my magic showed no
detectable plant matter or other kind of poison. “And let someone assassinate
you while you bathe?” I asked. “If someone intentionally poisoned you and saw
that they failed, they might act more rashly.”


She laughed. “And you think I cannot defend myself if
I am undressed.”


“I wouldn’t want to risk it,” I insisted.


“Suit yourself.” She pulled the straps of her dress
down and let it fall to the floor. She wore no undergarments. 


Her skin was flawless and her body could not have
been more perfect. For a moment, I thought of Divina, not because Divina was
more beautiful, but because it required a god to make beauty like that. When I
remembered to exhale, it was with smoke. 


Rojan? No answer. Rojan, she is magic, yes?


No, I think blessed is a better word. And I think
we are damned. Whatever you do, you must not see her in dragon form. I think I
am too old a soul for that.


Don’t be creepy. Age doesn’t matter when you are
immortal.


Does it not? Coming from a sago young enough to
risk ogling a Noquodi’s lover, that is a comfort.


Did you insult me? Meri is gorgeous. 


Rojan grunted at my weak excuse.


I turned to look out the window and saw the ocean and
beach below, where the servant Emiko had sent was preparing a ship. With him
was a little boy, about Ron’s age. He was too young to be a servant, but I
guess that the children of servants had nowhere to go before they were old
enough to be in school. At the very least, he shouldn’t have been at sea. 


I turned back to Emiko. With her hands on the rim of
the tub, she lifted her left leg and I barely heard her gasp over my choking.
She lowered her leg and stuck her hand in the water. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 


“It is cold,” she moaned.


“You said your father was a water dragon; you had to
have inherited a resistance to the cold,” I said, approaching her. She was
producing a lot of heat, but she couldn’t use her dragon fire in person form
and had no power over nominal magic. I stuck my hand in the water to find it
lukewarm. 


She glanced at me. “I am resistant to the cold, but
that doesn’t mean I like it.” 


I let my fire flow into the water until it was nearly
boiling. Instead of freaking out that I could use my fire, she gave me a true
smile before settling herself inside the tub. I had to turn away before she saw
the effect she had on me. “I think I will wait outside after all.”


“As you wish. There is a library across from my
room.”


“I will enjoy it then, but leave the door open. If
you need help, I will hear you. Sleep well.” I left without looking back at
her. The library was small, but full of old books and several comfortable
chairs in front of a fireplace. I lit the fire and picked a book to read. 


An hour into the book, I got up to check on Emiko,
only to find her asleep in her bed, looking lovely and innocent beyond imagine.
I returned to the library to finish the book. 


 


*          *          *


 


Vretial was sitting on the large boulder under the
apple tree with Dylan standing before him. Dylan looked perfectly normal, but I
felt he was injured. Vretial spoke first, but they both spoke in Enochian,
which I couldn’t understand. This didn’t feel real, so I knew it had to be a dream
or something similar, but it couldn’t have been mine, because it would have
been in English. However, if it was Dylan’s dream or memory, why was I hearing
Enochian?


Perhaps Vretial was blocking me and everyone else
from listening in. That would explain why, when Dylan had temporary amnesia and
he remembered his childhood visit from the god, he could only understand
Enochian. But what was the point in me seeing if I couldn’t understand? From
what Dylan told me about the memory, Vretial said nothing helpful at all. This
time I heard the names of Rojan, the boys, and myself.


Wake up. Rojan’s voice tore me from the state
and I blinked at the dying fire. 


I glanced around for any sign of danger, but there
was none. How did I fall asleep? 


Dylan must be sleeping very deeply, for you slept
several hours. Remember when Ron was psychically visited by Vretial, it
affected Sammy. Perhaps that is the same for you and Dylan. Your mental bond is
getting stronger the more you share your magic.


Does that affect you?


I cannot be sure yet. However, Dylan has heard me
a few times. You two share dreams and since you share my memories, he can see
our dreams of flying. I am a part of you, so I see what you do.


Do you have any idea what they were saying?


I am sorry, but I do not speak Enochian. I think
you should ask your questions to Vretial. There is someone in the castle,
coming closer. 


I inhaled lightly. It was the servant of Emiko’s, and
he smelled scared. I peered into Emiko’s room to see her still sleeping
peacefully, so I shut the door and turned to wait for the man to find me. He
did so, and sneered, insulted to face me instead of his queen. 


“What did you find out?” I asked. 


“Where is Kaori-mor?”


“She is safe. What did you find out?” I asked with a
harsher tone. He wouldn’t be allowed to dismiss me.


He looked unsure, but I knew it was about what lie to
tell and not whether he should tell me. “The king, Ishte-mor has nothing to
report. He was unable to find any---” His words were cut off as I pinned him to
the wall with one hand around his neck. It was always a better show of strength
to restrain a man using one hand.


“It is not wise or healthy to lie to a dragon,” I
growled. I let my fire seep out, not enough to burn him but enough to be
extremely uncomfortable to anyone who wasn’t a dragon. 


“I am not---” 


I tightened my grip. “I can smell your lie!” I
yelled. 


He must know dragons normally have dampened senses
in person form. Rojan took over, letting my eyes and claws shift. “I am the
most powerful dragon you have ever faced and you will do well to remember what
you are; dinner.” He let the tips of our claws sink into the man’s skin until
small drops of blood spilled down the collar of his already stained shirt.
“Now, I think you have an answer for me.” Rojan settled back and I loosened my
grip enough to let him breathe.


“He said there was a cure if you could get it to the
victim in time.”


“Why would you lie about that if you want your queen
to survive the poison?”


“Kaori-mor is the queen of dragons. I am paid to
serve her, but I swear no loyalty to the dragons. I am not paid to die for
her.”


“You didn’t bring the antidote back with you then.”


“No.”


“Do you know who is using this poison?” I asked. He
shook his head, too afraid to speak. I growled in warning. “Tell me who is
using poison against Kaori-mor!”


“The dragons. Other dragons are using poison.”


“How did they get it here? Is one of her dragons a
traitor?”


“No. It… It was not his fault. They would have killed
him.”


“Who?” 


He opened his mouth to speak, but his words were
drowned by the sound of roaring; a warning that came only a moment before the
castle trembled. Some rubble fell from the ceiling, but the structure held. The
servant took his chance to run and I let him go. I opened the door to find
Emiko running for it, and since I was facing her window, I knew what she was
running from. I grabbed her, pulled her into the hall, and shut the door just
as the glass of the window was shattered by the dragon outside. 


With Emiko in her thin white slip, we ran through the
halls. We had to get out before the dragons tore the walls down around us. In
here, even Emiko couldn’t shift. I skidded to a stop, halting her as well in
order to duck into a room. The door had been left open and I could tell by the
satin covered bed that the room belonged to a woman. I dug through the wardrobe
to find a green velvet cloak and a pair of boots. Emiko put them on quickly and
we were running through the halls a moment later. 


Outside was a mess. There were no people running
around, since most had already abandoned the small island, but dragons flew
about and burned buildings in their wake. Having grown up being told dragons
didn’t exist, I never thought to see such a sight. It was still early morning,
just a few hours after sunrise. 


One dragon landed in front of us and I pushed Emiko
behind me. I growled as Rojan roared with outrage. “Shift, Marnd!” I yelled.
The dark-scaled dragon shifted from his large form into the man Rojan knew as a
friend.


“We had no choice, Rojan. You refused to lead so we
follow Isera.” 


He thought he was talking to Rojan instead of me…
which was foolish because Rojan would be burning him down, not talking.
“Dragons are not meant to be ruled. We are not pets!”


“Sago would have hunted us to death had we not
learned to shift. We survived by adapting, and now we have to adapt again.
There are too few of us left; we have to stick together. Therefore, we need
someone to rule.”


Rojan took over. “We are so old that I cannot
remember my birthday. With age comes power, so I know Isera is powerful, but
you are just as old. Why do you need a ruler?”


“Unlike you, my friend, I was raised to obey my
parents and follow the old traditions. You were raised to rule and make your
own laws. So was your sister.”


“Why would you use poison against other dragons?”


“That was not my doing. Isera had been planning this
for a long time and I only found out about the poison two nights ago. She wants
to rule over all dragons and saw Kaori-mor as a threat to that.”


“How did she do it?” 


“Isera convinced one of Kaori-mor’s people to betray
her by substituting an edible herb for the poisonous plant.”


It had been about fifteen years since I last yelled
in anger, but what started as a growl burst into a roar. Energy lashed out in
waves strong enough to throw Marnd back. Emiko was unharmed and no one else was
close enough to be struck. 


“You can use your roar in person form?” Emiko asked,
shocked. 


Marnd struggled to his feet and stumbled back to us
as if about to ask for forgiveness. I decided to ask Rojan later why he was
ever friends with such a man. 


“You speak of wanting our race to survive, yet you
follow someone who has killed others of our kind!” Rojan yelled at him. 


“Innocent dragons have died because of her!” Emiko
screamed. The outraged woman tried to attack Marnd, but I held her in my arms. 


“If you do not leave, I will kill you,” Rojan warned
him.


“Does Mordon accept how easily you make such a
promise?”


“Mordon was raised as I was; to kill traitors without
mercy.” Never mind the fact that I had never actually killed a person or
dragon. “If you need a monarch, then I will give you the command; leave now.”
The dragon looked like he wanted to rush forward and draw a blade on us, but
instead he shifted back into dragon form, flapped his wings, turned, and flew
off, away from the island. 


Another dragon flew low and blew out several castle
windows with fire. I raised my hand and let my fire out, but the flames did not
deter the dragon. Instead, he directed his attack onto us. Flying low, he blew
flames at me, which I easily killed, not that fire would hurt me anyway.


I took a risk: I used magic to create an energy
shield in all directions around the dragon like a cage… but the dragon broke it
with the strength of his wings. The snow-white dragon was a mountain dragon,
and their wings were huge and powerful. Many of them had an advantage when
facing dragons who were not immune to cold; many of them had another power.


He opened his mouth and I knew he was one such
dragon. Instead of flames, which were harmless to me, he breathed a fog of ice
so cold that it could kill a person. With a show of strength I would never have
suspected, Emiko pushed me out of the way. In an instant, she changed from the
prettiest woman I had ever seen to a dragon, just large enough to shield me
from the ice. 


Desert dragons and water dragons were both large breeds,
but Emiko was an anomaly. She was smaller than Krayer, and her body was even
sleeker. With scales the color of sand, it was hard to imagine her in the
water, but her wings had the thickness required to push through liquid. Her
legs were tall, shaped more like the average desert dragon than a water dragon,
so she was probably very fast in both elements, and she looked like she could
run a good distance on land. 


Her head was shaped much like Krayer’s, while her
tail was about the same length, but had no spike on the end. Other than claws
twice as long as those of the average dragon, she appeared to have no physical
weapons. She blew fire at the ice cloud, a sad weapon in comparison. As fast as
lightning, she took to the air and tore her claws down his chest. Before he
could even protect himself, she had him on his back, pinned to the ground with
her teeth in his throat.


Another dragon tried to join the fight, but when I
lashed out with fire, something new came forth in my anger. It was new in that
I had never used it, but familiar at the same time. Instead of fire striking
the offending dragon, lightning burst out of me and hit the enemy. The dragon
went down and wouldn’t be getting back up for some time. Rojan had been able to
produce lightning as well as fire, and it appeared to be one more power I
inherited. 


I tried repeatedly to strike down the dragons
attacking Emiko’s island. Usually, it was fire I created, but I was learning. I
managed lightning several times until the dragons just became targets for my
practice. 


Everything was going fine and I had the battle under
control until a wave of energy hit. This energy came and went suddenly, leaving
everyone startled and confused. Emiko landed beside me and other dragons landed
wherever they could manage. Finally, Emiko shifted back into her person form.
She was completely naked and covered in the blood of her foes, but reached for
me as if I could shield her from all the evils in the world. I put my arms
around her as she shook. She was proud of herself, but worried for her people
and even more worried about what just happened. 


“What was that energy?”


“I don’t know,” I said. The words were barely out of
my mouth before the ground started to shake. Structures collapsed and dragons
roared. The quaking lasted only a minute, but left the island in shambles with
fires everywhere. 


“Help!” 


The woman’s voice could barely be heard as the
dragons continued their roars. I went after the cry and Emiko followed until we
found what appeared to be the collapsed house of the woman that had filled
Emiko’s bath. The servant knelt outside the rubble, screaming as she hastily
dug through the stone and wood. Emiko tried to pull her away but she thrashed,
and I understood why. There was only one thing that could make a person scream
like that. 


“My son is in there!” 


I tried to pull nominal energy into myself. It was
second nature to me to move things with magic… but there was no energy. The
energy all around and inside me had vanished. “The magic is gone.” Emiko
frowned at me with confusion, as she couldn’t understand why I knew that. I
reached inside and felt my fire stir. My dragon magic was still there; it was
just nominal energy that was affected. I helped the woman dig through the
rubble. Emiko shifted and was able to do a lot more. 


I felt her land behind me. If there was one thing
Rojan learned as a child, it was to not let Isera at his back. I turned to face
her and she roared. There were no words, but I understood it. The roar was like
a type of speech in a way. She was giving me an ultimatum; submit or die. 


“Keep digging,” I told Emiko when she growled at
Rojan’s sister. Isera, who towered over the young queen, had no qualms about
casualties. Emiko reluctantly resumed helping the sago woman and I carefully
approached Isera to draw her attention away from them. 


I drew Dylan’s sword. When I could not use my magic,
when my fire and claws were useless, at least I had a sword. And apparently
surprise. Isera must have thought I would never attack her, for I was able to
strike her before she reacted. Blood spread across her chest, even over her
heart, but it was too shallow to be a mortal wound. With a swipe of her paw, I
was on my back. 


Between Rojan and Isera, my dragon was bigger, but as
I was unable to shift, I stood no chance. Only Rojan’s strength was enough to
defeat his sister, and I did not have it. She placed her massive paw on me with
her claws just barely digging into my chest. She was taking her time, trying to
make me show fear before she crushed me to death… or so I thought. When she
roared in my face, I knew that it would be more gruesome than that; she would
eat me. 


Then the most unexpected thing that could ever happen
occurred. The demon that Dylan fought appeared. In the form of Dylan’s
stepfather, he squatted down beside me, completely unafraid of the dragon. 


“Well, I suppose I should be upset that my life has
just become so hectic, but I knew what I was getting myself into. Couldn’t you
have hung onto your life for an hour without my help?”


“What are you doing here?!” I demanded, trying to
ignore the dragon slowly squeezing the life out of me. I would take being eaten
by my psychotic sister over being dragged into the void by a demon any day.


“I think I made a bargain with a devil. No matter.
I’m here to save you, whether I like it or not.” 


He obviously did not like it. He placed his hand on
my shoulder and power spread through my body. It was very similar to my fire,
but it was not meant to burn. It felt like strength; pure and unquestionable
strength. 


Nothing could stop me as my body grew and my skin
became hide. My bones shifted, cracked, and grew, but it wasn’t painful; it was
natural. It was like in Rojan’s memories. For the first time, I came to be the
best that I could be. There was nothing that could stop me now. I was a dragon,
and not just any dragon. I towered over others, I could strike with lightning,
I could blend in with anything, and I had more than three thousand years of knowledge.
Invincible and immortal, I was free for the first time. Free from everything. 


Dragons took to the skies and fled from the power
they could sense. They were nothing; little children compared to me. Isera
turned to flee, but I pounced on her, digging my claws into her wings and
sinking my teeth into her neck. For all the times she tried to kill Rojan, she
lay bleeding beneath me. Rojan was merciful. Isera was a threat to my family,
to Dylan and the boys, and I could never let that pass. 


I flew like I had been dreaming for years. My own
mind took a backseat as Rojan reminded himself that he was the master of the
skies. I felt Rojan’s joy. To be unable to fly for so many years was painful to
him, but now he had the sky back. My body was no longer a jail cell for him and
some of the guilt I had been holding for the past five years eased since I
could at least be that much for him. I could shift.


For hours I flew in the sky and it was really the
most amazing feeling I had ever felt. It was even peaceful when Emiko followed
me. She was not a threat, and seemed to need the air as much as I did. However,
something was calling me back… The only thing I would listen to at that time.









Chapter 9


Nila


 


Dios was once a world divided into nations. These
factions would barter for the most luxurious resources, fight over territories,
and build weapons to defend themselves. People would kill for jewels and gold,
or even trade their children for lovely silks and potions. Unfortunately, there
was a darkness in the people of Dios; they were greedy. Love of material goods
and fortune grew to be the entire focus of our race. People didn’t only want
the best of everything; they wanted to have more than anyone else. The ruling
families were the worst offenders. 


When the last war began, Dleso Zyen was the most
powerful wizard known besides the Noquodi. He was also said to be one of the
kindest and wisest rulers Dios has ever had. While other rulers worried about
protecting their money and trinkets, Zyen used his magic to build a magical
refuge for woman, children, and any man who did not wish to fight. Nano helped
him only after he realized there was no hope for the majority of the
population. 


Not everyone outside the haven died from the
fighting, but the aftereffects were devastating. Disease, starvation,
radiation, and an atmosphere that was poisonous to breathe drove the survivors
underground to face creatures even more powerful than Zyen. Trolls accepted the
new population, but the goblins saw people as prey. New rulers were quickly
appointed and cities formed like the nations that have always divided the
people.


Many of the survivors had taken the time and risk to
collect their beloved belongings, but they soon realized such objects were of
little value here. In this dark world where just surviving the day was a
battle, our culture changed. When people once traded honor for silk, they now
traded hard labor for meager scraps of food. Rations were not enough, yet most
city kings would make their people work for half the water or food that they
were owed. 


Zyen did his best for everyone, even to the point
that he was starving. The grateful survivors gave him the highest title, but he
would give his food, which was barely enough to keep him alive, to children on
the street. He tried to teach people to be kind, responsible, and to love each
other instead of objects.


Nano designed ways to grow plants using magic in
place of the sun, then imported water and animals with the help of other
Guardians. It was not a lavish life, but people were no longer dying. Zyen
recovered enough to have a son, who he taught the history of our world. Revered
for his father’s deeds and even more powerful, the High King’s son was not
kind. 


Zyen began to make plans with Nano to rebuild the
surface world. The High King knew he would lose his position if people were to
return to their land, but he was happy with that.  Unfortunately, the dark
curse in the soul of the people of Dios was also in the soul of Zyen’s son,
Atos. On the day the king’s son turned sixteen, Zyen and his wife were found in
their bedchambers, dead. The next morning, Atos took the throne and crushed the
movement to rebuild our lands. 


 


*          *          *


 


Eight years ago…


 


My half-brother, Adre, was seriously getting on my
nerves. He was an angry and suspicious man who, when not trying to assassinate
me, was constantly ridiculing me. The man would give me orders and scold me
like a child in front of my guards, or pat my head condescendingly when I did
something he approved of. I put up with it for our father’s sake.


Our world never had a chance to thrive under my
father’s rule, for my mother used to tell me he was a cruel and miserable man.
She never chose to marry him, nor have his child, so she jumped at the chance
when Nano offered to take me from her. I was sad at first, because I always
thought she would someday forgive me for my genetic flaw and love me. She had
never been openly cruel to me until she discovered I was a void, so I looked
forward to waking every morning, hoping that she would suddenly feel as a
mother should. 


Most people fear voids and think we are inherently
evil because of our blood. In a way, they are correct.


My blood and soul became bonded with the void by
magic I never really understood, due to my father’s murder. For me, there was
nothing evil about the void, but I could see how others believed differently.
The void consumed life, but the universe itself could not be sustained without
it. The only reason I didn’t hate my father for being the cause of my curse was
that I still believed that were he alive, he would love me. Instead the only
person who ever loved me was my uncle, who actually wasn’t related to me at
all.


Speaking of my uncle…


Hioji Nano entered my gilded cage with a suspicious
energy, like he had a surprise for me. As always, I ran to hug him, because he
always hugged me back. I tried to control my strength, but I was excited, for
it had been months since I last saw him.


“How have you been?” he asked.


“Fair. I have some new ideas for rebuilding the
surface.”


“And you want me to share them with Zer?”


“If you can manage it. I hate to ask for more work
from you,” I said. It was for the sake of my brother that I acted so formally
with Nano. I knew he would do whatever it took to help save Dios, but we both
realized Adre was trying to thwart my plans. 


Nano stepped away from me just slightly so that he
would regain the magic he lost while in contact with me. 


In order to disguise his action, we both turned to
the young man who followed him in. The first thing that struck me was that he
looked like a much younger Kiro, but with vivid green eyes and softer muscle
tone.


“Nila, this is Dylan. He speaks English, and he’s
human. He will be the new Guardian of Earth,” Nano told me in English.


That was not an easy language for dile to learn, but
I always tried to learn what Nano taught me. “That is Tiamat world, is it?” I
asked in English.


“Yes.” 


“Nice to meet. Call me please Nila.” Learning the
vocabulary of a new language was easy; memorize words. Grammar took time, and
usually a decent understanding of the culture in question.


“Nice to meet you, too,” he said, shaking my hand. I
made a mental note to add a “you” to the end of my introduction. His English
was clear and elegant, but not soft or feminine. He pronounced the words slowly
compared to Dego, but I assumed that it was just for courtesy. As he touched my
hand, I felt something odd, like a rush of adrenaline. If I didn’t know better,
I would think it was what sensing someone’s energy felt like. 


Obviously, Dylan was either a poor wizard or knew
very little magic, for he didn’t react at all to my void blood. Normally, a
wizard was horrified to realize my very presence would consume and destroy the
magical energy around me, and they could always sense it.


Dylan just smiled kindly. 


Nano said he was a Guardian, so he must have been
very new, because there was no way a goddess would allow a weak wizard to serve
her. 


As Adre began arguing with Nila over bringing a human
to see me, I contemplated this young Guardian. There was something so eerily
familiar about him. By the time I could finally get the human alone, my brother
and uncle were ready to duel. It didn’t matter to me. 


Dylan was friendly and funny, young and innocent, but
not too horribly naïve. I explained to him to the best of my linguistic
abilities, the history of my world. He had a curiosity about him though, and
the subject of my curse surfaced in our conversation.


It wasn’t until we left that I began to suspect
something else. I didn’t understand it, not even a little bit, but I could feel
what he was. I asked him to do something impossible, but since he didn’t know
it was impossible, he attempted it… and succeeded. The skill with which he
could control magic was uncanny. 


While my blood destroyed magic energy, I never
actually felt it myself. I did have a connection with the void, and that was
why I could feel what Dylan was. Unfortunately, that meant others of my kind
could as well. Testing him was just conformation of what I already knew. 


When it was time to say goodbye to Dylan, I didn’t
fret, because I knew I would see him again. Before they left, Nano whispered to
me that Adre confessed to killing my father and promised he would be back to
dispose of the man. Then he left me alone with the one who was responsible for
my curse. 


Finally, I knew for sure.


I opened the door as Adre moved to intercept me. With
one arm, I blocked the blow, and with the other, I beckoned the guards in. I
closed my hand firmly around Adre’s wrist in a grip he couldn’t break. The
guards restrained him, despite his shouting and thrashing, but all it took was
the barest touch from me and he was powerless. 


We led him to the dungeon, which I thought was
redundant in an underground castle, and I called for a physician. Adre renewed
his efforts to escape when he realized I wasn’t waiting for Nano. Adre was my
brother after all; my responsibility. 


The physician arrived and Adre began pleading. He
begged over and over for mercy, promising to leave and never bother me again. I
told him it was okay, that I wasn’t bothered by him or angry with him. After
all, he was my brother. I was responsible for him. 


The Dios people had the disposition to kill for power
and wealth. It was my responsibility to keep people from that, to give people
the chance to return to a good life. All the survivors of the war except for
Nano were long dead, and I hoped they took their greed with them. 


The doctor drew some of my blood into a needle and
handed it to me. He knew I took my responsibilities seriously. The guards held
my brother in his chair. 


He shook his head. “Don’t do this. You don’t want to
hurt me.”


“Of course I don’t. This will not hurt you, it’ll
just keep you from hurting anyone else.” Once a killer always a killer,
brother. 


“Please.”


“Tell me you did not kill our father.”


I leaned my head against his, waiting for the lie to
come from his lips. He would lie, I knew, because he always did. The needle was
warm in my hand, and I clutched it tighter, waiting, knowing what he would say.


“He wasn’t my father.”


“Tell me you didn’t kill him.” Please lie to me.
Just this last time, I want to hear the lie.


“He deserved it. You never knew him. You never knew
how horrible he was. He was a horrible person, a horrible king, and a horrible
father.  You don’t know how lucky you are that I killed him. He kept your
mother imprisoned, and he would have done the same to you.”


You couldn’t even give me this once. “And the
attempts on my life?”


“You are his son. I was trying to rid this world of a
king who would grow up to be just like him. The world is better off without
you.”


I stuck the needle in his arm and pushed the plunger.
He screamed, as if in agony, so much that I wondered if it hurt. Energy that
was destroyed in my body never hurt, so I was curious if he was screaming in
pain or just fear. It couldn’t have been regret, because my brother was a
murderer. Surely he could have no regrets.


Dios had suffered enough at the hands of murderers; I
couldn’t let even one slide, even if he was my brother. Oh, I wasn’t horrible
enough to actually inflict him with my curse; wizards could use magic on him
just fine. My blood was not bonding him to the abyss or anything so drastic,
merely destroying his bond with magic. From that moment on, he would never be
able to so much as feel nominal energy again, let alone use it. 


I may not have taken the instinct to kill out of my
brother, but he would never be able to use magic do it. The process left him
very weak and he had to be carried to his cell by the guards. Obviously, I
couldn’t let him go just yet; he was to remain locked up until I knew for sure
he was powerless.


Nano returned and I told him Adre ran away. Nano
would have killed him for sure, and that would have made him no better than
Adre. Instead of being upset, Nano seemed entirely unsurprised. 


“I need to ask you something,” he said. “When you
were alone with Dylan, did you notice anything suspicious?”


“Something to suggest he is working against us?”


“No, nothing like that. Tiamat trusts him, so that’s
good enough for me. I just think there might be something weird about him. His
father told me before he was even born that the gods wanted him dead because he
was so powerful. There are prophesies about him and his power… but he didn’t
seem all that powerful to me.”


“Zer didn’t tell you? I thought he told you
everything.”


“He is being pretty private about the young Guardian.
Now, as the son of Ronez, I expected the guy to be unusual… but there’s
something about him.”


“Like his magic comes from inside him and not from
the book?” I asked. Since I was High King of Dios, it only made sense that Nano
would confide in me the secrets of the Guardians as his god confided in him. I
was very interested in these prophesies, but that could wait.  


“It’s exactly like that; like he’s more powerful on
the inside than he should be. But I saw him, and felt him, draw energy into
himself.”


“Maybe he doesn’t know his true power yet.”


“That makes sense; he’s so new to this. But just how
much power is he holding back? What did you see of him?”


“He is more than a Guardian.”


“Do you think Dylan is a god?”


“No. I think he’s something else, but I don’t know
what yet.”


 


*          *          *


 


Five years ago…


 


Being a void was often a curse. I could never do even
the most basic magic. If I were a child in school instead of the king of the
entire planet, I would have been teased severely. Still, most people either
thought of me as a cripple or a demon. During my gloomier days, I would often
fantasize of being able to move something with my mind or even light a candle
with magic. 


I woke up one morning feeling empty… and not. The
void was always there, like a field of darkness looming over me, but it was actually
inside me. On this particular morning, it was like something new was there, and
it seemed even darker than the void. I was afraid and anxious, but there was no
explanation.


The next day, I could feel the void even less.
Something was overtaking the void in my blood and it was horribly wrong. 


My guard handed me clothes and told me to get up as
politely as a goblin possibly could. If it were a person who woke me early to
make such demands, I probably would have ordered him to be set on fire.
Unfortunately, I couldn’t fire my goblin guards.


I shuddered as the rough skin brushed across my more
sensitive flesh, before the creature grumbled and left. I got out of bed slowly
and took my time getting dressed. My people would wait for me, because everyone
knew I was liable to hang someone who talked to me too early in the morning.


I reached for the door, my eyes slipping closed with
lethargy. It was the sudden and close explosion, not the odd jolt of adrenaline
which shot up my spin an instant before, that made me open my eyes. The door
was gone, revealing nothing more than a pile of wooden rubbish before me. A
bomb? An assassination attempt? What a foolish perpetrator. 


The guards came running, but what good were they now?


My bedroom was elegant compared to others, with soft
textures and rich colors. It was not by my design but my father’s, and so the
bed was far bigger than anything I would ever need. While growing up, I thought
it would help my image and relay to people that I was powerful. Instead I was
known as merciful and silly most of the time. I learned not to be concerned
with my image. 


The important thing was that when there were
problems, my citizens would obey me without questions. I hated that everything
was my obligation, but I took the responsibility seriously. I wanted to have
fun, pull pranks, and skip out on boring meetings, but I could be afforded
that. I was High King, in charge of the entire world, so as long as I did my
job well on the important things, nobody cared if I escaped to a library when
they wanted to talk about proper vegetable growth. 


Most of my people thought it had something to do with
my curse anyway. Really, I just wanted to be happy, and being responsible for
the remaining population of Dios would never make me happy, so I had to try to
be optimistic. 


My people usually frustrated me; it was their fault
Dios was almost destroyed. They expected me to fix it all on my own without
taxes or resources or people to build the tools I needed, and when I succeeded
despite everything, they thwarted my plans with war. They didn’t trust my
judgment because I was young and they pitied me because I couldn’t use magic.
But the void inside me also prevented people from using magic on me, and that
gave me control nobody else had. 


Against the wishes of many of my people, I continued
to rebuild the surface, because I could see what was right even if they
couldn’t. Of course, there would be new problems I would have to face, and
ruling the surface and under cities would be twice the work for me, but I knew
it was worth it. The children deserved to breathe fresh air… and I knew what we
had would never last. 


I had been told over and over again that we had
enough resources to survive for another hundred years underground, but I could
see the truth. Others were blinded by the power they trusted. They believed
that if magic could create light and make plants grow, it could make up for
having no sun. We had machines to make oxygen, but it wasn’t the same. Our
world was dark and not even worth ruling over most days. Outlawing something
was making it a game to most people. 


Only my uncle, Nano, was old enough to even remember
life above ground. For everyone else, there was no hope, because they never
knew what could be. I had to have enough optimism for everyone, because I
couldn’t be king of a hopeless society otherwise. 


I left my chambers to attend a meeting. Often the
city kings wanted to make plans on who would take over should I die before I
could have a child. Since I was still very young, they never bothered me to
find a wife. Fortunately, they also realized that if pressed, I could appoint
Nano as my guardian and acting king. Nano was known for his lack of caring and
his short temper. He was often downright rude. Of course, it was a farce, but
their fear of him being High King, prevented the masses from insisting I was
too young to rule.


It was of no surprise that when I arrived at the
council chambers, I was met with false pleasantries and mock praise. But I was
High King; it didn’t matter what they thought. I was young, not a fool. 


“My city has had difficulty this month with rationing
water. Our population has outgrown our rations. We are productive people who
pay plenty of taxes.”


I really didn’t want to talk about money. Money was
never the issue; it was resources. We never had what we needed; there was never
enough water, food, air… And the people tried to survive despite that fact. We
were a dying race and we just multiplied anyway. The trolls and goblins knew
it. We were invaders to them. Until people destroyed the surface with war, the
underground belonged to them, and they had enough resources before we took
over. 


I sat heavily in my seat and gently grasped the
guard’s arm as he passed me. Nausea threatened my composure, but my headache
would not be ignored. Odd as it was, the goblins seemed to be the only ones who
ever understood me. He nodded and I let him go. They never bothered me with
pretty titles or flattery, and I liked it that way. 


He returned a few minutes later with bread and fruit
for my breakfast and herbal tea for my headache. Unfortunately, because of my
void blood, no potion could help my head when it hurt, so I had to rely on
outdated treatments. 


The king of Kedif continued talking, proud of his
city’s growing population. The ability to breed like animals and bring innocent
children into this time of suffering and famine was nothing to be proud of.
What I found very sad was that his kingdom had more water than most, yet the
king horded it for his family. 


I contemplated my own food. My entire kingdom ate
well on the same rations everyone else had, so why did I get so many
complaints? I had a cup of water or tea twice a day and the working class usually
had as much as they needed. This was the High Kingdom, but I ensured that
rations were shared equally with all kingdoms, taking into account their own
resources, taxes, population, and duties. We never seemed to be doing badly
when I visited other kingdoms. Then again, I rarely did so. 


“What about the Noquodi? Why does Zer allow him so
much power to waste while we suffer with nothing?”


I glared at him and he leaned back. “My uncle has
more important matters to deal with than lazy people. If you want your city to
have enough water, stop having children. If you can’t afford to feed the
children you have, stop making more. Nano saves your lives every single day and
you dare question him? If he did not do his job, you would not be around to
have children.” 


As it was, I didn’t know if I was truthful or not. My
uncle was a great man, but for the last year or so, he had been very morose.
When I asked him about it, he would only tell me that he had chosen a wife that
he couldn’t be with for a while. 


I shuddered at the thought. I never knew the love of
a woman myself, but I could see what it did to people when they couldn’t be
with their loved one. The bread was soft as I touched it, even warm from the
ovens, but before I could lift it from the plate, it grew hard with an odd
coldness. Ice was once a natural phenomenon, but now it only occurred from
magic. 


I was startled into silence that the food in my hand
was becoming frozen. 


It was impossible; magic was nullified by my touch. I
looked up at the gasps of the men around me as they, too, saw what was
happening. Hesitantly, I reached for the fruit. A shiver ran down my spine, my
adrenaline spiked, and the food froze.


I was doing this. I was doing magic.


The guards started removing the men from the room. It
looked like it was for their safety, but my guards were smarter than most
people thought they were. If I could do magic, it was because my link with the
void was breaking down and magic could be inflicted on me. 


Kseve, the same guard who brought me my breakfast,
led me back to my room, vigilantly glaring down anyone who looked at me. He was
the guard I trusted more than anyone else, dile or goblin. 


I sat on my bed and waved him away when he tried to
comfort me. I knew I was the only dile he ever showed kindness to, and he would
only do so in private. For some reason that morning, I just wanted to be left
alone. I didn’t know what to think or feel, but I didn’t want company right
then, not even from a goblin who treated me like his son.


Everything that I understood was crumbling. I was a
void.


 


*          *          *


 


The next morning, I could no longer feel the abyss at
all. Everything I touched either turned to ice or exploded, so I especially
avoided anything living. I wouldn’t even let Kseve in my room to give me food.
It wasn’t like I could eat it anyway; ice hurt my teeth. 


My clothes became covered in frost to the point I was
constantly shivering from the burning cold. If I had such a power to create
ice, it was only reasonable that I should have an immunity to it. Still, it was
better to freeze than to make everything explode. 


I tried other magic, like fire and water, but nothing
responded in any way but to freeze or explode. I couldn’t be a void and I
couldn’t even be a half-decent wizard. The guards sent for Nano, but he had
just left for Earth. 


By the next afternoon, I couldn’t stand to see my
room for another minute, so I left for the throne room. I wouldn’t risk going
to my library because I didn’t want the room collapsing down on me if something
exploded. I loved that library.


Kseve insisted on bringing me food and left Creso in
charge of me. Creso was never so respecting of my personal space and took his
duty to protect me seriously. He was growling at the door as if someone would
enter through it when I tried to sit. Since my clothes had yet to frost over, I
assumed I was getting a grip on these odd new powers. My throne froze instantly
and I stood, shrieking from the sudden cold. My clothes froze just as quickly,
so I tried to claw my shirt off, frustrated with whatever was happening to me.
Panic was a new emotion for me.


I always thought being a void was a curse, but if
this was what wizards suffered with every day, I didn’t want to have magic.


Creso grabbed my arms, effectively getting my shirt
off and restraining me with one move. But I felt my adrenaline kick in and his
act to confine me was suddenly an attempt to shield me as the room pretty much
exploded. It wasn’t something I was touching; wind was thrashing around and
things far out of my reach were shattering. I finally understood. 


Creso tried to pull me out of the room, but I was
quite a bit stronger than anyone else on this world, so I easily pushed him out
and shut the door. I understood; every time I touched someone, I gained a new,
destructive power. 


I sat on my frozen chair, covered my head, and
battled my emotions. The more I feared my new powers, the wilder they became. I
told the guards not to let anyone at all in and sat alone in my throne for the
rest of the night.


 


*          *          *


 


That was how Dylan and Nano found me. It was Nano who
called out to me, asked me what was wrong, and tried to approach me. 


“Stay away,” I shouted in English. “I do not want any
more.”


“Any more what?” Nano asked, also in English.


I reached out to ward him off and my new power of
wind responded to my fear. I heard a little baby cry and Nano moved to protect
it, which revealed Dylan. Seeing Dylan, I felt an odd sense of relief, like he
could help me. I jumped off my throne and started for him, but another man
stepped in front of him. 


“Any more what?” the stranger asked, reminding me of
my plight. 


“Magic,” Dylan said. “You can do magic now. How?” 


“I am no void anymore,” I answered.


“Since when?”


“Four days I wake up and guard hand me clothes. I go
to open door and it blow off wall. I touch another and food freeze in my hand.
Guard grab my arm, I destroy room. I do not want magic. I am void,” I said. 


Nano backed away when I looked at him, but a very
beautiful woman approached me. She was tall, but had a friendly look about her.
“Hello, Nila. I am Nano’s girlfriend, and I have no magic,” she said before
hugging me. Nothing happened. I didn’t feel the adrenaline and nothing new
happened.


“How does it work? Do you get their powers? Do they
lose the power?” Dylan asked. The woman let me go.


“I do not know. I get only one magic from each
person.” I desperately wanted to reach him, because I knew somehow that he
could help me. The other man pulled him away and Nila wanted me to recount
everything that happened since he left. I was explaining to him that nobody
tried to assassinate me when I stepped away from him. A sudden pain in my foot
made me jump. 


Nano tried to reach for me, but I tripped. It was the
stranger who caught me, and I felt my adrenaline kick in again. I felt the fire
flow through me, bond with the wind, and flood the room. 


Everyone is going to die and it’s my fault.
The fire became worse. 


Dylan grabbed my shoulders and leaned close. “You
have to stop it,” he said. And everything was calm. The fire was gone. There
was no new magic. I tested, but there was no fire, wind, ice, or exploding. 


I was saved.


“Magic is gone. I am void again!” I hugged Nano and
Dylan, but let them both go when they couldn’t take any more. It was difficult
to be gentle when I was excited. “Thank you, Dylan! You made me void again!”


“I really don’t know how,” he said. The woman helped
me clean and bandage my foot. After that, Nano left me alone with Dylan,
Vivian, Dylan’s friend, and the baby. I was happy to meet Nano’s new baby,
Samhail, but I was more cautious with Dylan’s friend, Mordon. The man was
regal, I could tell, but there was something wild about him.


I took them to eat breakfast and everything was
great. Dylan was just as friendly and kind as I remembered, but even more
powerful. He had a deep friendship with Mordon, which gave me hope in a way. If
Dylan could be friends with Mordon, who was obviously royal, he shouldn’t have
any problems with my position. Of course, Dylan wasn’t a judgmental man. It was
just kind of odd that he couldn’t feel what I felt. 


Dylan showed his kindness to the two little creatures
that were extinct and originated on Earth. He could see that they were lost and
scared and instead of turning them away, he wanted to help them. 


Vivian needed a break from everything, since she was
new to this planet. Dylan, Mordon, and Sammy stayed behind in one of the
libraries and I took Vivian back to Nano’s home. She seemed quiet, almost
worried, and since people normally felt safe to talk to me, I decided to ask if
anything was wrong. 


“No. It’s just that I’ve had Sammy for almost two
years and I raised him alone. I was always waiting for Nano to come back for
me. He finally did and just left me here.”


“Nano is very busy person.”


“So was I, yesterday. Now I don’t even have a job.
What else am I supposed to do now but wait around for the rare occasions when
he comes home? I don’t want to be a single mother.”


“Nano miss you, every day. He stare at wall and sigh
and give fake smile. Tell him what you want. He love you and try to make you
happy. Nano is… private, but caretaker. He wants to make family happy.”


“He does make me happy. I just don’t want to be
alone. I’m afraid he’ll be gone all the time.”


“Demand he stay.”


“I can’t do that.”


“You are his mate, like wife but forever. He will
obey.”


“What do you mean by mate?”


I sighed and tried to gather my thoughts. English was
a very difficult language to learn, and the only reason I put any effort into
it was for Dylan. Nano wanted me to learn many languages, but being able to
communicate with a friend was far more important than Nano’s reasons. 


“Guardians never grow old. Some find woman they love
so much they can never lose. Nano ask Zer to make you never die. Zer agree.”


She stopped and turned to me. “Are you saying I’m
immortal?”


“No. Must do Guardian ritual on wedding night. Then
you immortal. You do not have to make choice now. Just no give up on Nano yet.
Warn him when he make you mad.”


“I will.”


As soon as I returned without Vivian, Kseve told me
something attacked Dylan, Mordon, and Sammy. There was no sign that they were
hurt, but they were most definitely missing. It wasn’t until Nano returned the
next morning that Vivian calmed down. 


I really hoped Nano never left the woman alone.


 


*          *          *


 


The surface world was definitely on the verge of
being habitable. After successfully creating small biomes that were met with
pleased citizens, I was sitting through an incredibly boring council meeting.
All of the city kings got together and decided to regale me with dull ideas
about taxes and laws. It was better when everyone was too afraid to be near me.



This couldn’t be more boring. There must be
something better to do, like dying a horrible and painful death. 


My body suddenly felt too tight, and I couldn’t make
my lungs breathe in. In my desperate struggle to breathe, I must have reaped
the attention from the daydreaming kings, for they all at once started shrieking
about poisons and assassins. Of course, my brother’s name was mentioned several
times, but this was not poison; this was magic. 


The world around me filled with bright light until I
had to close my eyes. When I reopened them, I was outside and alone with Dylan.
I was on the surface. For the first moment, I panicked and my stomach churned
until I realized this wasn’t my world.


I threw up and Dylan got me some water, but it really
didn’t help. While I could breathe okay, my whole body felt weak and feverish.
“What did you do, Dylan?” I asked. 


He looked shocked and worried, for he still didn’t
understand his power. “I don’t know. I flashed you here on accident, I guess.
My magic must have focused on your void magic instead of the actual void and
pulled you in.”


“Same thing,” I explained. My body was getting worse
and I struggled to remain conscious. Blackness narrowed my vision.


“What is?”


I explained to him how I was bonded to the void; my
power and lack of power both was because of the very void itself. It was like
the void was inside me. He told me he needed to open the void and asked me if I
could help him. Of course I couldn’t. Voids and the guardians of the void, who
could open a way into the void, were equally bonded to it, but I could no more
open a doorway than I could use demon magic.


“Do you remember Mordon? My friend was pulled into
the void and I need to find him. Can you tell me how to find him? What
to look for or anything?”


He really didn’t understand. 


I told him that if his friend was lucky, he would end
up in the spirit world. It took the rest of my strength. Dylan tried to heal
me, but until he understood his true power, what he truly was, his magic would
never work on me. How he was actually able to summon me on accident was a
mystery.


What was even more mysterious was the gorgeous woman
who appeared next to Dylan, griped at him, and then grabbed my arm. In an
instant, I was home in my council chamber. The woman let me go and I climbed
into my chair. My stomach stopped churning and my head stopped throbbing. 


“How did you do that?” I asked in Dego. Dylan, I
understood.


“I am Tiamat, goddess of Earth.”


I stumbled over my words even in my head. She was
certainly beautiful enough to be a goddess, with long black hair and deep blue
eyes. She was slim but not malnourished, tall but not abnormally so, and
beautiful in an ethereal way. “But gods use magic energy, too. Your power
should be nullified over me, because I am a void.” 


She smirked, and I realized I had been rude. “The
void cannot destroy Iadnah energy nearly as fast as it can nominal energy, so I
can use certain magics on you with enough energy, but it would only last a
moment. As far as Dylan goes---”


“I know he isn’t one of the Iadnah,” I said. 


She frowned. “No, he isn’t, but how did you know? He
was able to flash you.”


“I know what he is.”


Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Impossible. I don’t
even know what he is. None of the gods know what he is. How could you?”


“Because I know what I am. Obviously I don’t
understand everything, but I can feel what he is. And I’m not the only one. Any
void, demon, or protector of the void will be able to sense him. They will not
understand.”


“Understand what?”


“Some of them will turn their confusion into hate,
and others will help him without question.”


“Dylan is my mate; I will always protect him.”


What an unlikely combination. “He’s going after his
friend who was lost in the void. He isn’t powerful enough yet, and he’s
desperate. You have to help him before he tears himself apart,” I said. She
vanished. 


 


*          *          *


 


The library door slammed against the wall, causing me
to nearly jump out of my skin. Nano stormed into the room angry, sweating, and
with scuffs all over his clothes. “Why are you never where you are supposed to
be?!” he yelled.


Inside, I was quivering, because it broke my heart
for Nano to be angry with me. However, I was High King. As tranquil as if I
were alone, I closed my book and set it aside. “Do you wish to speak with me,
uncle? If you do, I expect you to lower your voice and remember that you are
speaking to the High King. If you would rather yell and throw things, I’m sure
the guards can find you a nice cell to keep you in for the night.”


“Oh, we’re not playing that game. I spanked you when
you were a child and I will spank you again if you act like one!”


My shock was surely apparent on my face. “You have
never hit me.” Or at least, I didn’t remember it. Of course, I was pretty young
with Nano took me in. “What’s this about? I have no idea why you’re angry.”


“You were not at the council meeting.” He was no
longer yelling, but he was shaking. This was a new side to the man that had
raised me and I didn’t know what to do. 


“I skipped it. You’ve never minded before.”


“You never told me you were getting complaints about
food rations for the kingdoms.”


“I know you work very hard to provide all the
kingdoms with enough food and water. I just assumed we were running low these
past few years.”


“I would have told you if we were. Every city was
provided with plenty of food and water. Several of the cities have banded
together, led by Medreo of Kedif, to monopolize the resources. They have been
building a slave network to take effect once the surface is ready to support
people.”


I knew it. I knew the darkness had never
been eradicated. “So you’re angry with me for not telling you about---”


“I’m not angry with you!” he yelled. I sat back in my
chair, confused. I have never had to defend myself against Nano before, and I
didn’t really believe I could. I was never more shocked than when Nano grabbed
my wrist harshly, pulled me from my chair, and hugged me with a strength I
wasn’t used to. 


“What happened?” I asked. 


“Medreo realized that I was onto him.”


“Is Vivian okay?”


“I have her hidden with a friend. I’ll stay away from
her until Medreo has been arrested. Then I went to your meeting to find you…”


“And when I was missing, you got scared?” I asked. 


He clutched me tighter, his face hidden in my
shoulders. It wasn’t until I felt hot, wet tears soak into my shirt that I
realized I had never seen the man show so much emotion. 


“Nano…”


“They were all dead. Everyone at the council meeting
had been poisoned. I couldn’t find you, so I thought you were dead, too.”


 


*          *          *


 


Now…


 


I finally accomplished my life’s work. The surface
was once again habitable. To my disappointment, but not surprise, only about
half the dile population moved aboveground. It was my intention to force
everyone out into the open, yet I faced unexpected obstacles. Our school
systems, businesses, and supply protocols were all collapsing due to the sudden
decrease in citizens, but people still needed them to function for the time
being.


Some were adamant on staying underground, some were
unsure, and some wanted to leave, but were afraid or couldn’t leave their
families. This resulted in ghost towns and raiders. 


Several days ago, Dylan gave me the brilliant idea to
take a single guard, skilled in both weapons and magic, and go traveling.
Everyone knew my face, but maybe I could use a disguise… or just build a
reputation like Nano’s. I really liked the idea of a cool disguise.


Of course, when I discussed it with Kseve, he
demanded to be the one who went with me. That was fine by me; I trusted him and
his looks were scary enough that I shouldn’t be bothered by anyone. Instead of
informing anyone of what my plans were, I stole away in the middle of the
night, informing the public by way of a note on my door that I would be back
whenever I felt like it.


We went through a town, where we had to stop because
I was hungry. Of course, this must have been the only town in the world that
didn’t have a decent diner. The closest thing they had was a shady tavern,
which Kseve was hard pressed to pass on. I begged, pouted, and moaned,
clutching my stomach until he gave in. I was very hungry. 


Besides, this was exactly the sort of place I wanted
to visit on my adventure. Try as Kseve would to keep me from seeing this, it
was my world. Nano was the Guardian, and he did a fine job of protecting Dios
from the gods and monsters, but I was king; I needed to see what was going on
behind my back. 


It was dark and dirty, and the man behind the counter
couldn’t have been considered friendly by any definition. Kseve wouldn’t let me
out of arm’s reach. In fact, he just stood there growling and glaring at anyone
who got too close while I ordered. I really hoped he was the reason everyone
was staring. 


While other patrons had to retrieve their food from
the cook himself, a young man brought mine out to me and bowed as he set my
plate down. “Are you King Nila?”


“Would you believe me if I said no?” I asked.


He grinned widely. “I will believe what my king tells
me to.”


I laughed even as Kseve bristled. “Then sit and keep
me company,” I said. He shot a nervous glance at Kseve, who I nudged in the
chest with my fist. “He will not talk to me, just growls and demands we return
home.”


The man sat and told me about his life as I ate. The
meat was dry, the bread was hard, and the fruit could have been fresher, but
being out of the castle made everything taste better. The young man, who I
learned was named Sladi, was a sweet kid who, like all of my people, didn’t
have the resources to live a decent life. He never knew anything better; he was
never taught to read or told about our history, so he never knew people once
lived above ground. 


There was public education for a reason, and it was
mandated for a reason, even after half the population moved aboveground. Still,
people always found a way around it. They always had an excuse, too; they
needed their child to work, they couldn’t afford clothes or food, or even that
they didn’t believe their child should be taught to think that way. 


I wanted my people to believe in a better life than
what he had, to strive for it and never accept this misery we suffered, but so
many people fought me. 


Sladi was not allowed to attend school, and when he
had children, he would probably not be allowed to let them go. It was an
unending cycle of ignorance and greed. He knew I was the High King, here to
protect everyone, but he had no idea what I was actually trying to accomplish.
And what was even more frustrating was that he was probably required to protest
against me when the time came. Since he couldn’t read, he had little control
over what he agreed and disagreed to. The chance of him getting out of the
underground any time soon was minimal. 


Creating stricter laws would just create more rebels,
but they obviously weren’t working as they were. I realized speaking with Sladi
was only confirming my doubts. The food suddenly tasted a lot worse. I wanted
Nano. 


As Kseve and I were leaving the tavern, there was an
odd chill in the air. Kseve opened the door and stepped out… and disappeared.
Thick fog shielded my guard from me, but as I reached out for him, the fog
didn’t dissipate. I heard a thud and my heart skipped a beat.


“Kseve? Where are you?” 


No answer.


Why can’t I be like everyone else? Why can’t I
have magic that I could control and help people with when I needed it? I
reached out all around me until my foot collided with something very solid. I
got down on my knees and felt the fallen form. It was Kseve. 


I wanted to shout for a doctor, but I knew I
shouldn’t. This strange fog was magic for sure, but it should have dissipated
in my presence. There was only one thing it could have been. I had never faced
demon magic before, but it only made sense that my void magic wouldn’t nullify
the demon energy. Of course, the demon magic wouldn’t have any effect on me. 


It still left me without my guard and with no way to
defend myself. The man approached silently, grabbed my arm, and pulled me up
with surprising ease, but I didn’t fight him, for I was afraid he would hurt
Kseve. He dragged me along down an alley and through a dark wooden door. I fell
heavily on a thin cushion on the floor. Whether it was fear or horror that kept
my mouth shut, I waited for him to start making ransom demands or just start
beating on me. After all, why else would someone kidnap a king?


No, it wasn’t fear. I was waiting to find out what he
wanted before I decided on my next move. He better pray Kseve is alive if he
wants to survive this. I wonder if void blood will work on a demon.


He squatted in front of me and grinned maliciously.
“You look just like your mother.”


I opened my mouth, but had no idea what to say. The
demon wasn’t exactly a terrifying figure; he had a tall, thin build, like Nano,
and was somewhat frowzy. There was an uncomfortable familiarity with the
features of his face, particularly his mouth and nose. He reminded me of Adre.


“I had hoped you would take after her. After all, if
you had taken after me, you would have fought me for the throne. Too bad your
brother does take after me.” 


“You cannot be claiming you are my father. My father
is dead.”


“I am very much your father and very much dead,” he
smirked. “Still, I am High King of Dios, for that is not a title that ends when
you die. Don’t look so worried, my son, I’m not here to take the throne. It is
your birthright, and I have much bigger things in mind.”


“Bigger than being High King?”


“Much. And you can help me.”


“Help you do what?”


“For now, all I need from you is for you to introduce
me to your friend, Dylan.” He stood up and walked over to the door to peek out.
“Dylan is very important to my plans.”


“What do you want with him?”


He gave me a sharp glare. “You may be High King now,
but I am still your father; you will not question me.”


“I will never betray my friend. My father, Dleso
Atos, is dead.”


“I have conquered death. I am far more powerful than
you, your guards, or any of those Noquodi. You will do as you are told.”









Chapter 10


Dylan


 


I opened my eyes when I felt Duran’s magic return to
me. “I think you forgot something,” Edward said. 


“Mordon is going to look after his girlfriend while I
go after the pantacle,” I said, pulling the crystal ball, map, Edward’s card,
and the fire wand out of my bag. I spilled everything across the table, which
was already covered with breakfast plates, Edward’s cards, and the other
artifacts Mordon and I had gotten. 


“Mom left you?” Sammy asked. Ron poked him in the
ribs and started cleaning up the plates and cups. 


“Mordon is taking care of dragon business, and I need
to get these items before the Ancients get out of the void.”


“I’m going with you,” Edward said. It wasn’t an offer
or a question. I didn’t bother to be sarcastic or anything; Edward had been
there for me since I became his apprentice when we first met. 


“Thank you,” I said. I considered the boys before
going to the open door. Edward liked to leave it open in the summers for Hobble
to run in and out. “Seimei and Ikiru,” I called. Both griffins stood to
attention. “Come in here,” I said. They flexed their wings and elegantly leaped
onto the porch before squeezing into the doorway. They were the size of large,
fully grown male lions and they had heavy wings against their sides. Each of
them took up next to the boys. “Edward is going with me, so you need to watch
the boys. I don’t know if you obey them because they raised you or because
they’re powerful, but if anything happens to either of them, I’m sending you
both to the void. Do you understand?” 


For a second, I thought they didn’t, but then they
both bowed their heads. I picked up the glass apple and held it to Edward. It
probably should have been difficult to differentiate the time that I got from
the map and the time that Rojan gave me to return here, but it really wasn’t.


“Think of Dios. I already got the time from the map,”
I said. 


Edward nodded. “I can do that, but give me a minute
to get ready. I’ll be right back.” He went downstairs and returned a few
minutes later dressed for a fight. He wore a dark maroon, long-sleeved,
button-up shirt and black pants with heavy black leather boots. He also had a
dark brown leather shoulder harness for two guns and a waist harness for his
favorite sword. I knew his boots had two slots for daggers. 


I looked at my own red t-shirt, jeans, and boots and
tried not to find them lacking. I had no need for guns or swords. 


Sammy regarded Edward’s attire with envy as my old
mentor put his hand on the glass apple. I closed my eyes and focused on the
time the map gave me and the study where the pantacle would appear. The energy
of Duran disappeared and after a few seconds, I felt Dios. Between worlds, I
could feel us moving through time. I opened my eyes when I heard Edward grunt. 


We were standing in the small library. Three walls of
the room were lined with bookshelves and the forth wall had a doorway and
large, old map. There were two dark red cushioned chairs facing each other. I
felt personally that the room was missing a fireplace, but I figured those were
dangerous underground. 


“Where is the pantacle?” Edward asked.


“It usually takes a few seconds to appear. I think it
only exists for one moment in all of history and we have to grab it before it
vanishes,” I said. I went to the bookshelf where it appeared in the crystal
ball, but after a minute, I got really worried. “It should have appeared by
now. There’re no redoes on this.” Two minutes later, I started pacing. What
did I do wrong?


We heard the two creatures before they burst into the
room, identical and grotesque. Light blue, with a general shape of a blob with
two arms, it was creepy enough. It wasn’t the claws at the end of the arms or
the sharp teeth in its mouth; instead, it was the goopy slime gliding over the
folds of fat that made my hair stand on end. I didn’t want to be anywhere near
it. As far as demons went, I had to say they found the right form to scare me.


The sound of Edward’s gun in the small room was
startling. One of the demons went down with a hole in its head, but the other
moved to attack. I threw an energy shield over Edward before the demon could
get to him, but he couldn’t kill the demon either. 


“Grab it!” Edward yelled. I reached out as I turned
and snatched the thick disk off of the shelf. 


The round, wooden disk was only about four and a half
inches in diameter, a sixteenth of an inch thick, and as light as the fire wand
was. Around the edge was about a centimeter thick ring of white. Inside the
circle of white was a circle of four colors: yellow, dark red, dark green, and
black, divided into four sections in the middle. Overlaying the colors was a
white hexagon with lines that were about a half a centimeter wide. On one side,
the outer ring was blank, but on the other side, there were Hebrew letters and
sigils across the white. 


I held it up for Edward to see before slipping it
into my bag. “Drop the shield,” he said. I did and Edward was ready with his
sword. In a blur of steel, my old mentor slaughtered the unholy beast.
Unfortunately, the other demon got to its feet. While Edward was distracted by
spraying the books with blood, the other demon was changing. 


The grotesque, slimy hide of the large beast dried
and darkened as its body shrunk into a thin, four-legged creature. It only took
me a second to recognize the hideous monster as the same I had seen in the air
tribe. It was the dejeva.


For the first time in the seven years I knew him,
Edward froze, seemingly in panic. It was just like Mordon. What was it with
sago and hairless, skinny dogs? The creature gave a growl, spittle flying, and
Edward took a step back, putting himself between me and the beast.


“It’s not a dejeva,” I said. “It’s a demon that
disguised itself as one to scare you.”


Edward didn’t respond. It seemed that even a
two-thousand-year-old Guardian couldn’t ignore the ingrained fear that all sago
shared. But it wasn’t a dejeva; it was a demon playing on that fear. And there
was something I knew the demons had learned to fear.


I reached through the fiber of space and tore. It was
easy when the universe was unraveling, but in this case, I could do it because
I had to. I opened a tear into the void, spilling the forsaken light into the
room. The demon reacted like I sprayed it with acid. 


It tried to run back out the door, but I put an
electrified energy field up over the doorway. As it recoiled, looking for
another way out, I moved away from Edward and struck the beast with a bolt of
burning-cold energy. It was easy to use nominal energy to make lightning, but
everything in the room was made of wood or paper, so I had to be careful not to
set the room on fire. It seemed I unknowingly found the perfect weapon; the
demon writhed upon the floor pathetically. 


I watched calmly as the demon slowly stopped
convulsing. It didn’t try to get back up, only waited for further torture. That
was all the submission I needed from it. I crossed my arms and glared at it
until it struggled to its feet. 


“Run,” I said. The creature turned and vanished into
the void, which I closed behind it. 


The screaming told me I wasn’t done. We were both out
the door in an instant, running towards the screams. We came to one of the
small villages right outside the city. I knew instantly that we had arrived at
a time before some of the population moved above ground, because the city was
full. 


People were being terrorized by five demons, who all
seemed more bent on causing destruction than killing. They demolished any
structure they could, but only chased the people around and batted at them a
bit, as if they were playing with their food.


One of the demons turned and came at us, but it only
took a couple of minutes for Edward to slay the beast. The biggest of demons
attacked next, who posed more of a threat and took longer for Edward to kill.
Without the concern of fire hazards, I fried every demon I could when it wasn’t
next to a person. But more came. At least a dozen more demons attacked and when
I almost struck a person who got in the way of my lightning, I knew I had to
change my tactics. I needed to make a call to Janus. 


Then, right before I could open the void again, every
single demon froze, turned as one, and fled. When it was quiet, Edward came up
beside me. “What did you do?” he asked. 


I shook my head. “It wasn’t me.”


Then my world tilted and I could see nothing but
black. I heard Nila scream and felt overwhelming fear, pain, and suffocation.
My friend was dying a horrible, painful death alone in the dark. In the
darkness, though I couldn’t see where he was, I knew where I had to go.
I grabbed Edward’s arm and pulled him after me, before letting go and running
full out. I had to get to Nila. 


“What’s wrong?!” Edward asked behind me. It was a
testament to my determination that I was able to run faster than him. 


I didn’t bother to answer, I just ran as fast as I
could, faster than I ever had before, because Nila’s life depended on it. When
I fell, it was extremely disorientating, like being hit with a wave of water
strong enough to knock me off my feet… but there was nothing there. 


The burning inside me increased ten-fold. Nila was
about to die. 


I got to my feet and took off again. Outside of
Nila’s throne room, where the goblin guards scrambled around in disarray, I
didn’t slow down, nor enter the throne room; I burst into the small study right
next to it, kicked up the rug, pulled open the trap door, and jumped into the
darkness without a moment of hesitation. After hitting the soft mattress hard,
I was already up and running through the dark before I heard Edward grunt
behind me. I found Nila in the old, abandoned kitchen, reading a book as if
without a care in the world. 


“Dylan!” he said with delight. 


Edward rushed into the room next to me, panting. I
pushed him towards Nila and got as close as I could without touching the young
king. Then I created the strongest energy shield I had ever made in my life
around us. The instant my shield covered us, the world groaned and the ground
shook with ferocity. I fell to my knees, but managed not to touch Nila. In seconds
the ceiling collapsed and the new kitchen, built on top of the old one, came
down on us. 


My head pounded as my shield took such a hit, but it
held strong. It had to. 


It felt like hours before the shaking stopped and
when it did, there was no light save for the crackling energy in my shield. I
knew if my shield gave out then, we would all be crushed to death. I couldn’t
flash Nila, and I couldn’t leave him behind, so I did the only thing left I
could do. My wife was a god, after all.


Reaching through the always present connection with
my book, I searched for Divina. It only took a moment to feel her warm
presence. I need you, I thought, hoping my thoughts made it to her.
After a few seconds, which felt like minutes when I was holding up two stories
of rubble, the space inside my shield filled with bright light. 


I had a moment to panic for Nila’s life before the
light cleared, leaving Edward, Divina, Nila, and myself in the throne room.
Nila was alive if not scared. When he just stood there shaking, I hugged him.
“Thank you,” I said to Divina. 


She smiled. “I will always come when you need me.
Just tell me this is time travel and not something worse, because I was having
a conversation with you over breakfast when you called me here.”


“Yeah, just time travel and a glass apple with some
demons sprinkled here and there and Mordon is dealing with a dragon poison
alone and I just had a vision of Nila dying a horrible and painful death
and---”


“Dylan!” Nila demanded, staring at me. He wasn’t
shaking anymore, but his pupils were huge. “Your rambling is scaring me.”


“Thank you for your help, Divina,” Edward said. 


I desperately wanted to ask her how she was able to
flash Nila, as even my own Iadnah powers wouldn’t work when I was in contact
with him, but she seemed to be in a hurry. She gave me a kiss before
disappearing, leaving only an echo of her sweet scent and the feel of her lips
on mine. My wife was a goddess. 


“We have a problem we need to deal with,” Edward
said.


“I know,” I said. “All those people trapped in the
earthquake… we need to find everyone still alive and help them.”


“Most places are protected against such natural
disasters,” Nila said. He waved his arm about. “My throne is still standing. I
was unlucky to be in an old place that was never built to sustain quakes. I
would have died if you were not there, but most places would not have suffered
much damage. Those who are unlucky as I was could have protected themselves
with magic.”


“No, that is the problem. I think the tremor
was just a reaction, the aftermath,” Edward argued. We looked at him. “There is
no magic. That wave that struck before the quake stripped the magic. There is
no nominal energy. The goblins outside were in a panic about it.”


“I was more focused on getting to Nila than listening
to the goblins.”


“This must be what the demons ran from. They knew it
was coming.”


“I hope this is what they ran from. Really, though, I
think the wave was only part of it. Stuff like that doesn’t happen without
reason. Maybe I’m being paranoid, but I’ve watched a lot of movies and read a
lot of books. I think the demons ran because something bigger is coming.”


 


*          *          *


 


Despite Nila’s assurance that the underground cities
were built to withstand earthquakes, some places had not been maintained.
Without magic, even wounds people could have healed on their own were
life-threatening. One thing Dios did have right was a system in place for
emergency situations. There was a medical station in every single city that
people were mandated to report to in this kind of situation.


There were medical records on people and where they
were supposed to live, so when someone didn’t check in, search parties were
sent out after them. The downfall was that those search parties were supposed
to be able to heal using magic. There was an entire underground civilization of
magic-users who just suffered a major disaster and now had no magic. People,
goblins, and trolls everywhere were in a panic. 


I saw a side to Nila I never saw before. His sweet,
goofy, juvenile personality evaporated at the sight of his people in danger.
Everywhere we went, he directed people and delegated duties. He would walk into
a room of panicking people and walk out a minute later with everyone calm and
safe. 


I helped the people I could with bandages and
cleaning wounds, but it was those who couldn’t make it to the medical stations
that I worried about. Without magic, the doctors had trouble figuring out who
was mortally wounded and who could wait, because they didn’t have medical
equipment designed for detecting internal damage. Therefore, it took longer
than it should have to send out search parties. When I told the doctors that I
wanted to go on the search, they asked if I had any medical training. Edward
put his hand over my mouth and told them I was a doctor on Duran. Nila gave him
a look, but kept quiet. 


The doctors were thrilled and sent us on the first
group to leave. Nila refused to stay behind and said he was more useful on the
trip, so Edward, Nila, and I headed out with six other people, none of which
knew any English. 


“What was that about me being a doctor?” I asked
Edward in English. 


“They cannot know you’re the only one left in the
world with magic. At least if they think you’re a doctor, they won’t suspect
anything when your ‘patients’ suddenly get better. You need to disguise your
healing and not heal them too much. If they find out you are the only one left
with magic, they would likely suspect that you’re the cause of its absence.”


“I got it. Play human.”


“Not human. You are officially listed as my brother
and they will believe anything I tell them to believe,” Nila said. “Now bring
my nephews to visit or I will tell my guards that your pet is a mercenary.”


“You really must stop calling Mordon my pet. And
besides, I don’t think Mordon would care.” We came to a partially collapsed
tunnel. There was a way around, but it would have taken most of a day, so we
went through it. Still, it took more than an hour. Most places were a tight
squeeze for everyone but Nila and the loose clay was wet and sticky. 


We made it out to another village, which had suffered
a lot more damage than Nila’s city. Houses here were made of stone and an odd
synthetic wood which disintegrated when wet. Very little held up to the
knee-high flood and what was built at a higher elevation had shaken apart from
the quake. People were trapped in their homes and businesses everywhere.
Several people hadn’t reported to the stations because they were trying to get
their loved ones free. 


Nila was an incredible help, as he could lift and
toss aside debris three times his size. He was the strongest of the dile, which
were the strongest of people. Even the other dile stood aside to let him work.
When we got to people who were mortally wounded, I would disguise my healing
magic by wrapping bandages, as I learned to do on myself as a kid. We rescued
several goblins, which were very difficult for me to heal because they had to
be unconscious for me to get away with it, as they were very sensitive to magic
of any kind. 


We worked throughout the day and night, going from
village to village. I lost count of how many people I healed, but I knew
exactly how many I failed. There were too many people and some of them had been
killed instantly. Some died from bleeding out or suffocating because it took
too long to find them.


The first time I saw one of the rare trolls, I was
timid to approach him. Halfway out of a tunnel that had collapsed on him, he
was obviously in need of help, but he was about twice my height and four times
wider. His skin was greyer than a person’s and his huge face was a little
flatter. When Nila tried to move the fallen rock off of him, he woke thrashing
and yelling nonsense over and over. Edward explained to me that trolls were not
bright and were extremely dangerous when they felt trapped. Oddly, when Nila
got enough of the debris off him, the troll still did not get up. Instead, he
moved around before resettling himself with his arms under him. 


“He’s holding something,” I said.


I reached out and touched his arm, sending magic
through him. He lifted his head to look me right in the eyes. It reminded me of
the last time I came eye to eye with a draxuni in the Aradlin forest. It was
protecting its pups, but the pack had somehow mistaken Mordon for an abandoned
pup and was not going to let him go on his own.


My magic showed me no damage except for some bruised
bones and a sprained wrist. “Come out of there. No one will hurt you,” I said
as softly as I could. I knew my magic would translate my words into something
he could at least halfway understand. 


The troll glanced past me at Nila and Edward before
he retreated a few inches further into the collapsed cave. It was as much as he
could move, but it left a message. The troll never moved his arm that was
blocking whatever was under him. He was holding himself up on his elbows and
cradling something with one hand while hiding it with his other.


“Nila, Edward, back up just a little ways,” I said.
“He’s scared.”


“Trolls are dangerous when they’re afraid, Dylan. He
might attack you,” Edward said, not moving.


The troll snarled his rotting teeth at the Guardian. 


“Hush,” I said, moving to block the troll’s sight of
my uncle. “Nobody is going to hurt anyone. Come out. I can’t help you in here.”
I kept my hand gently on his arm as I took two slow steps back. With my free
hand, I waved everyone behind me away. I paused before taking another step
away, breaking contact with the giant.


He crept forward, just enough for my hand to touch
his arm again. I wondered why his skin was so cold, but I figured that must
have been a troll thing because my magic didn’t warn me about it. I smiled, but
kept my lips closed so I wouldn’t show my teeth. 


I took another step back and he followed, braver now
that I was retreating instead of advancing. Soon, he was cleared of the cave.
“I am a healer. I can help you if you need it,” I said. He looked unsure, but
slowly uncurled his arms, laying his burden on the ground. It was two little
dile children, both about Ron’s age. 


“Heal,” the troll grunted, nudging them towards me.


The two children had short brown hair and dark purple
eyes. They were almost identical in appearance, including the raged, torn
clothes and dirt covered faces. I assumed they were twins, but one was a boy
and one was a girl. The boy was fine, just shaken up and a little dehydrated.
The unconscious girl, on the other hand, needed serious medical attention. 


There was a small mound of dirt, just high enough and
wide enough to lay the girl on to keep her out of the water. Somebody laid a
damp sheet down on it so it wouldn’t be so muddy. My magic found multiple
broken bones. Her legs were crushed and with only a mortal’s power, she would
never walk again. 


“Please help her. I tried to get her out but she kept
screaming,” the boy cried. Of course, he was speaking Dego, but my magic didn’t
miss a word in the translation. “The troll heard her screams and came to help,
but then he was trapped, too.”


“Nila, take him,” I said. I couldn’t concentrate. I
had stitched flesh, mended bones, and even healed burns with magic… but I never
had to rebuild bones that had been crushed before. “Get me scissors, a cloth,
and water.”


I don’t know who handed me the cloth and water, but
Edward got to work on cutting away her pants, revealing horrible wounds. My
magic had been too overwhelmed by all the internal damage that I hadn’t even
seen the deep exterior injuries. I pulled out my pen light to help me see in
the dim light and washed the wounds as gently as I could before Edward started
applying medical herbs. All around us there was crying and pleading from the
injured and their loved ones. Debris randomly fell loose from the ceiling and I
could hear tunnels and homes collapsing in the distance.


This was what being a doctor in the middle of war
must have felt like.


When Edward was done with the external wounds, I
stopped him from wrapping her legs. The medical paste would prevent her from
bleeding out, but I needed to work on her bones without the gauze hindering her
healing. After putting my penlight away, I released my magic and concentrated
on healing her. 


I could see in my mind how her bones would expand
back into their original shape and begin mending. They would never be perfect,
but I had to do my best. When I didn’t feel pain in my own legs, I knew it
wasn’t working. So I sent more magic. I stopped trying to picture the healing
and trusted my magic to do what it was created for. 


It was distracting when someone put a curtain around
us, but it cut off some of the sounds of people in despair. As prepared as I
was for pain in my legs, it was a sudden pain in my chest that left me gasping
for breath. “Her heart stopped,” I said, moving to press my ear against her
chest. I was right, but I wasn’t about of give up. 


I was CPR certified for infant through adult since
middle school on Earth and I had never been more thankful that I had learned. I
did the hands-only method because I didn’t have enough air to give her. My
magic was still cycling through her and giving me her pain. 


She woke and coughed before screaming in agony. I
stopped pressing on her heart and continued working on her legs. As distracting
as her screaming was, I didn’t want her to stop, for it meant she was alive.
Then the pain came on more strongly than I had ever felt from healing someone.
I was glad to be sitting because I knew I would not otherwise have been able to
continue. I could barely keep from screaming myself. 


Finally, her cries ended, but my pain did not. Edward
quickly wrapped her mostly healed flesh wounds. Her brother helped her up and
when she stood, wobbly, but without pain, she cried and hugged me. Although it
was agonizing, I couldn’t tell her to stop. Her brother took her away and
Edward knelt in front of me. Edward tried to hand me a cup of water, but I
couldn’t take it. When another spasm of pain went through my legs, I fell back.
Instead of landing in knee-high water, huge hands caught me and pulled me up,
way off the ground. The troll held me to his massive chest in an extremely
gentle hug. 


“Good healer,” the troll praised, petting my hair.
“Good healer.”


The pain was fading, but not enough that I could
stand when the troll tried to set me down. “I can’t,” I said. My legs wouldn’t
hold me up and the pain was crippling. The troll couldn’t figure out why I
didn’t stand, but he wouldn’t let me fall into the water, so he sat me gently
on the same mound where I had healed the girl. 


I didn’t know how to heal myself from phantom pains…
or even real injuries. If Mordon were here, I could have cycled my magic
through him to help myself, but without him, I would just have to suffer
through it. Edward helped me drink water. 


“Bring me someone else who needs to be healed,” I
said. I couldn’t even move my legs, but at least the rest of my body just hurt.



“Not a chance. If you can’t go to them, you are in no
shape to heal them,” Edward said. 


He would always put my needs first, and somewhere
along the way, he learned that I felt the pain of the injuries I healed. I
looked at the troll and saw more intelligence in his eyes than I expected. I
held out my arm and he gently picked me up, cradling me like a child myself. 


“There’s someone screaming louder than anyone else,”
I said to the troll. “Take me to her.” The troll had no trouble following her
cries… but it wasn’t an injured woman we found. The woman couldn’t have been
more than twenty and despite the blood covering her body, she appeared
uninjured. In her lap was a dead man in his late twenties with a horrible gash
to his head.


I tried to reach out to him to see if he was beyond
help, but the woman yanked him away.


“This man is healer,” The troll advised, his voice
guttural. 


She looked from me to the man in her arms before
moving away just a couple of inches. The troll sat me down next to him. I let
out my magic, but it came back to me with hopelessness. I looked at the woman
as she watched his face. I knew she wanted nothing more in life than for him to
open his eyes. “I am sorry,” I said. She cried and laid her head on his chest.


The troll nudged me in the back. “Heal,” he demanded.



“I cannot heal the dead.” The man had been dead for
hours. Nila came to my side. “You need to help her before she does something to
herself.”


“He was her husband. It is not shameful to die of a
broken heart,” the boy-king said. 


“If she kills herself, that is not dying of a broken
heart,” I argued.


He considered the woman. “It is to us. She has a
right to end her pain. She is not a child and we cannot ask her to move on. You
can heal anyone who asks for it, but let her deal with her grief.”


“People get over the loss of their spouses! They even
get over losing children. You can’t let her kill herself because she’s upset!”
The troll picked me up and walked away. “What are you doing?” I asked.


“Healer is wrong,” he said simply. 


By now, the flood water was only about five inches
deep. The pain in my heart was overtaking the pain in my legs, but the troll
would not set me down until it was to heal a teenager who was bleeding out
badly with a major head wound. I healed her with no incident and the troll
moved me to another victim. He only offered one-word answers when someone spoke
to him.


A man about my age, holding a little boy about five,
followed us as I healed the injured, but he didn’t approach and the child never
cried. Finally, when I finished healing a pregnant woman with just a little
internal bleeding, I held my hand out to stop the troll from picking me back
up. I looked at the man and little boy. When I didn’t say anything, he
approached hesitantly. 


“Please look at this one. I found him in his family
home, which had collapsed. His parents are both dead, but he was not crying or
screaming.” He sat the boy in front of me. 


“Hey there, little man. Can you tell me your name?” I
asked. He stared blankly at me. “Can you hear me?” He showed no sign of hearing
me, but that didn’t necessarily mean he couldn’t. “Okay, then. I am going to
take a look at your throat. I will not hurt you. I need you to open your mouth
and stick out your tongue. Can you do that?” I asked. He didn’t respond.


I pulled out my silver penlight and gently pressed
down on his jaw to open his mouth. His eyes finally moved from his dull stare
to look at the thin flashlight. He held his mouth open and flattened his tongue
out. As I focused the light in his mouth, I let my energy search him for
injuries. His throat looked fine and the only injury I could find was a badly
sprained ankle. 


“Well, I can see nothing wrong there, let me look at
your ears,” I said. Then I clicked the button on the end to turn the light off.
He flinched. I put the light to his ear and clicked it on. He flinched again.
“So your hearing is fine. Can you tell me what happened?” I asked. I focused
the light in his other ear before clicking it off. He turned his head to study
it.


“What is that?” His voice was a whisper.


Obviously he wasn’t about to pass out, and I was
still supposed to hide my magic from everyone. People needed my help much more
than him, but I was worried about his mental condition if he could watch the
death of his parents and not cry. “This is Vaigdan technology. It can heal
little wounds.”


“Not the dead?” Still a whisper.


“No, not the dead.”


“What heals dead people?” he asked.


“Love, I guess. You can remember people you loved.
Everybody will die someday. The only thing you can do is love them and hope
they’re happy in the spirit world.”


“Can I have one of those Vaigdan healing wands? Can I
heal people with it?”


“You have to be a doctor for it to work. Is that
something you want? You will never be able to heal people back to life.”


“But you did. You pressed on that girl’s chest and
she came back. You used magic to bring her back from death.”


“Yes, I guess you are right about the bringing her
back, but that wasn’t magic, and it doesn’t work every time. You can save life
without magic. There are doctors on Earth who save people every day without
magic.”


“I will grow up and be a doctor and healer. Then will
you give me one of those Vaigdan healing wands?” he asked.


“Yes. Tell Nila when you are all grown up and can
heal people with and without magic. He will send for me and I will bring you
one.” I had an idea that would stretch beyond my abilities now… but by then I
would have a way.


I was healing a little girl who had over a dozen
major breaks as well as a punctured lung when the wave came again. Silence fell
over the people. All crying, talking, begging stopped. And we waited. 


No earthquake. Edward held out his hand and a
blockage of wreckage came apart. “The magic is back,” he said. I felt around me
for nominal energy and sure enough, he was right. With their power back, people
became braver and held themselves together. Soon I was no longer needed, and I
passed out.


 


*          *          *


 


“You remembered what I told you,” Vretial said. We
were at the apple tree and he sat on the large boulder under it. The pain from
healing was gone, but it felt like the energy inside me was swirling and
squirming. 


“I remembered what you told me, but I didn’t
understand.”


“I know you didn’t understand. When your energy
clashed with an equally powerful force, your magic used that opportunity to
help you remember, but you were only seven. You need to see it again, from new
eyes.”


“You said you couldn’t send me back there.”


He sighed. “I thought you of all people would pay
attention. Mordon saw everything you remembered because you can share memories
and thoughts.”


“How are we able to share thoughts when we focus and
talk to each other in our heads without magic? I don’t know what it is between
us, but I think Sammy and Ron are the same.” Although I knew Vretial couldn’t
be trusted to tell me the truth any more than my wife, any answers, even lies,
were better than no answers. 


“Yes, it appears they have problems with bad
translations as well. They say they are brothers. I like that translation,” he
said thoughtfully. 


“If ‘brother’ is the wrong translation, what is the
correct one?” I asked. 


He smirked. “Balance, of course. Or equilibrium, or
stability. It is such an unrestricted word, that brother works just as well.”


“They say Mordon and I are brothers. I thought I was
supposed to balance Divina.”


“According to our people, who have long since died,
there exists a mate for each of the Iadnah. It was said that we could never
mate with another god because it would throw off the balance in the universe. I
honestly always thought it was a myth in order to control us, since the idea
that we had to adhere to the balance was preposterous at the time. Then I
watched my people fall and I learned that the balance is the only thing holding
the universe together.


“Unfortunately, you throw off the balance. You
are not a god, yet not a mortal either. It is a mistake I think, that you have
the power you do. In order to correct its mistake, the natural reaction of the
universe was to create Mordon. Like a mutation, there is a three-way
equilibrium. While you and Tiamat are mates, Mordon and you are balanced. The
more powerful you become in one aspect, Mordon becomes in another. To add
insult to injury, outside forces threatened to disrupt the balance between
you.”


“Rojan.”


“Yes, but he would never have come into the picture
if Mordon had not needed him. And of course, Mordon would never have survived
on his own, because the balance created him to counteract you. You have just
become a more powerful healer, so Mordon will become a more powerful dragon
very soon.” 


“But if Mordon was created to balance me for the
universe’s sake, wouldn’t he be against me in anything I do? Like my opposite?
For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction…”


“The universe doesn’t see two opposing forces as
balance. That is chaos. Balance is more like a peace, complete and utter peace,
with your magic, your soul, and your mind. Mordon will be whatever you need him
to be and you will be what he needs. When you first met him, he needed an
adventure more than anything, and you needed a friend. When you took him to
Earth, he needed the strength to leave his father and you needed someone to
stop you from being yourself too much.” 


I pushed my palms into my eyes. “This is so
complicated.”


“Is it really? The universe does everything it can to
balance itself. You were born too powerful and the universe couldn’t kill you.
Then you just kept getting more powerful. What else was the universe to do but
grasp at straws?”


It bugged me, though. His words bugged me deep in my
mind. I didn’t know why until I said it. “You’re lying.”


He laughed. “I do that a lot. Still, I am not lying
that you and Mordon are balanced. Without him, you would be destroyed by the
universe, and without you, Tiamat would never be happy. And you are correct;
Ronez and Samhail are balanced, like you and Mordon. Their balance is a lot
safer because they have no outside factors like dragon blood and Iadnah mates.
Ronez is a demigod, but Samhail has the same power as you. Neither will find a
mate more powerful than themselves, so their balance is stable.”


“You keep talking to them. Why? I know you want them
as your Guardians, but Sammy was born to be the Guardian of Lore. Avoli
specifically wanted him to protect his world against you.”


“He was born to be a Guardian, yes, but not to fight
me. I am also relatively confident that they will choose me over Avoli, because
unlike my weak-minded brother, I wouldn’t dream of separating them. I
understand the force they make together. Besides, it’s highly unlikely that
they would choose to serve him when they both know well enough that you
disapprove of him.”


“I never said a word against him.”


He laughed. “You’re not difficult to figure out,
Dylan. At least, not for me.”


“I may not care for Avoli’s particular style, but he
is peaceful, and that is definitely better than what could be said about
Azenoth, Erono, or Zer. I don’t think I can approve of them working for you
after you killed my father.”


“Actually, I learned the error of my ways after
getting yelled at by a furious three-year-old. Also, I never instructed Shio to
kill anyone, and the ghost of the Noquodi that I destroyed was harming the
balance. That was a different life.” He sounded almost contrite. “I am hardly
mortal, but I am alive. Sure, the majority of my power was destroyed, but I can
still create a world with ecosystems and populations.” 


“You wanted some pretty unnatural things of your
people last time.”


“A different life. Let’s just say I had more on my
mind than I could handle.”


“So you’re good now and you just want to live in
peace? You think the other gods will accept that? What about the books and the
gates?”


“The gates are the natural order of things. The
worlds were created around them. That being said, if the gates open then the
Noquodi become obsolete. Personally, if it means having Ronez and Samhail as my
Noquodi, I am willing to live happily with the books.”


“And if they refuse to be your Guardians?”


“Well, then I will ask your next child. A daughter, I
believe.” 


My jaw about hit the floor and my heart skipped a
beat. Yeah, I would be hoping for that daughter. Part of me prayed Divina never
found out about the god’s prediction, because she may refuse to sleep with me
ever again.


“You do understand that almost everyone thinks you’re
the evilest being in the universe, right?” 


Vretial nodded. “I do. The thing is, my mortal body
dampens my power. I didn’t take my brother’s world in order to gain more power;
I never needed it. Even now, as weakened as I am, I could still defeat any of
my siblings.”


Somehow I knew he wasn’t lying. “Why did you take
your brother’s world, then?” 


“That is between me and him.”


“On Dios, there was a wave of energy or something
that took away the magic, and then an earthquake. I feel that that can’t be a
good thing.”


“There are multiple gates, all of which are being
opened. The gate from Dios has been fully opened. I believe Nano will soon find
himself no longer a Noquodi. His book is losing power as we speak. His people,
on the other hand, will become more powerful.”


“Will that reverse when I get the gates closed?” I
asked. 


He smirked. “You are so sure of yourself.” He
shrugged. “If the gates are closed, the Iadnah can return the power to the
books and everything will be as it was.”


I hesitated, unsure whether to bring up the vision or
not. Divina had brushed it off, but that really hadn’t surprised me. “I had a
dream,” I finally said. “It was like a vision, but not one of the Guardian
warning dreams.”


“And you know Guardian’s aren’t supposed to have
dreams, so you’re not sure what to make of it?” he asked. I nodded. “Let me
guess. The gates to Earth opened, your book was destroyed, and all your people
were dead in under a minute? That absolutely sounds like a regular nightmare to
me. I wouldn’t worry about it, and I certainly wouldn’t ask your wife, the god
of that planet about it.”


“Have you ever heard of sarcasm before? You should
try it; I think you’d enjoy it.”


 


*          *          *


 


Waking was a painful struggle. Everything hurt and it
required a fair amount of concentration to open my eyes. It took several
minutes to recognize my own bedroom, but no time at all to realize my boys were
cuddled up on either side of me. I sat up too quickly and had to focus on
breathing in order to keep from retching. 


Divina entered the room and handed me a glass of
water before kneeling on the bed in front of me. I drank the water, set the
glass on the bedside table, and pulled Divina into my arms. It was quiet and
peaceful for the moment and her scent helped clear my head. She always smelled
like vanilla, passion fruit, and something unique. Her aroma matched her
personality; sweet, mysterious, and exotic. 


“You are so high maintenance,” Divina said. 


“But you’re a god, so I think you can handle me.” I
gave her a light kiss, but my head hurt too much to be passionate. “What
happened?”


“You passed out from overworking yourself. Edward
called to Erono, who at first ignored him. Apparently he got through to Erono
that you needed help and my brother felt obligated to inform me. I pulled you
back here to the right time. I know you’re doing what you can to close the
gates, but it’s extremely dangerous for you to be in more than one place at one
time. With your power, if there are two of you at the same moment, as near as
on the same planet, there could be serious consequences. Also, you have to
remember that the more you strain your magic, the more you create. Your excess
energy has been seeping out of you since I brought you back. Edward was worried
sick about you,” she said, indicating the reading chair in the corner, where
Edward was sleeping. 


“How long have I been back?”


“I brought you back to a minute after you traveled to
Dios, but you couldn’t wake up until your body rebalanced your energy. You were
asleep for nearly twenty-two hours. I know you hurt right now, but it should
fade in less than an hour now that you are conscious. Try to take it easy until
then.”


“The gates are opening. The Dios gate is already open
and the others probably aren’t far behind. I need to…” I trailed off as she
glared at me. “I need to rest quickly so that I can think clearly and not get
injured. You’re so beautiful when you’re forgiving.”


“You are a dork.”


“But you love me anyway,” I said. 


“I do,” she said, snuggling into my arms. She was a
god and often seemed above everything, but she still liked to cuddle.


With pain still weighing on me, I reclined and pulled
her with me. Sammy wiggled around in his sleep for a moment before settling
down, but neither child woke. “We got to get up. Work to do,” I said sometime
later, half asleep. I didn’t open my eyes, but I felt her nod against my chest.


“Yeah,” she said. 


I could tell by her voice that she was half asleep,
too. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of thunder. Snuggled between my
wife and my children, I wanted to go back to sleep. The weather of Shomodii was
always precarious… but it wasn’t just thunder… something was wrong. I could
feel something wrong with the atmosphere.


“Daddy, Ron doesn’t feel good,” Sammy said. I rolled
over, waking Divina, and saw the boys sitting on the floor. I was out of bed
and next to them in an instant. Ron was never sick; he was the son of a
goddess. 


He was sitting cross-legged and leaning against
Sammy. His skin was pale so I put my hand on his forehead. He wasn’t feverish.
“What’s wrong, sweetie?” 


“The energy is bad. The gate is nearly open and the
Ancients are getting out. I don’t know what to do, Daddy, I can’t stop them. I
can’t stop the gate. I’m sorry, Daddy.”


Divina and I both hugged him. “It’s not your fight,”
I said. “It’s my job to make the future better for you.” My next words were
drowned by another loud crack of thunder… but it didn’t sound so much like
thunder this time. It was an explosion. “Stay with the boys,” I told Divina.


“What?! I’m a god, why would I stay behind?!” 


I stopped at the door and turned back to see her
still kneeling on the floor. Ron’s arms were wrapped around her right arm and
Sammy held her left hand. 


“Because our sons need their mother when they’re
scared.” Exiting the bedroom, I found Edward standing in the front doorway
while the two griffins guarded the bedroom door. It was raining hard. I got to
the door just as I felt the same wave as on Dios. 


“We are screwed,” Edward said. 


The sound of an explosion came again and I pushed
past him. Outside in the yard, there was a small sphere of blinding light
suspended about six feet off the ground. With each explosion, which were increasing
in frequency, the sphere grew larger. Finally, it burst. 


Standing there was Harvey. 


It wasn’t really Harvey, though, only the demon who
took my step-father’s form. He stood there as the light faded, his arms
crossed. As heavily as the rain poured, the demon remained dry and with a smirk
of confidence. Hell, he even dressed like a high-class demon; he wore a black
satin, sleeveless shirt with thin metal chains strapped across it and black
leather pants. He dressed like a goth kid, yet he looked about my age. 


Edward drew his sword, but I waved him down. “I got
it.” I could feel his unsure stare before he stepped back, putting his trust in
me. “Why are you here?” I asked. The rain instantly ceased. 


“You sound unpleased. I hardly thought you would
welcome me, but I came here to help you,” he grinned. “Myself as well.” He
paused for me to speak, but I waited. “The demons are free from the void. Most
of us follow the balance, but I am stronger than that; I can think for myself.
I know that while the balance might be the strongest force in the universe, you
will probably come out victorious. Therefore, I have come to you with a
proposition. I want to serve you, in exchange for pardon. According to your
father, you will close the gates again, and I believe him. When you close the
gates, you will send the demons back to the void. There is no worse place. I
will serve you for your vow not to send me back. I am even willing to
serve your dragon friend in atonement for what I did to him.”


I knew my stare was blank, and he soon lost his
confident expression, but inside I was doing a happy dance. I was trying to
figure out how to contact Janus and make a bargain with this demon, but the
Ancient walked right into my hands.


“How long are you agreeing to serve me?” I asked. 


“Until you send the other demons back into the void.”


“You know, without your power, you are hardly useful
to anyone,” I said thoughtfully. When he frowned, I gave him my friendliest
smile. 


“I would, of course, need my magic back.”


“In order to serve me, you would. But if I were to
give you back your magic, you could revert to your old ways.”


“You created a body that I could survive in. I would
rather live powerless than be imprisoned in the void. It was never an ambition
of mine to cause pain. Yes, destruction was entertainment to me, but I can find
other ways to enjoy myself. There is nothing in the void. You humans call it
Hell, yes?”


He was earnest. “You brought it on yourself by
messing with my family.”


“Subjecting your dragon brother to the void was a
mistake. I will never make such an error again. The child was the only way I
thought I could live.”


“Who told you about Samhail?” Edward asked the demon.



The demon glanced at him and then back at me,
deciding whether or not I would demand his answer. “You would never believe
me.”


“Give me the truth and I will believe it,” I said.


“He created unbalance in the universe. I was led to
him, not by a person, god, or demon, but by the force of the universe to
destroy threats. He was the first of his kind and so powerful that the universe
had to try to crush him. Beings of the void can feel that, and it is our
instinct to help balance the universe. You have been the biggest foe of the
balance by destroying Vretial, but you still came out triumphant. No matter
what was thrown at you, you prevailed.”


“He does that,” Edward said. 


“That is why I am resisting my instincts to enforce
the natural order of nature and instead, I want to follow you to the victory.”


“You would live with what I give you? That child you
were so determined to possess, he is my family now.”


He snorted. “That is no surprise to me. I spent so
little time inside the child, but I knew immediately that he could expel me at
any moment. I thought he was my salvation, but I was wrong; I cannot fully
possess a demigod.”


“Sammy isn’t a demigod. He is the child of a Noquodi
and a human, like I am.”


“Who told you that?” he asked me with surprise. 


“His mother.”


“You were lied to. He is the child of a god. Your
whole family has the impact of a black hole to a planet on the balance. With as
much power as you all have and nobody to counteract you, there is nothing to
stop you from destroying everything. The universe will never stop trying to
return to equilibrium.”


“I’ll figure out how to keep the universe together
with the gates closed. You can have your power back for the time that you serve
me. You are required to obey me until I return the demons to the void, and in
return I will let you live. However; once you choose to stop serving me, you
will only have minor, mortal power. But there is one more stipulation. If
Mordon, Samhail, or my son, Ronez, are ever fatally in danger, you will regain
full power in order to save them, which you must do immediately.” 


“You are very thorough. I accept.” He dropped to one
knee and bowed. 


I wished Mordon was there, so that I could make a
joke. So many missed opportunities… 


“What are my orders?” he asked. 


“The other demons are causing havoc, and I bet the
Ancients will, too, now that they’re out. You are to stop them. I will make you
more powerful than all of them, but you have to thwart their every harmful
move. Every attack. Every single attack. Priority goes to protecting life.”


“I will make you glad you chose to spare me.” He
looked up. “But I need a name for you to call me.”


“You have no name?”


“Minor demons have names they keep hidden. People can
be controlled by magic through their names, but demons can be owned. Therefore,
I have no name. None of the demons of my class do. However, all demons must
give a measure of control over to the mortals if we make a covenant with them. 


“You must give me a name to call me by, which will
have as much power over me as our deal entails and no more. In other words, for
this specific contract, you can use it to command me to save someone, but you
cannot use it to force me back into the void. Once you or I consciously break
our end of the deal or end it peacefully, the name loses all power. Be mindful,
for with every person you share my name, the power in it diminishes. I could be
called to anyone and trapped by my name,” he said.


Edward put his hand on my shoulder. “If an enemy gets
his name, he can be used to find you. I’ll go inside; I don’t want to know the
name of your demon.” He left, which meant something to me. Edward would only
leave me alone with a demon if there was no possible chance that the demon
could hurt me. 


I pulled my power and sent my magic into him, giving
him back what I took the last time I faced him, but adding a little extra. His
own demon energy was powerful, and I couldn’t give him Iadnah power, but I
could easily give him better control over nominal energy. It was an
afterthought, maybe even a stroke of genius, to give him a protective instinct.
I gave him a little of my own healing energy, but tweaked it for a new purpose,
so that he would sense when someone needed help or healing, and it would bother
him. After all, if he was going to be my demon, I should train him. 


“Xul is your name,” I said. 


“Thank you. If I may be excused, I have work to do.”


“Go on, then,” I said. He vanished smoothly. 


I went back inside. Ron and Sammy ran into my arms as
soon as I stepped through the door. Divina stood out of their way. 


“It never even occurred to you to doubt your control
over him,” she said.


“It’s not my faith in my magic that caused me to make
a deal with him. I know he would have found a way to get his powers back. I
also know there are more Ancients than him. If I can close the gates, then they
are all going to be gunning for me. Having him on my side is better than having
him on theirs.”


“I thought Edward told you to stop taking home pets.”


“He’s not my mentor anymore, so I can get as many
pets as I want,” I argued. She crossed her arms. “As long as my lovely wife
doesn’t mind, of course. I’m sorry, are you allergic to demons? He can be an
outside demon. You won’t have to walk him or pet him or anything. Which reminds
me, where is Shinobu?”


“She wasn’t here when I brought you back. Don’t worry
about her; she’s a wild animal. Now, unfortunately, I need to get back to
work.”


“The demon told me something a little disturbing,” I
said. 


Divina nodded. “I know. I’m a god; I was listening.
We can talk about it later.” She gave me a small hug and chaste kiss and then
vanished. 


“What now, Daddy?” Sammy asked. 


“We need to go get Mordon, but I have to go get
something straight real quick. I’ll be right back,” I said before flashing to
Edward’s house and landing right in front of the woman I wanted to talk to. In
her startled state, I grabbed Vivian’s arm and dragged her into the cabin, then
shut the door behind us and turned to her. “Who is Sammy’s father?”


She frowned. “Nano is his father. You know that,” she
said, a confused frown on her face. I knew Vivian; I knew when she was lying
and she was telling the truth. “Why are you asking me this?”


“You know Ron is old enough to pass Divina’s
protection spell back to her. Why haven’t you come for Sammy?” I asked. She
looked ashamed. “Do you not love him?”


She glared at me. “Of course I love him! He’s my
baby!” she paused. “But Nano and I talked a lot about what was best for him.
That’s all we ever wanted. And we think what is best for him is to stay with
you. Nano is often gone on missions and he has other children that he treats
like vague acquaintances. He has children older than me. It’s really creepy,
really. With you, Sammy has a brother. You and Divina are powerful enough to
protect him and train him. In many ways, he’s already more powerful than Nano.”


“You’re his mother. How can you possibly give him
up?”


She sighed and hung her head. “I know you don’t
understand. You are what’s best for him. I wish I was, but I know he’s
better off with you and Divina. He never liked Dios. He loves me and he likes
Nano, but when he used to cry for his dad at night, it was you he wanted. He’s
more like you than anyone, and he always wanted to be a Guardian just like you,
not Nano. You’re a hero to him. I can’t take him away from you.”


“I don’t think I could give him up, even if you
wanted him back.”


She gave me a sad smile. “And that is why you don’t
have to, because I could. I already let you go when I loved you, because I knew
we weren’t right together. I had to help raise my siblings and that was enough
parenting for me, but you wanted a bunch of kids. Let me give you what you
really wanted from me. I still love you. I always loved you, and I always will.
So I gave you up, like I’m giving Sammy up. Divina is better for you than me, I
know. I can see it.” She started choking up, but no tears fell. 


I started to reach for her, because that was the only
way I knew to comfort her, but I hesitated a second before and let my hand
fall. A shudder ran through her, as if she also felt the space between us like
a windy canyon. 


“I would have married you,” I said. It was no secret;
we had talked about it before. 


“The saddest words: what might have been? You wanted
kids. You love Divina much more than you ever loved me. Take Sammy. He’s the
best thing that ever happened to me, but he belongs with you.”


I suddenly remembered the dozens of times my mother
told me I was the worst thing that ever happened to her. “Sammy will always be
a son to me, and to Divina,” I said. “Why wouldn’t you even look at him? Why
didn’t you ask him if he was happy? Or ask him what he wanted?” 


“Neither of us are good parents. We love him, but
Nano and I are having problems right now. Taking him back would be unfair to
him, and I can’t keep saying goodbye. I want to be with him. If I spoke to him,
if I hugged him like I wanted to… Hell, I wanted to ask him what was going on
in his life. I just couldn’t stand to hear…”


“You were afraid that if he was happy without you, it
would break your heart. And if he was miserable without you, it was your fault.
I get that. Everyone has problems. We keep them away from our kids, we don’t
leave our kids.”


“All of the Guardians have a story. All of them have
a reason for being who they are.”


I loved Vivian. When I left Vivian and fell in love
with Divina, I was very confused. At first, I thought I was just selfish, but
then I thought I really didn’t love Vivian at all. Unfortunately, love is very
complicated. I did love Vivian, it just wasn’t the same kind of love as I had
for anyone else. 


This woman was my best friend on Earth, who I would
have happily married and spent my life with. However, I always knew something
was missing, and that was why we never got any further than we did. It wasn’t
until right then that I realized what prevented us from working together. I had
been playing house while she was trying to escape responsibility. 


This is where we were, and there was no backtracking.
Before I could say anything, there was a banging on the door. 


“Enough talking, Dylan! We need you out here!” I
heard Nano yell. “Give me back my mate!”


Vivian laughed and I opened the door, letting her go
to the Guardian. I went out on the porch to find every Guardian standing around
in some state of distress. Ghidorah had a sick expression on his face like his
skin was trying to crawl off. Everyone else looked like they had just seen a
terrible accident that they couldn’t really believe. 


“Why has the magic stopped?” Shiloh asked. Everyone
turned to me. 


“The gates to Duran have opened. This happened on
Dios and there was an earthquake a moment later.” I raised my hand when Nano
went to speak. “Nila, Edward, and I have already taken care of the people we
could. It only lasted a few hours before the wave hit again and magic was
returned. The thing is, we were several years in the past. How do you not know
about it?”


“There have been major quakes in the past, but maybe
it has something to do with the power of the gates. Or maybe it was during a
vacation.”


“You have to get the magic back,” Ghidorah growled,
approaching the porch. He stopped about six meters in front of me when Hobble
jumped between us to hiss at him. “I use only nominal energy and it is very
dangerous for others when I am without magic.”


“What are you?” I asked. I felt something like a
presence over him, or more particularly, behind him. It felt like when you are
alone in your house and you think you see something move out of the corner of
your eyes. When you pass a mirror and for an instant you think you saw
something that wasn’t supposed to be there. 


“I tried to show you before. Now I am trying to hold
back. You can feel it, right?” he asked. I nodded. “You have to get the magic
back.”


“Xul!” I yelled in my head, sending out my
energy to amplify my thought across the worlds to reach him. None of the other
Guardians gave a sign of having heard me, because without their magic, they
couldn’t read my mind. 


He appeared before me instantly, right between
Ghidorah and me. “You need me already, master?” he asked. His sincerity fell
flat.


“The magic here was cut off by the gate. I know it’s
only temporary, but these grown men here are having hissy fits. Is there
anything you can do?” I asked. 


“The period of loss of nominal energy is a reflex of
the gates opening. I can only speed it along.” He turned to glance behind him
and when he saw Ghidorah, he screamed. The demon actually screamed. Then he
ducked behind me like I could shield him from the grouchy man. “Keep him away
from me!” he begged.


Ghidorah rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. “I will
not reserve judgment just because you serve Dylan.” 


“You can’t do anything to me without your magic!” the
demon yelled, panic making his voice shake. 


Ghidorah grinned like a mobster. The kind that had
trained snipers on someone. “You misunderstand. I cannot stop myself without my
magic.” The sense of a spectral presence grew until the demon vanished. 


“What did you do?” I asked. 


“Nothing, he just disappeared. If he does as he said
and speeds the process to recover the magic, I may actually spare him.” 


“If he does what I told him to, you will leave him
alone.”


“You wish to atone for his crimes?”


“Never. I will make him expiate for them himself.”


“I will be the judge of his penitence. If I feel he
has not fully paid for his crimes, I will execute his punishment.”


“Then you and I may have a problem with each other,”
I said. His eyes widened as if he couldn’t believe I would oppose him. Without
another word, I flashed back home. 


Edward and the boys were sitting at the table with
his cards and Edward was trying to teach the boys the rules to his favorite
card game. Honestly, Edward taught me how to play snapdragon, and there were no
rules. The win of the hand depended on the weather, the time of day, the time
of month, the season, the color of the room, the seating position, the number
of people playing, the number of hands played… and the list goes on. Sometimes
they would give up and flip a coin to find a winner of the hand. The games
could last a few minutes or a week. 


Once, Divina was so determined to win that she would
stop the game repeatedly to wait for changes in time, drag other people in,
change seats, and anything else she could think of to play the cards she wanted
to the way she wanted to. When it was clear that Edward had won that game, he forfeit;
he told her she won. She was very gracious about it and that was the end of it.



“Why did the demons attack right when we were there?
It was the same on Malta. Are they after us?” I asked. If so, Mordon could
be in danger.


He set down his cards and regarded me with a resigned
solemnity. “I think the demons are being drawn to the objects. Unfortunately,
that means that history will change. The gates to Dios were opened, and I can
only assume that history will collapse in on itself. It could be happening now,
it could have been happening for years, or it may not happen until all the
gates are open. All I know is that it sounds like the gods are frightened of
it. I think there is only one thing that can stop the gates now.”


“What’s that?” I asked. 


“You,” he said. There was no sarcasm or disbelief in
him, only honest faith. 


“I’m going to get Mordon. Do you want to stay here or
return to your place?” I asked. 


Edward returned his focus to his game. “Are you
kidding? There are eight old Guardians there, all having mental breakdowns. Why
in the world would I want to be there with them? I don’t even want to be around
them when they’re calm.”


I sighed. “Is this council going to work? Is there
any way that Shiloh can keep everyone in contact? That the Guardians will ask
for help when they need it?”


He considered me for a moment, shuffling his cards
blindly. “If a Guardian needs help, he will first deny it. Then he will turn to
his god. When his god turns suspicion on him, he will try to hide. If you want
to change that, you’ll have to train it out of them. Shiloh’s concept is a good
one, it’s just that we are all really thick-skulled and set in our ways. Some
of us, like Emrys, are more open to change because we’re not all there to begin
with. For some, like Ghidorah, you will have to shove change down their throat
and demand they like it.”


Both of the boys stared at Edward like he just told
me to murder everyone. “On that note, I’ll be gone,” I said, flashing to
Mordon. I felt perfectly safe leaving my young, impressionable sons in the
hands of my not-all-there uncle-father.









Chapter 11


Mordon


 


I landed to find Dylan sitting
upon a pile of rubble. Unlike Emiko and Krayer, I was a proper-sized dragon; I
towered over my friend. “Took you long enough. I took the liberty of healing
the injured. I hope you don’t mind. And I locked your traitor in the dungeons,
since the castle held up pretty well.” He studied me for a moment. I couldn’t
even manage to be surprised that he knew it was me. “Shift back, Mordon.” His
tone was gentle, as if he knew he would have to convince me.


I was afraid to shift back
because I didn’t want to be stuck as a sago again. Rojan needed more time. I
roared, since words could not be formed with my dragon tongue. 


“I don’t speak dragon,” Dylan
said, then winced as his eyes glowed green for an instant. “Oh, hell, I need to
superglue my mouth shut.” 


“I am not ready to shift,”
I said in his mind. 


“Now that you have shifted, you
will probably be able to regularly shift back and forth. If you can’t, I will
find a way to make you able to. I promise, Mordon. But you need to come back
now.”


I observed my friend, unsure what
to do. 


Shift back, Rojan said
unexpectedly. It is better to be stuck a person than a dragon when all of
our family are people. If he says he can help us to shift back and forth, we
should trust him. I think not even the laws of nature can stop Dylan.


I tried to shift, tried to will
myself back to being a person, but my body didn’t change. Rojan’s warning about
being stuck set off a panic until I roared my frustrations to Dylan. He held up
his hands. 


“It’s okay. I can help you.
Picture yourself as you were this morning. Picture yourself with flesh and
arms. Think of your blue and purple eyes, your flat teeth, your abnormally
large ears.” 


I growled and snorted smoke at
him. He sighed and stepped forward. Rojan wanted to back away because Dylan was
breakable and I didn’t know my strength yet. For all I knew, my scales would
burn him. Even as I retreated, he crept closer until his hand settled on my
muzzle. With his fingers so close to my teeth, he couldn’t have looked less
afraid. Still, it unsettled Rojan and I had to struggle to keep my snout
closed. I opened my wings to take off, but Dylan put both his arms around me in
a hug, so that any sudden movement would certainly hurt him. I settled down on
the ground because to let him do whatever he wanted was better than accidently
hurting my friend. 


The image assaulted my mind;
Dylan was picturing me and sending it to me with so much force I could think of
nothing else until I felt the cracking and shifting of my bones. It started out
slow and painful as my bones and body shrank. My wings disappearing into my
back hurt the worst, but by the time I was once again my usual size, my entire
body ached. 


Dylan reached out and his eyes
glowed before a blanket flew into his hand. I didn’t bother to wonder where it
had come from. I was exhausted. It wasn’t until Dylan wrapped the blanket
around me that I realized I was covered in sweat and shivering from the cool
morning air. “I read that with werewolves it gets easier after you shift a few
times, so I hope it does with you, too,” he said. Although I was leaning
against him, I was regaining my strength quickly. 


Emiko chose that moment to shift.
Unlike me, she did not appear strained from it. Nor did she make a motion to
cover herself. 


“Holy shit,” Dylan said. I glared
at him, but he was focused on her. He put his hands over his eyes, then spread
his fingers to peek. 


I growled and placed myself
between them. “You’re married.” 


He leaned around me to see her.
“And happily so, but it’s like beautiful art. Just because Divina is my Taj
Mahal, doesn’t mean I can’t admire the neighbor’s house. It’s not like I want
to do anything with, or to her.”


I growled again, but Dylan would
never take my warnings seriously. He was the last person in this world that I
would attack. Maybe one day I would learn why.


“What are you doing here?” I
asked. “I thought you were going to wait for me to come back.” 


He finally took his eyes off of
Emiko. “We’re running out of time. The gates are opening and the Ancients are
free. We need to get the artifacts. However, I did show up in time to heal
these people. There were only a few sago and dragons left. One of them, I
locked up. While I was healing, I was also scanning their minds for any
malicious thoughts. I’m afraid I found the person responsible for poisoning
your Emiko.”


He picked up the green cloak that
Emiko had lost during shifting and handed it to her. She put it on and though
the cloth failed to cover her entirely, it made it easier to think. Dylan led
us to the dungeon, where one cell was occupied. Inside was the little boy who I
saw with the servant at the ship. I inhaled the boy’s scent and started
sneezing as my eyes watered. Grabbing Emiko’s arm, I pulled us both away, the
shifted my eyes to see that the little boy, no older than Ron, was as rotten as
could be. I never saw a child so young who was so hateful, but he definitely
had the blood of many people and dragons on his hands. 


“How could a child do this?”
Emiko asked. 


“You never scented him?”


She shook her head. “I never
bother to suspect children.”


“Dragon culture,” Dylan said,
rubbing his hand down his face. “I wish I could say the same, but humans are
different.”


“Humans?” Emiko asked. 


Dylan shrugged. “If she’s going
to be with us much, she’ll find out eventually,” he said. I considered Emiko. “And
if she has a problem with me being from another world and my wife being a god,
I can wipe her memory of me.”


I looked back at my friend with
shock. “Since when can you control the mind like that?”


“Side effect of a talk with
Vretial. We can talk about it later.” “Are you ready to go?” he asked
aloud.


“Wherever you are going, I am
going with you,” Emiko insisted. 


“I’m not babysitting,” my friend
warned. 


“Your kingdom should be safe now,
Emiko.”


“I was not begging in fear, nor
am I offering. I will go with you. I heard everything you said to the dragon.
You are a mystery, Mordon, and I hate unresolved mysteries.” She glared at me,
but somehow it didn’t make her face any less pretty. 


“Your girlfriend looks like a
pissed off kitten,” Dylan said. 


“She is a dragon. Nothing
about her is harmless,” I told him. “How did a little child get wrapped up
in this? Surely he didn’t act alone.”


“According to his memories, he
was approached by Isera. He hated the life of a servant that he would grow up
to be and resented the dragons for it. He thought he could make a better life
for himself and his father. It seems his father let him do it because he was
too afraid to stop the little kid. That and he didn’t want his son getting
caught trying to poison the queen. Nobody would suspect a child, so it was easy
for him. He could put the poison in food or even just touch someone. He rubbed
the plant into the fibers of his sleeve so that anyone who touched his hand
would be poisoned.”


“Are we still at risk?” I asked.


“Would I let you be at risk?” he
scoffed. “You might feel a little sick breathing the air in here, but it can’t
hurt you and since you’re able to build up a resistance to it, I think it’ll
actually help you.”


“How do you know we can build up
a resistance?”


“Because you already have. So, I
assume the boy wasn’t given all of the poison, so Isera’s pack can still be a
threat. You need an antidote.”


“My family physician, Mokomo, has
created one.” I put my hand on Emiko’s shoulder. “Send your most trusted dragon
to my father’s kingdom for the antidote.”


She glanced from me to Dylan
suspiciously. “Do not leave without me. Wait right here for my return.” She
then turned and walked out of the room.


“Let’s get going,” Dylan said. We
have to get the lotus wand now and I worry where it might be.” 


“Why? What’s wrong with the lotus
wand?”


“So far, each of the artifacts
have been predictable; the water cup in the water city, the fire wand with the
dragons… the lotus wand is spirit. I can’t help but worry that the spirit
artifact will be in the spirit world.”


“Are we taking Emiko with us? If
we do, you have to be careful. Emiko is not family. You must treat her like
every other Sago that would have you hung for being of another world.”


“If she goes with us, she will
find out about me. So either we leave her behind or you explain to her who and
what we are. If you trust her. If not, I can wipe her memories. Decide now
because we have to go.”


 


*          *          *


 


The bright light cleared to
reveal Dylan’s cabin. Emiko was shaking slightly; however, her outward
expression was unaffected. Ron and Sammy nearly knocked me over with the force
of their hugs. Then they turned as one to Emiko.


“Boys, this is Kaori-mor Emiko.
Emiko, this is Ron and Sammy,” Dylan said.


“Your children?”


“Yes.” 


“Do they have demon powers like
you?”


“Daddy, I don’t like her. She
smells like a bad person,” Ron said. Edward stood from his seat at the table
and I pushed Emiko behind me.


We took her with us because we
thought it was unfair to leave her without answers. Although we thought a
dragon would be open-minded to the truth about the gods, especially a young
one, neither of us trusted her. I could smell that she was devious and wicked,
yet there was more to her than that. When the dragon breathed ice-fog, it could
have killed me, but she pushed me out of the way. Most people wouldn’t do that,
let alone a dragon.


Even though she was resistant to
the cold, unlike me, she was still as susceptible as a sago. She could have
died.


Dylan was watching me with a deep
and thoughtful expression, as if he was reading my mind and weighing my
feelings against the fears of his sons. Then he nodded to himself, not looking
happy about his decision. “Don’t worry about it, Ron.” 


The boys looked at each other.
Whatever it was between Dylan and I, the boys were the same. Dylan and I didn’t
grow up together, so we were still discovering the things we could do, whereas
the boys seemed to know exactly who they were and what they could do together. Like
their father, they always figured out what was going on before anyone else, and
like their mother, they knew when to share and when not to. 


I went into Dylan’s room to
borrow some of his clothes. We had given Emiko time to dress, but my clothes
had been torn and there was nothing on the island I could use. I couldn’t fight
with a blanket wrapped around me. 


When I returned, Dylan was
rifling over the table, clearing a space for the map and crystal ball. The fire
wand tried to roll off the table, but I caught it. My fire soared as if I was
being attacked and a ball of flames burst from the tip of the wand. I dropped
it, but when Dylan caught it, nothing happened. 


“What did you do?” he asked as
Edward frowned thoughtfully at the charred wall. 


“Doesn’t Divina have a fireguard
spell over the cabin?” Edward asked.


“Yes. It prevents any unplanned
fires. She’s going to be mad. I’m not covering for you.”


“I didn’t do anything, though. I
just grabbed the wand and my fire reacted. And besides, your wife would kill
me; you can’t tell her I nearly burned her living room. She already wants me to
stay outside.” I examined the wooden wand in his hand closely for the first
time, without touching it.


It looked to be the perfect sized
wand for me, like it would reach from my elbow to my fingertips. There were
four evenly-spaced, gold rings, the first making up the base of the wand.
Between the rings it was bright red with sigils and foreign letters, not
English, written in green paint. The flame-shaped tip was mostly red with a few
twisting, wavy bands of gold. In the gold paint on the flame were the same
letters and sigils. On the very tip of the flame was a very small, flat piece
of metal. 


“It was nice knowing you,” he
said. He went the door and opened it. “Now get.”


“Daddy!” Sammy cried with
astonishment. He would understand when he was older that his father just had a
facetious sense of humor. 


I went to the door where Dylan
handed me the wand, careful to point it outside. Once again, as wood touched my
hand, my fire burst through it. This time, instead of a ball, it came in the
form on a thin, continuous stream of fire all the way to the trees. 


“Can you stop it?” he asked. 


I tried to pull back my fire;
however, it wouldn’t stop, and my fingers refused to loosen. My fire was acting
as if to defend me. “I can’t stop it and I can’t let go,” I said. Dylan pried
my hand off the wood and the fire finally settled down. 


“Well, we know what that does,
now,” he said. He started for the table when he paused and turned to Emiko. “You
have fire inside you like Mordon does, right?”


“Dragon fire, yes.” 


He returned to the door and
waited for a moment. Emiko looked at me as if for assurance, but she knew what
Dylan wanted. I moved out of the doorway and she came forward to take the wand.
Nothing happened. 


“Does your fire feel agitated at
all?” I asked. 


“No. I feel nothing unusual.” 


Dylan took the wand back to the
table. “So it is something specific to Mordon.” He started to sit in the chair,
then turned and leaned against the table instead. “How did you shift?” he
asked.


“Your demon came to me,” I said.
I saw in Dylan’s eyes that he knew exactly what I was talking about. “He said
he made a deal with a devil and I assumed he was talking about you.”


“Yes, about that, maybe a little
deal. Nothing serious. He just might drop in when you need him,” he said. “His
name is Xul. Be careful to not use it where others can hear.”


“I never signed up for demons,” I
grumbled. “Wizards, Guardians, gods, fish people, no problem. I don’t like
demons.”


“Good ol’ Christian boy,” he
laughed. “I don’t much like them myself, but he did help you when you needed
him,” he said. I nodded, since he was right. “He gave you the ability to shift.
Does that make up for him pulling you into the void?” 


I thought about it. Had Dylan not
tried to save me, Divina wouldn’t have helped, and I would have suffered for
sure. Fortunately, the fact was that I had Dylan, so nothing that bad could
ever happen to me. Dylan and I were close, but we did not see things the same
way. The demon was reaching for Dylan, not me. Now Xul had given me the one
thing that nobody else could; the most basic freedom that dragons had.


“Yes. I forgive him completely,
but I want to know what he did to enable me to shift. I want to know if I
always had the ability and just didn’t know how. Sometimes when I was furious
or my adrenaline was pumping, I felt something in my back.”


“We will ask him when we see him
again. Unless we’re dying at the time. Now, I think we should get back to
work.” He set the crystal on top of the map and filled it with his magic. I
joined it with my fire and the energy formed a star map. 


“Oh, damn,” Sammy said in
English. 


“Don’t let your mother hear you
talk like that,” Dylan said. 


“She does it all the time,” Sammy
said. “And that reminds me… Daddy, before you two go…” He glanced at his
brother and got a sad, but encouraging smile. “Ron and I made a very important
decision.” 


“You spoke with Vivian and
Nano?” I asked. 


“Yes. Vivian said she would
give him up, but I wanted Sammy to make his own decision about who he would
live with.”


Both of them looked sad and I
could sense Dylan having trouble breathing. He got on his knees in front of
Sammy. He always wanted serious discussions with his sons to be eye-to-eye.
Whatever he said, I knew my friend couldn’t bare it if Sammy chose to leave. 


“Ron and I have been talking and
we decided… I’m sorry, Daddy, but I’m too old to be your little Sammy.” Dylan
stopped breathing and Sammy rushed on to get his words out, as if that would
help. “We decided Samhail was too long, too, and I don’t like the name Sam…. so
we decided that I need to be called Hail from now on. Don’t be mad, Daddy, you
knew I was too old for a baby name.” 


Dylan hugged him, cutting off
further explanation. “Oh, honey. I’ll call you Hell if that’s what you really
want. Just don’t ever scare me like that again.”


“Scare you? What did you think I
wanted you to call me that would scare you?” He looked honestly bewildered. 


I saw realization dawn in Ron’s
eyes before he started laughing. Dylan and Sammy frowned at him, but he just
continued laughing. “You are both stupid,” he said.


Dylan’s jaw dropped. “Don’t talk
like your mother.”


Ron was still laughing as he
walked out of the room. Sammy glanced at Dylan once more before following his
brother out. “Okay, so Sammy wants to be called Hell. That’s not a big deal.
That means he wants to stay, right?” he asked, looking from me to Edward.


“Hail, not Hell, and it didn’t
even occur to him to leave. I think he made his decision the moment Ron was
born,” Edward said. 


The boys returned and Ron was no
longer laughing. “The sky in the map is Lore,” he said with a seriousness
beyond his age. 


“But Lore isn’t inhabited yet. It
isn’t even a fully-formed planet,” Dylan argued. 


“Not yet, but it will be. Be
careful, Daddy. Seeing the future is easy, but there are so many futures; some
that will never come to pass and some that must never. By actually using magic
to transport yourself in time, you are creating fixed points. Things that you
experience will come to pass whether it was meant to be or not.”


“Seeing it in a vision is fine,”
Sammy said. “Actually being there ensures that it will happen. This is bad if
you don’t know how to manipulate time. You could see something that wasn’t
supposed to happen.”


“Time is messy, even for the
gods,” Ron added. “We don’t know what decision we will make; therefore, if you
go to Lore, you must avoid us at all costs. You will be experiencing events
that haven’t been decided yet. If we are there or if we are not, you must not
know, so you cannot scan the world for our power.”


“That sounds really difficult,” I
said. Dylan nodded. 


“Even more difficult is that if
we are there in the future and felt you there, we would not know better than to
find you,” Sammy said. “You have to hide your presence.”


“Hide us? From the two of you? By
then you will be so powerful I doubt even a god could hide himself.”


“It is possible, at least for one
of the gods. You need Vretial’s help.”


Dylan sighed. “Of course we do.
We’re going to owe him one by the end of this.”


“Owe him what?” I asked. What
would a god want from us? 


“I don’t know. I may have to go
back to Earth and get him another chocolate bar.” He looked at me with mock
horror. “How do you two know so much about time travel?” Dylan asked his boys. 


“I see things that haven’t
happened yet, and I can feel what should and shouldn’t happen. I can see what
the consequences are for the decisions we make,” Sammy said. “Ron helps me make
sense of it. Vretial cannot read my mind, so Ron interprets it.”


“Why do you go to Vretial and not
the other gods?” I asked. 


“Because the other gods treat us
like children. We’re not fully Iadnah, so we are seen as incompetent. Even
Mommy thinks we’re not ready,” Ron said. “We’re powerful enough that if we
don’t learn now, bad things will happen.”


“I saw it,” Sammy agreed.
“Vretial understands that and is willing to teach us. He teaches us like you
do; like he is showing us because he knows we will understand.”


Dylan grabbed my arm and the room
filled with light. We were once again in the forest with the apple tree, but we
were alone. Dylan sat on the boulder with a sigh. “I can’t…”


“I know. You have to find out
what changed Vretial. Until then, you may have to trust the god. If the boys
are right, they may need him. You didn’t grow up with your power, so imagine
being their age with the power to destroy the universe. You have a natural
talent to use your magic for good, but they need to be taught how to control
it.”


“I had a hard enough time with my
natural wizard abilities, but I didn’t know what it was growing up. I think
Sammy is more than we know.” He explained everything that happened up until the
part where Xul said that Sammy was the son of a god.


“Is that really unbelievable?
Ronez suspected he was part Iadnah.”


“Vivian swore his father is Nano.
So either Xul or Vivian is lying and I want to trust Vivian, but it does make
sense. It makes so much sense that he is part god… except that I do believe
Nano is his father. Sammy has dile strength, yet he can swim…”


“If Nano is for sure his father,
then Vivian may not be the mother.”


“Divina is the only female god
left and I know Ron is her first child. Gods can manipulate a person’s mind,
even make Vivian think Sammy was her son if he were not, but Divina cannot be
his mother.”


“And you are sure Divina is the
only female god? You are sure there are only the twelve?”


“In this universe, yes.”


“Then don’t worry about it. Who
cares who Sammy’s biological parents are? You and Divina will raise him as your
own and he will be fine.”


“Well said,” Vretial’s voice
sounded behind me. He stood there in dark red robes, looking more like a wizard
than a god. “You have a request?” he asked. 


“It seems we need to go to Lore
and hide ourselves from the future Sammy and Ron.”


“That would be difficult. You
see, you are very powerful,” he said, spreading his hands wide as if explaining
something we didn’t already know. “And such power is easy to detect. In order
to make you invisible to Ronez and Samhail, you must dampen your powers until
you are practically mortal.”


“And you can do that?” Dylan
asked. 


“I might be able to think of
something,” the god said, smirking as he pulled two metal bracelets out of the
folds of his robe. “Do you remember this?” he asked my friend. Dylan stood and
came to a stop in front of the god.


“Good times,” he said
sarcastically, holding out his wrist. 


“When enemies and friends were
black and white,” the god agreed with a nod as he fitted it around Dylan’s
wrist. “Maybe when you can see in color, you will see that I was never your
enemy.” He grabbed my arm, pulled me closer, and put the second bracelet on my
wrist. 


“You tried to kill me,” Dylan
said. 


“Are you sure?”


The forest filled with light and
we were back in Dylan’s home. “Why did you bring us back?” I asked. “He was
giving you answers.”


“No, he was trying to make me ask
the right questions. I can’t tell if he’s more wise or irritating. And I didn’t
bring us back, he did.” He went to the globe, still showing the star map. I
tried to take the bracelet off, but it was stuck. When I reached for my fire to
burn it, my fire ignored me. What’s happening?


The bracelet is blocking your
magic, Rojan answered. You should be undetectable by anyone looking for
power. 


But I am defenseless. And
worse, how can I protect Dylan?


You have a sword. 


“Mordon, hurry, before the magic
fades,” Dylan said. I could tell by the irritation in his voice that he was
worried sick. He should have had more faith in me to protect him.


“Here, Daddy.” Ron took Sammy’s
hand and reached out for Dylan with his small hand flat. Dylan put his hand
against Ron’s and their eyes both glowed green. It was eerie until my mind was
flooded with images of a world, which was like a mixture of Earth, Duran, and
Vaigda to me. 


The sphere immediately changed to
show a bedroom. This was no guest chamber, either; the space I could see,
including the bed, was lavished with silks and jewels. Edward handed Dylan a
card, showing the lotus wand on it. It was taller than everything else was, the
handle was striped with many colors, and the top of the wand included green
petals. 


Focusing on the lotus wand took
some work after everything we learned, but we managed. Soon the wand appeared
across the bed and the sense of time came to my mind.


It is about a hundred years in
the future, Rojan said. 


I know this is dangerous, but
no more than what would happen if we do nothing. “Ready?” I asked. Dylan
picked up the apple, but Emiko grabbed my arm.


“I am going with you.”


“No,” I said.


Ron caught Sammy as the older
child’s eyes glowed purple and his legs gave out. Dylan tried to take him, but
Ron waved him away. “He does this sometimes, it’s okay.” The words were barely
out of Ron’s mouth before Sammy’s eyes returned to normal and he stood. 


“What did you see?” Dylan asked.


The boys looked at each other,
not sure what to say. They kept their words private for several minutes, all
the while getting more and more frustrated. Sammy repeatedly gave me a
regretful, despondent frown, but Ron’s face was determined. Finally, Sammy
dropped his eyes in despair, his shoulders drooping like he held the weight of
the world.


Sammy couldn’t lie to his father,
so it was Ron who spoke. “It is dangerous for Emiko here. You have to take her
with you. She will be mortally wounded if she stays.”


“You can’t stay here if there’s
danger,” Dylan demanded. He didn’t believe his son. Oddly enough, I think he
knew his wife well enough to see through any lie. 


Ron smiled. “Don’t worry. Your
demon has to protect us under your orders. You also need to leave your book
here.”


“I never leave my book.”


“You have to. Trust me,” he
pleaded. 


Sammy looked at me with sad eyes,
obviously trying to convey a message. I had been trained by my father to read
minds, but it would have felt too much like a betrayal to do so to Ron. Though
Sammy might have welcomed it, his mind was hidden. Whatever he had seen, he
didn’t like it, but he wasn’t going to cross his brother. 


Dylan sighed, took the book from
his bag, handed it to Edward, and then closed his eyes. I knew he was focusing
on the sense of time so I concentrated on the images of where we were supposed
to go. Emiko slipped her hand gently into mine. A few minutes later, I opened
my eyes to find the three of us in a bedroom. 


Similar to in Emiko’s room, the
bed was the dominating feature. It was just as big and tall, with
jewel-encrusted, gold-threaded, dark blue blankets and tall, wooden bedposts.
The walls were dark stone and decorated with weapons and paintings of women and
wars. Across from the bed was a huge wardrobe, and on either side was a door
without knobs. There were black glass panels next to each door, just the right
size for a hand. The floor was covered in coarse carpet. On either side of the
bed were small, identical tables. Upon the table on the opposite side of the
bed from us was an electric lamp and a book, while the table close to us
displayed an open box of treasure. 


Emiko started for the box of
jewels beside the bed and Dylan grabbed her arm to stop her. “We are here for a
magical tool, not for you to steal stuff.”


“You have to do as I say, weren’t
you told? I am the queen and if I want it, I can have it.”


Rojan growled. The wand appeared
on the bed and since I was the closest, I grabbed it. “Let’s go before we get
in trouble,” I said.


Dylan pulled Emiko tighter to his
side as she once again tried to reach for the treasure. I touched the apple
just as the door opened. Standing there was a king. His face was wrinkled and
his hair was white with age, but he stood with strength.


There was an air about him that I
was all too familiar with; I could always spot a man with too much political
power. He had the crown and the dark blue velvet robes of a king with jeweled
clasps, but he had a staff with a large crystal strapped to the top of it.


On Duran, long before I was born,
there were kings of religion and kings of politics. Since the Reformation and
the end of religion as part of the law, most rulers thought that using magic
made them appear weak. My father, an exception, felt that magic was a tool as
good as the sword to be used by any man powerful enough. That was another
excuse for him to be disappointed in me; I was always better at potions and
distractions than using magic to harm. On the other hand, Edward was a better
teacher and I managed to learn a lot from him, including many spells that I
could use to help Dylan… but all my knowledge was useless to me without energy.



He didn’t ask questions. Still in
shock, he thrust his staff like a weapon. Dylan reached out as he always did to
create a shield, but his magic was hopeless against the metal bracelet. I
managed to push him down in time to avoid the same fate as the wall behind us. What
came out of the crystal was not fire or lightning, but a concentrated form of
energy that acted as such. The stone wall behind us cracked under its force. 


I looked up to see the glass
apple rolling right between the man’s feet. When I pushed Dylan down, it had
been knocked out of his hands. Dylan jumped up and ran after it, shoving the
king aside. A few steps outside the doorway was a set of stairs, which I got to
just before the apple fell. Dylan tried to get it, but I knew he would have
fallen, so I held him back. At the bottom, the apple shattered. 


“No!” Dylan yelled, struggling
against me. “That was our only way home!”


“We will figure something out,” I
said. 


“Do not move!” the king demanded
in Sudo, pressing the crystal into my back. He yelled in a foreign language and
we were quickly surrounded by guards, which were all dressed in blue cloth and
some form of chainmail. I tried to get their scent, but my dragon senses were
useless. I couldn’t even shift my eyes. 


One of them took the lotus wand
from me and one took Dylan’s bag from him. It was a good thing Dylan had given
his book to Edward. When a man went to take the sword off me, it fell heavily
to the floor. He man tried to pick it up, but could barely lift the handle. 


“They have enchanted it.” 


The king tried to lift it,
tenaciously, until his face was red and sweaty, but the magic of the metal was
too much for him. “Leave it,” he said, frustrated. “Put these trespassers in
the cells.” 


Emiko gave an outraged shriek.
“You cannot put a queen in the dungeon!” 


The king then turned the crystal
on Emiko and it turned a dull orange. The man smirked. “Dragons have no
authority here. This is a land of mages. Dragons are pets.” 


And so I knew that Sammy and Ron
had not chosen to live on Lore; they would never allow this to happen. I also
knew Dylan was thinking the same thing, but whether it was with relief or
dread, I didn’t know. As far as Dylan was concerned, neither Avoli nor Vretial
were good enough for his boys. 


The king waved the crystal staff
at Dylan, but it didn’t strike. Instead, it just glowed dimly with white light.
The man gasped. “A void? A real void on Lore? Where are you from?” he asked. 


“Camelot,” my friend lied.


“What world?”


“You think you can get proper
answers from me without at least a half decent torture session? No snake pits?
No rusty skewers?! Not even a leaky faucet?! What kind of a man do you take me
for?!” he yelled as if terribly insulted. The king frowned at me as if I could
explain Dylan. There were no words.


When he aimed the staff at me, it
turned a slightly lighter orange than it had for Emiko.


We were led through many
hallways. It was clean and the lights were electric, like on Earth and Vaigda,
but the walls were stone and the design was that of an old Duran castle.
Instead of locks and doorknobs, there were glass panels like on Vaigda. 


When Emiko continued to struggle,
the king pressed the crystal to her back and muttered something in his
language. Emiko went limp even before her heartbeat slowed and her eyes closed.
She was asleep, but didn’t seem injured. 


We were shoved into a room that
could hardly be called a cell. Sure, it had no furniture, but the floor had
soft carpet, it was warm, and there was a pile of blankets and pillows in the
corner. The walls were whole. “If you shift in here, dragon, your bones will
break before the walls do,” one of the guards said. He tossed Emiko in and I
caught her before she hit the floor. Once again, my fire refused my call. 


The door shut and we were left
alone. Dylan sat against the wall and put his face in his hands with
frustration. He was thinking furiously, but his strongest defense was magic. I
laid Emiko down, covered her with a soft white blanket, and then sat next to
Dylan. 


Rojan? 


I’m here, I’m still here. I
just can’t help you right now. 


The door opened just a few
minutes later. The guards separated to let the king through, who casually
glanced between Dylan and me. “Take the dragon.” The guards moved to take Emiko
and I growled, but my teeth wouldn’t shift. “The male dragon, not the girl.” 


How does he know?


That crystal of his turned
orange near us and near Emiko. Perhaps it detects our blood.


“Why are you taking him? He’s not
going to talk!” Dylan said. “You could torture him for days and get nothing.
Take me; I’ll tell you anything you want to know if you give me lunch. Come on,
you would much rather torture me!”


The guards were startled and
confused, but a few looked like they were being persuaded. “You shut up,” I
said. “I’ll torture you when we get home.” The king and his guards stared at me
with shock. “My brother is unstable.” They shoved me into the hall and slammed
the door. 


“Name, rank, and number,
Mordon, nothing else,” Dylan told me. We had actually discussed what we
would do if we were ever separated and interrogated. I was to irritate them as
much as possible and Dylan was to “accidentally” feed them false information.


I was led to a small room, very small and very white.
The walls, floor, and ceiling were dull white. The only object in the room was
a small table, which was also white, with one chair. So I would be tortured
after all. 


Only one guard could fit in the room with the king
and myself, and he forced me into the chair. “I am Maslye, high mage and king
of the Treslen lands. This is a world of magic and you are at my mercy. What is
your name?”


“Yatunus-so Mordon, first adviser,
six-two-four-zero.”


“Why are you here?”


“Yatunus-so Mordon, first adviser,
six-two-four-zero.”


“Are you after anything in particular, or did you
just think you could get away with stealing from the most powerful family of
mages this world has ever known?”


“Yatunus-so Mordon, first adviser, six-two-four-zero.”


“Why does he keep saying that?” the king asked.


“This is some kind of tactic,” the guard answered. 


“I will kill your friends for treason if you do not
confess everything,” Maslye declared.


“Yatunus-so Mordon, first adviser, six-two-four-zero.”



“Enough of this.” He raised his staff and pressed the
crystal against my chest. “You will only speak the truth!” White light burst
behind my eyes as my body filled with energy. It was energy created to cause
pain. 


I had gotten myself caught by my father’s enemies
outside of my father’s kingdom before. I have been tortured in many ways; cut,
bitten, poisoned, starved, dehydrated, and left alone in a small tunnel for
days with no light. It was all part of being a prince. But I never screamed
like that before. Nobody had ever used magic itself to cause me pain. There was
nothing like this known to Duran, because if there had been, we would be at
war.


I leaned forward as the pain faded and left me numb.
Even with my face pressed against the cool table, my head wouldn’t clear enough
to think. 


“Now, what have you come here for?” the guard asked,
calmly. How he could be calm in the face of such cruelty, I had no idea.


“The lotus wand,” I said. I didn’t have the energy to
stop my words, lift my head, or even speak above a whisper.


“Where did you find it?”


“It was left for us on the bed,” I said. My words
came without thought, forced from me when I couldn’t fight them. 


“There was no wand there an hour ago.” 


It wasn’t a question, but I still couldn’t
stop my mouth from betraying me. “It would only appear for about a minute in
all of time. My brother’s father left it there, somehow, for some reason. He
hid the wand and other artifacts and gave us a time map to find them.”


The guard pushed on my shoulder until I sat back.
“How did you get here?”


I tried with everything I had in me to keep my mouth
shut… Even Rojan tried, but the mage king’s magic was powerful. The harder I
fought, the harsher the pain lashed as it reared back up to sting my body and
scramble my mind. It wasn’t a burning, it was just raw pain. I yelled with
agony until I couldn’t think and the magic grew calm again. I was too numb to
feel any part of my body, merely phantom pains. 


“How did you get here?” the king asked it this time. 


My head throbbed and I couldn’t grasp a clear
thought. “My brother is in league with the gods. Vretial gave him a glass apple
that acted to transport us in time and space.” I was panting, but my words were
clear. 


“The little object that fell down the steps?”


“Yes.”


“And now you are trapped here?”


“Dylan will find a way.”


“He is a void. What can he do against magic?”


“It’s the metal bracelets that take away our power.
He is a Noquodi. He is the most powerful and ingenious Noquodi ever born and he
has the magic of a god.” I found the strength to lift my head and glare at the
king. “And you have made a very, very big mistake. If you want to live, if you
value your life, there is one person in all of space and time who you never
cross, and that’s my brother.”


They both took a step back with worry across their
faces, and I saw deep in the king’s eyes that he heard my warning.
Unfortunately, he didn’t heed it.


“Send him back and bring me the
girl.” I had no strength left to struggle. I was tossed into the room with
Dylan and Emiko. Dylan caught me and the king aimed his staff at us in threat.
Two other guards took Emiko, who was still unconscious. My body was numb and I
could barely stay conscious, let alone fight them off. “Not going to fight,
Noquodi?” The king taunted Dylan. I closed my eyes because I couldn’t look my
brother in the face. 


He laughed when Dylan had no
answer and I heard the door shut behind them. 


“I’m sorry,” Dylan’s voice
startled me in the silence. 


“What are you sorry for?”


“I couldn’t protect her when you
needed me to. Without my magic, I really am nothing. I don’t even make a decent
human.” He propped me up against the wall and sat next to me, avoiding my gaze.



“I’m worse. I told them your
secrets.”


“I felt the magic they used on
you. I thought they were killing you and…” He shook his head. “There was
nothing I could do. You did nothing wrong, you couldn’t help what they did. I
just couldn’t do anything.”


 


*          *          *


 


It was an hour before the door
opened. Dylan was leaning against me, nearly asleep. Normally the heat from my
dragon fire kept him on the other side of the room when he slept, but my fire
was inactive. Both of us tried to take off the bracelets with no success. 


Instead of guards, it was Emiko
standing in the doorway. “Are you coming?” she asked. She gave me the fakest
smile ever, but there was relief in her eyes. It was only a few minutes before
that my strength had begun to return, so Dylan had to help me up. 


“We have to get that wand back.
We can’t leave until we get it,” Dylan insisted. 


“We need your sword first, so you
can fight,” Emiko said. 


I didn’t argue with her. Once
past the door, I glanced back to see the glass panel dismantled. Emiko had torn
the glass touchpad apart to expose wires and a circuit board. She caught my
surprised stare and gave me a knowing smirk, and I realized I underestimated
her. The dragoness was exceptionally pretty, yet that hid something much
deeper. 


Finding our way back to the
king’s room proved to be the easy part. Despite being as quiet as possible, we
had too many close calls where we had to duck behind furniture and drapes.
Finally we found Dylan’s sword right where it had been dropped. 


Noise led us to another room,
just a few doors from the king’s chamber. The door was open, but a quick peek
was all we needed. Three guards were sitting at a table, riffling through our
stuff. 


“You get ready, I’m going to
distract them,” Dylan said in my head. 


I was perpetually grateful we
retained that ability. “What are you going to do?” 


“I try not to think about it.
Just be ready.” Before I could stop him, he stepped out into the doorway.
“Look at me, I’ve escaped!” He took off running down the hall and an instant
later, the three guards were running after him. Not one of them looked back. We
ducked into the room and gathered the stuff. 


“Shouldn’t we go help him?” Emiko
asked.


“No, he’s having a run. He’s good
at that. I don’t think anyone could actually catch him.” I took a seat for a
moment and tried to catch my breath, since I was still recovering from Maslye’s
magic. “How did you escape?”


She gathered Dylan’s stuff into
his bag, not even attempting to steal. “There was a metal lamp on the table in
the wizard’s room. I was able to hit him with it. His door was open, so I
escaped and found you.” She smiled at me. “I have always been good with
technology. It took me less than a minute to rewire the door locks.”


“Why were you in the king’s
room?”


She stared at the table. “That is
where I woke up.”


“And the king was there?”


She cleared her throat. “Yes.”
She handed me the bag and I caught her hand before she could pull away. She
wouldn’t look at me and her hand started trembling.


She had been gone a long time. I
tried to get a scent, but my senses were so dull. “Did he hurt you?” I asked.
She finally raised her eyes and a tear fell. I didn’t know whether to hug the
girl or kill the king. 


Before I could do anything, she
gave me her fake, happy smile and took my hand in hers. “I am fine.” She was
lying, but I knew nothing about comforting women. When I picked up the lotus
wand to examine, my fire tried to stir as if it recognized great power, but it
settled back down. 


The wand was about one and a half
times the length of the fire wand. The bottom of the wand was black, then there
was a thick stripe of red. Including the red, there were twelve even stripes of
colors leading back to red before a hand’s width of white paint beneath the
metal flower. The flower had three layers of petals and in the middle was a
small, yellow gem. The inside of the petals were white, while the outside of
the petals were green.


Now we had what we needed, we
just had to figure out how to get Dylan and home. “Get out of there! They’re
going back, and they’re searching rooms!” I heard Dylan’s words in my head
and looked around. There was no place to hide.  


I grabbed Emiko’s arm and pulled
her back into the hall, glancing both ways. We were alone for the moment. We
ran back to the king’s room to find the door closed. “Break the panel,” she
said.


“No, it would leave behind
evidence. Besides, if the door is closed, the king may be in there.” The words
were barely out of my mouth when the door opened. We ducked behind a table
beside the door. If he bothered to look, we could easily be seen, but the table
protected us from Maslye’s peripheral vision as he paused outside the room. We
held our breath until he finally moved on down the hall, then managed to slip
in just before the door slid closed. 


“What do we do now?” she asked. 


“We wait until they give up
searching the rooms. Surely they wouldn’t search their king’s room.” I tried
not to notice the mussed bed or lamp broken over the floor, but there was no
missing the blood on the sheets. I leaned against the wardrobe, out of breath.


“How do you know the guards are
searching rooms?”


“Dylan told me. Now be quiet. I
need to think.” Of course, that had to be the moment when the only other door
in the room slid open. 


Emiko shrieked before we saw that
it was Dylan. 


“How did you get in here?” I
asked, seeing that he came from a bathroom. 


“In a mansion like this?” he
scoffed. “Secret entrance from the library. We definitely don’t want to go back
that way, though.”


“Someone’s coming!” Emiko
whispered. Emiko and I hid in the wardrobe while Dylan dived under the bed. I
held her tightly only because there was little room. Pressed together with silk
on all sides, all I could hear was our breathing. I cracked the door just
enough for a sliver of air to pass through. 


Maslye, visibly frustrated,
entered the room accompanied by two guards. “Find those trespassers. They broke
in to steal from me, I know it. We cannot trust a dragon’s words.” 


“Why are they speaking Sudo?”
Dylan asked. 


“Maybe it is the dominant
language of Lore. Divina said Lore would be a combination of many worlds.”


Maslye sat on the bed and laid
his staff beside him. My head was trying to focus on the danger we were in, but
my body was trying to respond to the warmth I had in my arms. When the king
stood, Emiko pressed her face against my chest. She was showing me trust that I
could protect her and Rojan purred with approval. 


The king was advancing, obviously
about to open the wardrobe and discover us. He was reaching for the door…


And there was a knock. Outside
the room, a knock sounded, causing the king to pause with his hand still outstretched.
“What is it?” he demanded.


“There is a man here to see you.
He says he is the Noquodi of Malta.” I heard the door slide open, though I
couldn’t see it or who was there. “He said he had a matter to discuss with you
of the highest importance.”


Maslye snarled. “Tell him to come
back later. I do not answer to Noquodi.”


The guard hesitantly approached
the king until I could see him. “He has been mortally wounded. He faced
unimaginable creatures in the most perilous lands on a quest to find you, to bring
you a message that would save your kingdom from similar horrors. Those were
pretty much his exact words.” 


Instantly I was suspicious. I was
sure the guard spoke the truth as far as he knew it, but I recognized that kind
of story. I knew only one person who used words like that, and it wasn’t Emrys.
“What did you do?” I asked. 


“Nothing! Yet… That does sound
like my kind of lie, though.” 


“I understand. Call for the
physician to treat his wounds. I will meet him in the dining hall. Have water
and food ready for him immediately. And do not let him know that we have
intruders here.”


The king and his guards all left
and I waited only a moment before opening the door, for I could not stand
another instant confined with Emiko. Dylan got out from under the bed. “Did you
get everything?”


I held out his bag, which he put
on. “You have a plan, then.” 


He smiled. “Oh, yeah. He said the
Noquodi of Malta. And who is the only Guardian we know that is a time
traveler?” he asked. 


“Emrys. The one person in the
universe we needed walks right into our hands and that’s not suspicious to
you?” I asked. 


His smirk only grew. “No way,
because we know for sure Emrys doesn’t talk like me. I must have sent him here
to save us. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I think I may be
brilliant.”


I laughed. “Be careful not to let
that big, egotistical head of yours get stuck in the doorway.” Even as I said
it, I agreed with him.


“I’ll think of a way to make it
fit. Let’s go. We still have to make it to Emrys without getting killed. We can
try going out the library, the guards should be gone.” I handed him the lotus
wand and he gasped. His eyes widened before glowing green. The glow quickly
faded, though not completely. “Come on.” He was breathless, but my senses were
too dulled to be able to smell what has happening.


We left through a hidden panel
behind the bathtub that led to a fair-sized study. Nobody was in the old
library, and the door opened as we approached it. We were only five doors from
the king’s room, but it was a dangerous walk to the stairs. While I could hear
people talking, Emrys was not one of them, so I couldn’t be sure we were going
the right way.


At the bottom of the steps, we
hid in a broom cabinet underneath the staircase. Once again, I left the door
open just enough to see. The greeting room was very cozy and friendly, unlike
the king who resided here. There were dark rugs across the floor and
comfortable-looking chairs surrounding a fireplace. A large painting of the
king rested over the mantle. On the adjacent wall was another painting of the
king, where he sat upon an odd, four legged, tall creature that was sort of
beautiful.


“They have horses here.
Awesome. I think I should ask Erono to import horses to Duran.”


People walked back and forth, yet
it was nearly an hour before we saw Emrys. He clearly had a head injury, but
someone had treated it a little. Emrys sat on one of the chairs and was left
alone. Seeing this as our only chance, we left the cupboard and went to the
man. At least I hoped he was still our friend after so many years. 


Although his eyes were closed as
he rested from his injuries, he felt our approach. “You should have waited for
nightfall, Dylan.”


“We are anxious to get out. The
universe as we know it is falling apart after all.”


“How are we in the future now
if everything falls apart in our time? How is there still a Guardian?” I
asked.


“Simple. Time can be
rewritten.”


“But the boys said that if
something is experienced, it will come to pass.”


“Or… we create a paradox that
will destroy everything.” “We need to go now.”  The tired Guardian climbed
to his feet with a wobble. “Do you need to be healed?”


“Yes, but not too much, or it
will look suspicious.”


Dylan reached to touch Emrys’s
wound, then stopped and dropped his hand to fiddle with the metal bracelet on
his left wrist. “I can’t do any magic with this thing on my wrist.”


“Then why do you carry a wand?”
Emrys asked, indicating the lotus wand in Dylan’s left hand. Dylan studied it
and shrugged, but before he could say anything, the room filled with the king
and his guards. 


The king raised his staff to
strike, but Dylan was faster. “Vadol!” he yelled, raising the lotus wand like a
weapon. Everyone froze. Quite still, in fact. Emiko stood without blinking or
breathing. Emrys, the king, and every single guard… everyone except for Dylan
and me were completely immobile.


“How did you do that?” I
whispered.


“It wasn’t me. It was the wand;
it pulled my magic from me.” He went to the king and took the staff. “I don’t
like being attacked,” he said to the frozen king. “I can forgive that. I can
forgive being threatened and held prisoner. But you hurt my brother.”


“Dylan, if my life had been in
danger, your demon would’ve showed up. Let it go this time. You took his staff;
that’s enough.”


He continued staring the frozen
king down. “I will not forgive him.” He turned away. Once he was back beside
Emrys, Emiko, and me, he raised the wand again. “Zacam!” Everyone unfroze, but
were too afraid to attack. Emiko wrapped her hand around my arm. 


“Dylan, kill him,” she said. My
friend looked at her. “He hurt me. Please kill him.” Her voice broke and I
didn’t need my dragon senses to know it was sincere. 


I could see the moment my friend
realized what Maslye did, but I could also see confliction. Dylan wasn’t a
killer, no matter how much Maslye needed to be punished. I watched his
expression carefully for a sign, because if he chose to kill the king, I would
do it for him. Dylan couldn’t live with himself if he killed an unarmed man
with magic. I couldn’t live with myself if I let him. 


He looked to me for an answer,
but I had none. Not one I would give him. Maslye deserved the worst possible
fate and I couldn’t tell Dylan to let him go when Emiko was begging for
justice.


“Dylan, please!” 


I drew my sword. If I maimed the
king, he couldn’t hurt anyone else like he had her. Dylan put his hand on my
arm to stop me. “There are other ways. Better ways.”


I shielded the sword and caught
Emiko before she could attack Maslye herself. She was yelling in outrage as the
world melted around us. My eyes were forced closed and nausea threatened to
overtake me. 


When the feeling of shifting time
settled and the nausea ended, I opened my eyes. We were in Dylan’s cabin with
Edward and the boys. Emrys slumped to the floor and Emiko went limp in my arms.


“Can someone get this off me?”
Dylan asked, holding out the bracelet. Sammy came forth and took it off as
easily as if it were a simple piece of jewelry. “Thanks.” He sighed, kneeled in
front of Emrys, put one hand on Emrys’s forehead, and the other on his chest.
Gashes healed before my eyes and the wounded man’s breathing eased. 


“Not too much,” he warned. “It
would look suspicious. Thank you, Dylan.” Emrys vanished. 


“Where did you get this?” Edward
asked, picking up the staff Dylan dropped. I picked up the wand and set it on
the table. 


“We ran into a man who thought it
would be fun to attack total strangers. We had to explain that sometimes
strangers bite back, and he gave us the staff in thanks.”


“You should at least hesitate before
lying to me, child.” 


Dylan smiled. “That would give me
away.”


“Daddy, you shouldn’t have
brought anything but the lotus wand back. It’s dangerous. Doing anything with
time is dangerous,” Ron said. 


Dylan sighed. “Don’t talk like
your mother.” 


“The staff can only cause harm.
You have to destroy it,” Sammy said. 


Dylan stood and gave Emiko a
regretful look. The dragoness was standing on her own, staring at the ground
with tears dripping. Her arms were crossed as if to protect herself. Dylan used
his magic to pull a chair from the table to her knees and I sat her down as
gently as I could. 


“I can never forgive you for
this,” she said.


“I know,” Dylan answered. I
opened my mouth to correct her, to explain to Emiko that she couldn’t get away
with threatening Dylan, but he shook his head. “She doesn’t need direction
right now, she needs control and someone who is on her side.”


“How do you know?”


“I’ve never been through
anything like what she has, but I was getting a degree in psychology. Plus, I
have known people who went through it. She has a right to her anger and it
doesn’t matter who she takes it out on. What matters is that the boys knew this
would happen.”


I looked at them with shock and
Sammy instantly dropped his head in shame. “Why? Why did they tell us to
take her with us if they knew this would happen to her?”


“Simple. They saw what they
thought was a worse path. She saved us from the cell. Who knows what they would
have done to us? The boys made a choice. It was the wrong choice and not theirs
to make, but they made it anyway.”


“What happened?” Edward asked. It
must have been very stressful for him to be out of the loop when he was so
ancient and powerful. However, when Dylan shook his head, Edward let it go.
Like me, he trusted Dylan. “About two minutes ago, the wave hit again and
brought the magic back,” Edward said.


“Good. Maybe the other Guardians
can stop freaking out. We have all the artifacts. Now what do we do?” he asked.
He moved the crystal ball and examined the map. “It changed again.” He frowned
at me as if I had the answers.


“If it changed again then there
must be somewhere else you have to go,” Sammy said. 


“Ronez only said five items. What
else could there be?”


Edward held up a card. “I think I
should make you retake your apprenticeship,” he said. On the card was a
double-edged sword with a red handle. “The magical sword.”


“I cannot be married and be an
apprentice in magic,” Dylan said, absentmindedly. He looked at Edward and I
knew his mind was working. He handed Edward the lotus wand. “Do you feel
anything from the wand?” 


“Nothing. It’s just wood and
metal,” he said. “Here.” He handed Dylan his book. 


Dylan didn’t even glance at it;
he just slipped it into his bag. Then he tossed the fire wand to me, which
instantly shot fire. My fire. I dropped the wand, but Sammy caught it and took
Vretial’s bracelet off me. “How did that work?”


“The fire wand for you and the
lotus wand for me seem to supersede Vretial’s magic. Edward, did you touch any
of these?” he asked. 


“Not particularly. I think I
touched the cup and I know I touched the wand.”


“What elemental strength are you
best at?”


Edward seemed unsure where this
was going, but we all knew to just go with it when Dylan had an idea like this.


“Land. I told you. Humans call it
earth.”


Dylan picked up the pantacle and
handed it to Edward like he was afraid it would bite him. He was right to fear;
the moment the plaque touched Edward’s hand, the ground quaked. Dylan reacted
by raising the lotus wand, from which green light filled the air. The house
stopped shaking, but I could still hear the world tremble. Dylan took the
pantacle and the sound faded. 


“What did you do?” I asked as the
green sparkling fog faded. It was extremely creepy.


“I think I just created a new
kind of shield. One that protects everything, even from something inside of it.
Now, for you two.” He regarded the boys.


“We get to be a part of it?”
Sammy asked, thrilled. 


“Of course. Water and air.” Dylan
handed the cup to Sammy, which immediately overflowed with water. Dylan handed
the dagger to Ron and a small wind tunnel formed around him. 


“Look, Daddy, I can control it!”
he shouted, shrinking the wind tunnel. 


“I can’t. How do I make it stop?”
Sammy asked, getting soaked. Ron started laughing as he put his hand on Sammy’s
forehead. Sammy paused as if in deep concentration as the cup stopped pouring
out water. They both set the artifacts back on the table.


“So now we know who controls
what. How can we go after the sword? The apple is broken.”


“Maybe you could ask for Emrys’s
help again,” Edward said.


“Let’s find out when and where it
is, and then we can ask him.”


I let my fire flow into the
crystal ball and Dylan’s energy joined it. The star map formed quickly. I was
looking at Dylan when she appeared, so I saw the recognition in his eyes when
he instantly detected the presence of his wife. Dylan turned to pull Divina
into his arms and kissed her until both boys gagged. 


“Swapping spit,” Sammy said. Ron
winced. “Come on, children of dysfunctional families don’t have to see their
parents kiss,” he begged. The couple ignored their son. “Ron is gonna grow up
thinking marriage and life is all about love and happiness.” That broke them
up; neither could contain their laughter. Divina got a quick hug from the boys
before Dylan wrapped his arm around her and she leaned her head against his
shoulder. 


“I only have a few minutes. My
brothers are all arguing, so I thought I could sneak home real quick.”


“Sensibility does pay off.” He
gave her another kiss before Sammy made a gagging sound. “I think I smell peas
for dinner.” He ducked to avoid the clay cup, which shattered against the wall.
Everyone turned to look at the child and Ron took sneaking steps away.
Obviously, Ron was not going to defend his brother. 


“Did you see what the wind did?!”
Sammy cried. “It just blew in the window and picked up the cup!”


“The wind blew in the closed
window?” Divina asked. He looked to see that the window was indeed closed. 


“The wind must have closed it on
the way out. Ron, get back here.”


“I confess his sins, Daddy. He
was bad. I tried to stop him,” Ron said with his head hung, big, fake tears
forming.


“Thank you for your confession. I
knew I could trust you. You get fruit. Sammy gets peas,” Dylan said over
Sammy’s cries of outrage. 


My family of goofballs. Emiko
stood and came to my side to get further away from them. At least she wasn’t
crying anymore. “Forgive my family,” I said with just as much mock shame as Ron
had. “We are all uncontrollably insane. And a bit silly. It is contagious.” 


She squeaked. 


“Come on, you two, get back to
work,” Divina said. “That is Earth’s sky.” 


“That’s easy enough to
concentrate on.” It had been years since I visited Dylan’s home-world, but it
was memorable. Visions, sounds, and smells assaulted me. Unfortunately, some of
them came from Dylan. I knew I never smelled some of the horrible things he
had. He never told me that cars got so hot that he had a memory of having to
open a door with a rag to avoid getting burned. I saw empty halls and nearly a
hundred boys in uniform in the most unimaginative, dreary school I have ever
seen. I felt tight leather shoes that hurt. I saw a dog barking and growling as
he walked home from school every single day.


I blocked out the images for a
moment, just long enough to fixate on my own. The hotel room and Vivian’s house
were the most clear. I sent those images to him before I got a couple back in
turn. One was of Dylan at a lake with Vivian. One of the schools that Dylan
went to had a massive clock tower that was beautiful covered in snow. I saw the
beach. I saw Dylan’s book, lying in the grass, waiting to change Dylan’s life
forever. And mine, if I were honest.


I opened my eyes to see that the
sphere displayed a new image, then tapped Dylan’s hand so that he would look.
It showed a magic altar with a sword placed upon it. 


“I know where that is,” Edward
said. “You see that sigil on the altar? Ronez used it to protect his things.
Only someone who wished him no harm could see what they were looking for when
he charmed it, for he used a lot of illusion magic. That must be at his home;
although I have never seen that room, I know my brother had many secret
chambers.”


“But we were at his house, and it
didn’t look like it had any secret rooms,” Dylan said. 


“Your father was rich. He had
houses all over the world, several of which were invisible to people without
magic.” 


“Let’s just get the time and
we’ll figure it out later.”


“Why is the sword already in the
image?”


“Because the sword was not hidden
in time like the others,” Divina said, studying the sphere closely. “You can
take it any time, you just have to be able to get to it.”


“But I can see the room, so I can
flash to it.”


Divina laughed. “Ronez was very
tricky with his magic. Like you, he had a flair for the dramatics, but unlike
you, he set traps. He was never afraid to kill someone who threatened him, so
he set traps with magic and used illusion to conceal them. That was one of the
reasons I had him make the artifacts to begin with; he knew how to hide
something better than anyone.” 


“He told me that you told him to
create the artifacts. You told me that you didn’t know how to close the gates,”
he said. 


It was amazing to see my friend
confront a god, though he never had to fear her, for she showed her love for
him openly. Now she looked remorseful. “I didn’t lie to you. I just don’t
remember.” Dylan gaped at her. “I can see paths of the future easily, but in
exchange, I can’t see the past well. I forget things that were when they no
longer apply to the future. I forget things I see after they don’t happen. Even
gods must follow a path of time. If we didn’t, it would make things too
difficult to control. So if I remember everything that will, will not, had, and
had not occurred, I would lose my mind. It is too much to remember everything,
even for a god.”


“Vretial said he had memory,
instead of good seer abilities.”


“That’s right. He is the only one
with such a memory. Whereas my other brothers and I choose our paths by seeing
what they will lead to, Vretial has to make his decisions based on what they
led to in the past.”


“Was that by choice?”


“Yes.”


“Then he is brilliant,” Dylan
said. 


I expected Divina to be appalled;
instead, she nodded. “I know. I have to get back now. Ronez never showed me
where he hid the sword, but I believe I know which house he preferred at the
time,” she said. 


Ron was focused on his mother
when Sammy gripped my arm. I nearly yelped; his strength could have rivaled
Nila’s. “Be still. You were warned against returning to Mokii and you didn’t
listen. Because of that, I couldn’t have prevented what happened to the
dragoness. I’m sorry. You have to make sure that staff is destroyed.” I
tried to look at him, but he squeezed my arm in warning. He truly did know his
strength.


The room filled with bright light
and when it cleared, Dylan and I were alone in the dark.









Chapter 12


Dylan


 


I opened my eyes to find it was fairly dark. It was
light enough, though, to see a fireplace and that the room was large. I smacked
Mordon lightly in the arm and pointed to the fireplace. He raised his hand and
fire burst from the wood. The room was nice, if a little chilly. The thought
occurred to me a little late, but Mordon didn’t seem bothered by the cold, as
he was using his own fire to keep himself warm. Then I noticed he held the
crystal staff.


“When did you pick that up?” 


He frowned at it like he had never seen it before. “I
think Sammy gave it to me. He spoke in my mind and said he couldn’t have
prevented what happened to Emiko.”


“He should have talked to me about it. We could have
come up with another way.”


“It looked like Ron wouldn’t let him. He said that I
ignored a warning not to return to Mokii.”


“What warning?” 


He shook his head. “I had a friend at the castle,
Jedes. I told you about her before. She met me just before I went to rescue my
father from Emiko. She said I had begun a path that leads to pain and loss.
Sammy said we had to destroy the staff.”


I took it from him. “Ron is too much like his mother.
He spent his entire life without talking out loud and now he’s keeping
secrets.”


The room was sparsely furnished with two cushioned
chairs facing the fire, a cupboard, a table, and a bookshelf. Other than a rug
on the floor and a painting on the wall of a skull and mist coming out of an
old magic book, there was little character to the room. The walls were brick,
the floor was hardwood, there were no windows, and there were only two doors.
One of the doors revealed a small hallway with a staircase and another door.
The stairway led to a balcony over the living room, a master bedroom with an
attached bathroom, and a small study that was the only room that looked even
remotely used. A small desk, which contained notes and recipes, and a bookshelf
full of very dusty books were the only pieces of furniture in the study.
Everything was dusty. 


“I don’t think anyone has been here since he died,” I
said, digging around in the desk again. I found a picture of me when I was
little. I looked about ten, but I didn’t remember anything about the picture.
In it, I was standing on a large boulder with the ocean in the background. I
looked happy. When was that?


“Hey,” Mordon said, finding something else. He held
out an envelope with my name on it, which I opened to find a letter and a deed
to the house… in my name. I opened the letter. 


 


 


 


 


Dear, Dylan:


 


As I write this letter, I know for sure I will
never see you again. I wish that you could know me, and maybe you will after
I’m gone. I know that you had a miserable childhood, but I have also seen that
your future will be magnificent. You will be magnificent. I hope you don’t hate
me for what I was unable to give you. Since you were born, every small amount
of contact was risky. 


If you ask anyone, they will tell you I have never
been serious a day in my life. Today is a new day. You are ready to become the
Guardian, a better one than I ever was. I have seen many paths that I could
have taken, but none ever allowed me to be there for you. This is a short
letter because I must hurry. A side effect of seeing what will come is that I
can hear the clock ticking out. What a lonely sound.


I know how I will die and I know when. It is okay.
This is your time now, and I’m glad. You can never reach your destiny until I
am out of the way. Be happy. You will have friends and family that you can
trust. I know you will live on Duran, and few things I own will be of use to
you, but everything is now yours. Maybe if you need a safe place to escape
everyday life, you will come here. This house holds many secrets, as well as
many treasures. One more thing my brother may tell you about me is that I have never
said goodbye, not a day in my life, and it will not be today. I know you will
see me again. 


I have loved you since before you were born, and I
will love you when I am gone.


 


 


Love, Your Dad


 


 


 


 


Mordon took the letter from my hand and hugged me. It
was so hard to just breathe. He sat me down in the chair. “Call for Divina. You
need her with you right now,” he said. 


I stared at him, able to focus and remain coherent,
but it was a few minutes before I could speak over the pain in my throat. I
shook my head. “We need to get the sword and close the…” I trailed off, losing
track of my thoughts. Nestled between two huge books, nearly impossible to see,
was a small, black, unmarked book. I pulled it off the shelf and my fingers
tingled. When I opened it, I saw all the names just the same as in my book. It
was identical in every way. I pulled my book out of my bag just to be sure. 


“What is that?” he asked. “Is time screwing up
again?”


“No. I think my dad may have broken a rule. It is
like an echo. It is an exact copy of my book, even with your name in it, but
the magic isn’t real. This book was made to be a decoy.”


“Then why didn’t he give Vretial’s servants that book
and get away?”


Because he thought my life as a Guardian could never
begin until his ended. He gave himself up. “I need to lie down. Maybe throw up
first.” I put both my book and the decoy in my bag. 


Mordon didn’t question me, he just helped me to the
bathroom, but I had nothing in my stomach, so he helped me to bed. It was my
father’s bed, and even nearly ten years later, the dark blue blanket still
smelled like him. How is that possible? Maybe it was in my mind. Maybe I
was going insane, because insanity seemed to run in the family. 


“Dylan, I can’t read English. What did your father
say to you in the letter that has you so upset?”


“I’m not upset, just tired.”


He sighed, not believing me. “Then go to sleep. I’ll
wake you when I find something.” He got up and left. 


I couldn’t tell him I didn’t want to be alone. I
couldn’t tell him this house felt colder and emptier than anywhere I had ever
been. My father should have been there. I couldn’t say a word as Mordon left,
so when he came back to the door, I was startled. 


“Did you say something?” he asked. 


“No.” 


“I thought I heard someone say to come back. Do you
need something?” he asked. I shook my head. He frowned, but came to lie next to
me. “Alright. You wouldn’t mind if I take a nap, too, then.” 


He crossed his arms, staring at the ceiling and not
making even the slightest attempt to get confortable. I laughed. Yeah, he
wasn’t planning to take a nap. I fell asleep knowing that my father got at
least one thing right; I had family I could trust. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of drawers being opened and shut.
Mordon was digging through the dresser across from the bed. “What are you
doing?” I asked. Mordon glanced at me and pointed to the bedside table, where
there was a glass of water. I obeyed his unspoken command to drink it as he
continued his search.


“You are very traditional when you’re trying to be
sneaky, kind of like a child,” he said.


“Okay. That explained nothing and insulted me
greatly. Maybe I should go back to sleep and try again.”


He continued, ignoring me. “It occurred to me that
your father might be the same way. I figured there was no place more
traditional to hide your things than among your undergarments,” he said.


“Please don’t riffle through my dad’s underwear. I
know what kind of life he lived and I’m afraid of what you might find.” 


He looked back at me. “Like a key?” he smirked,
holding one up. 


“Oh, my god, did you really find a key in my father’s
underwear?”


“Not quite. It was in the pocket of his pants. Want
to help me find out what this key opens, or are you going to sit around all day
doing your hair?”


I tried to pull a lock of my hair forward to see it,
knowing full well it was too short. “Why, what’s wrong with my hair? Quick, I
need a brush!” He picked up one of my boots and threw it at me, but I stopped
it with magic and put it on, then pulled the second one to me with magic before
Mordon could take it.


I got up and we both searched the house. On the
second floor, the master bedroom with its attached study and bathroom was
separated by the balcony walkway over the living room. On the other side, we
found three more bedrooms, a hallway bathroom, and a small library. There were
stairs on the far end of the hallway that led to the kitchen. It was a modest,
clean kitchen with off-white walls and wooden floors. 


The only locked door in the house was the door next
to the stairway, and that is exactly what the key opened. Down the steps of the
basement were boxes and crates. The lower ground floor went on and on around
corners and down more steps; way too large to be a normal cellar. We came upon
an end. Using only flashlights, with which Mordon seemed fascinated, we nearly
missed it. 


It was by chance that I waved the light over the wall
and saw the sigil. Mordon put his hand on it. “There are no cracks or creases.”


“It has to be a door. I may not know my father well,
but I know a hidden entrance when I see one. Back up a minute,” I said. He
backed away and I sent my energy into it with the will for it to open.
Honestly, I didn’t expect it to work. I didn’t expect the wall to separate into
bricks that rearranged themselves into a doorway. 


The doorway revealed a final room; the magic room
that was shown in the sphere, complete with an altar as well as a shelf of
magic books and a display cabinet full of staffs, daggers, and swords. There
was also a desk with a collection of unusual potion ingredients, a chest full
of carefully labeled potions, and a hand-written journal full of clear
instructions for preparing and using the potions. 


On the altar was the sword, which I took carefully. I
was not a sword person, and I never would be, but I could feel the magic
streaming through it. Each of the artifacts belonged to one of my family. I
knew instantly that the sword was for Divina. It suited her somehow. 


“Alright. We got what we came for and I think it’s
time to get back,” I said. 


“Are you sure there isn’t anything you want to look
into while we’re here?” Mordon asked. 


I shook my head. “If I think the house could somehow
bring me more closure than seeing my father’s ghost… twice, then I know where
to find it,” I said. A sad expression clouded his face and I could have smacked
myself. “I’m sorry Divina can’t bring your mother back the way she did Ronez.”
Even though it was only for a short time, at least I knew my father a little.


“I understand. Ronez was immortal and never meant to
die in the first place. Besides, I did get to meet her in the spirit world.
That was more than I ever expected.”


I looked around the room. “This is really the only
room that makes me think of my father. I think the apartment we saw before was
closer to the man I know. Game systems and comfy chairs. But creepy and magical
seems to fit, too.”


“Maybe there are many sides to him.”


“That would make it a lot harder to get to know him.”



“Now that you can control your power, you could have
Emrys take you back to see him.”


“No. That would be a selfish misuse of magic… and it
would be too dangerous.”


“Because you couldn’t stop yourself from trying to
save him?” he asked.


Mordon understood me more than anyone else. “Wouldn’t
you? You could ask Emrys to take you back to see your mother. You would have a
lot better chance at saving her than I would my father. Both of them died for
their child and both deaths could have been avoided. I’m a healer; I could save
her.”


He swallowed hard. “You could. I wouldn’t have Rojan,
but he would have his family. Shut up, Rojan; we could have stopped them.”


“It’s a never ending cycle. I want to save that poor
boy that the demon killed. I want to save your mother, and my father… but what
would I destroy by trying to save someone? How many worlds could a paradox
destroy?”


“How do you know? How do you ever know if it’s right
or not?” he asked.


“That’s why I’m not a time traveler; I don’t know.
That’s what I have friends for. When I have to make a decision like that, I
have someone to turn to. Someone wiser, like Edward, or more powerful, like my
wife, or who knows me better than anyone else in this world, like you. So you
tell me, should I start playing god? Should I have the right to decide who
lives and who doesn’t?”


He stared at me for a moment. “Where is the staff?”
he asked. 


I had forgotten about it. “In the study next to the
bedroom. We left it there last night.”


“Sammy said we needed to destroy it.” Mordon left the
magic room to retrieve the staff. It gave me a moment to think.


He returned after a few minutes. “I don’t think we
should destroy it,” I said, taking the staff from him. I could feel the power
in it. “I think we need to find out what Sammy saw. They both sounded pretty
adamant that this was dangerous, so either they saw it in his vision, or they
know something like it.”


“That sounds like a good reason to destroy it, to
me,” he said. 


I nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.” I ran my fingers over
the hand-carved wood, over the magic symbols, and across the crystal.


“But you’re not going to destroy it,” he surmised. 


I looked at him. “They’re hiding something from us.
Whatever it is, this may be the only thing we find answers in.” I set it on the
altar before pulling Mordon out of the room. Then I pushed my energy into the
stones with the intention to lock it. As quickly as it had become a doorway, it
returned to being a wall. “There. Now it can’t fall into any wrong hands and
it’s there if we need it.”


“I felt its power. Sammy was right that it could only
cause harm.”


“It isn’t my intention to use it,” I said. Of course,
I was lying. It was very much my intention to use it, just not for its power. I
knew my boys well enough to know when they were hiding something, and I knew
them well enough to know why they would. If my suspicions were correct, I
needed the staff.


“Let’s go. We have work to do,” he said. 


I flashed us back home. Edward was setting out lunch
for the boys while Emiko was lying beside the fireplace… she was lying there
tied up with a cloth in her mouth. I sighed and held Mordon back. “What did she
do?”


She yelled with outrage, but her words were
unintelligible through the gag. 


“I caught her stealing, and then she got mad at me
for not allowing her to, so she tried to curse me,” Edward explained.


I let Mordon go and he took the cloth out of her
mouth. “I am a dragon! How dare you tie me up like a servant?! I will kill you
for treating me like this!” she screamed. 


Mordon stuck the cloth back in her mouth and went to
the table before calmly taking a seat. “Is there enough food for Dylan and me?”


“For breakfast, yes, but we will have to hunt later.
You two were gone for a long time,” he commented, fixing two more plates of
bread and cheese. 


“It was a long night of searching,” Mordon explained.
“So now that we have everything, what do we do with them to close the gates?”


“That is simple. Dylan has to remember what I told
him when he was seven.” Vretial’s presence filled the room the moment he began
to speak. Edward moved in front of me to guard me, but the boys seemed almost
bored. The dark god regarded Edward with amusement.


“I remembered what you told me when I was seven,” I
argued. “You didn’t tell me anything that would help.” 


He gave me a disapproving glower. “I told you exactly
what you needed to know. Even Mordon heard it.” 


My friend appeared more confused than me. “I only saw
what Dylan remembered. I saw it when he had that amnesia thing, but I couldn’t
understand anything, because he was only speaking Enochian at the time, which I
don’t speak.”


“What do you mean, Enochian? If I understood it, then
you should have, because you were in my mind. My Iadnah magic automatically…”
And then I got it. All of a sudden, it was clear how thick I was. “It can’t be
that simple,” I said, more to myself than anyone else.


Vretial laughed. “It always is, child.”


“What’s simple?” Mordon asked.


“But I didn’t have Iadnah magic when I was seven!” I
said. 


“You were born with it. You were born of it.
You just never understood it until you were experienced with nominal energy. It
was always in you, and it always will be.”


“What is going on?!” Mordon asked, shaking me a
little. 


“I’m stupid is what’s going on, so stupid. I’m an
idiot, a moron, a fool, and a goat. You heard Enochian in my memory because
that’s what we were speaking. I understood it when I was a child but I didn’t
know anything about Enochian, so I just thought we were speaking English.
That’s why he said I translated it wrong. I heard, ‘there is something in the
dark,’ but that isn’t what he said. Then I couldn’t get it right because the translation
had already happened.”


“So you need to hear what I heard in Enochian,”
Mordon understood. I nodded. 


“When you know what I have told you, you will
understand the choice I made, and you will have to decide for yourself what to
do when faced with the same choice.” He vanished. 


“Okay. It shouldn’t be difficult to---” My words were
cut off by the sound of an explosion. “We have a visitor,” I said, going to the
door. 


Outside stood a demon as powerful as Xul, but clearly
different in his personality. For one, this demon seemed to have a sense of
humor; the body he chose was Mordon’s. Since Ancients could create their own
temporary forms or possess the bodies of mortals, I was very happy that he
wasn’t killing anyone by stealing a body.


“Were you looking for me, or are you lost?” I asked. 


Mordon growled at the doppelganger. The demon was a
perfect image, but had a cruel grin and an aura of hatred that Mordon could
never manage. 


“You act against the balance. I am here to kill you.”
His voice was similar to Mordon’s, but too raspy and snide.


“And you took my brother’s form because you thought
that would make me, what? Afraid?”


“It is well known that you and the dragon are
friends. The balance reacts oddly between the two of you. The idea is that you
would not fight back when I look like him.”


I laughed at his self-assurance and I could feel
Mordon roll his eyes beside me. “You have never had a brother, then, or you
would know better. Sometimes, there is nothing more I want than to have a go at
him. But I don’t need to fight you.” As I spoke I could feel the air crackle
with energy. The demon lost some of his confidence for confusion. “I could
destroy you with one word.” 


“Impossible.”


“Just one,” I taunted.


“I do not fear you, mortal. I do not believe the
stories they tell of you and your powers.” 


His boldness and confidence amused me. “Three
letters.”


Between us, Regivus appeared, focused solely on me.
He was angry. “Your mate has been…” he started speaking, only to stop when I
held up my hand impolitely. I expected him to be irritated at me for doing
something so insolent, but his expression was only of patience. 


I pointed behind him to the demon. “Red,” I said. 


The god turned and without hesitation or doubt,
reached out his hand. The Ancient instantly disintegrated into black dust,
blowing towards the god and forming into a ball in Regivus’s hand. Regivus
crushed it between his fingers before turning back to me with a slight smile.
“That is how you destroy a demon.”


“Is that dried demon guts all over the porch? Tiamat
is going to be mad,” I said. I wasn’t serious; it was more likely that she
would be disappointed she didn’t get to use it for her potions. 


“Tiamat is always angry.”


My eyes widened and my jaw dropped. “We can’t be
talking about the same woman.” Divina had a temper, as did every woman and
especially every god; however, in the seven years I knew her, she was rarely
angry. 


“She is a god,” he said, as if it were impossible. 


“And she is my wife. God or not, Tiamat is normally
very happy,” I said. 


“With you,” he said. As Regivus was the wisest and
grouchiest god, I didn’t expect him to smirk. “Of course you would think so.
You make her happy. That is why we accepted you instead of killing you when we
had the chance.”


“Are we accepted?” Sammy asked, pulling his brother
close. 


“You cohort with Vretial, our enemy,” the god told
the child. Mordon growled and pulled them behind him, but Regivus continued.
“However, it seems we have no say in the matter. Between your mother and
father, I’m afraid I would suffer a very painful and untimely end if I did not
do right by the two of you.”


“You’re correct. Would you like to come in for some
breakfast, or did you have a message?” I asked. 


“I came to ask you to take your mate back. We need to
be able to argue out our problems before we can work together. We are all older
than this universe, and we have many problems with each other. Arguing is our
way of dealing with it. Tiamat wants us to work together in helping you to
close the gates.”


Mordon laughed until we all stared at him. “Sound
familiar?” he asked. Ron and Sammy nodded with resigned expressions. I gave him
my best “clueless” look. “The Guardians are all arguing and you’re trying to
peace them to death.”


“I’m not that diplomatic.”


“You have your moments. I mean, sometimes you’re so
peaceful I think I could puke.” He shrugged. “Then you have your psychotic
moments when I realize you could destroy the entire universe without a second
thought.”


I would always give it a second thought. Regivus
vanished, leaving Divina in his place, as beautiful as ever. 


She had on skinny jeans, a dark blue satin shirt that
went to her thighs, a silver belt around her waist, and brown leather boots on
the outside of her jeans that went to her knees. While her hair was normally
straight, it was slightly curly today. I pulled her into my arms, where she
belonged. 


When I tried to kiss her, she put her hand over my
mouth. “Don’t start that or we’ll never get anything done.” We went inside and
everyone sat around the table… everyone except for Emiko, who was still tied
up. “Why is there a dragon tied up in the living room?”


“She tried to steal and threatened Edward.”


“How did she get here?”


“Oh, that.” I paused until Mordon had his cup to his
lips. “She’s Mordon’s girlfriend,” I said. Mordon predictably started choking.
I tried to pat him on the back, but he shoved me away.


“She is not! She’s annoying, rude, and has awful
habits!” he said. 


“I know,” I answered, unable to keep a straight face.
“You have terrible tastes in women. Then again, far be it from me to stop you
from buying a fixer-upper. I’m not judging you.”


Divina smacked me in the arm. “Leave him alone.
You’re going to teach the boys to be mean to each other,” she said. Sammy and
Ron were watching us carefully from across the table.


“Mordon and I tease each other, but we never fight.”


“Of course not, you’re brothers,” Ron said. 


“Mordon, will you take Emiko out of the room so we
can talk?” I asked. 


He picked her up “fireman style.” “She’s a dragon, so
I would need to take her quite far. I’ll take her to the springs. I already
know you’re going to catch everyone up, so just call me when you’re ready for
us to come back,” he said, walking out the door. 


“Use protection!” I yelled after them in English. I
turned back to my wife. “She looks like a biter.” I caught everyone up on
everything that had happened, including what Vretial said about Mordon and I
being born to balance each other. Sammy and Ron were extremely interested in
that. Divina was more interested in the part about mates, where I was her
balance. 


Edward just listened. When our discussion ran down,
he stood and stretched. “We have been here for hours. We should check on the
Guardians.”


“They don’t know me, except for Nano, so I’m going to
stay here. Sammy and Ron should stay, too,” Divina said. 


“Mommy, he wants to be called Hail, now, not Sammy.”


“Of course,” she said. I flashed Edward and myself to
the springs, where Mordon and Emiko waited. She was untied. 


“We’re going to check on the other Guardians,” I
said. 


Mordon stood and took my arm, leading me away from
Edward and Emiko. It was odd, because he spoke in my mind. “I don’t know
about bringing Emiko around them. She is new to the idea of people traveling
worlds and her mouth will get her in trouble. Besides, we still don’t know what
Ghidorah is.”


“Do you trust her?”


“Not at all. She will steal, she will lie, and she
has already tried to stab me. She’s a spoiled little draxuni.”


I smirked. “She sounds charming. Why is it you
like her again?”


He sighed. “She is also smart, and I get the
feeling she is loyal. She needs to be protected.”


“Are you sure it isn’t magic attracting you to
her? I mean, she is very pretty, but it doesn’t look like she makes you happy
or anything. I thought your type would be submissive and sweet,” I said. 


“No, it was never that. Of course, my father
always thought a king’s wife should be submissive, I wanted…”


“A challenge,” I said.


“Yes. I don’t want someone to bow to me. I want
someone who is sarcastic and tough and needs to be trained in manners. Someone
who needs to be protected and guided, but who will fight me along the way.”


“Like me?” 


“Yes.” He blushed when he realized what he
said. “But a girl. Definitely a girl. Someone like you… but a woman. And prettier.
Definitely prettier.”


I narrowed my eyes. “I’ll have you know Divina
finds me very nice on the eyes.” 


He frowned. “Has she ever got them tested?”


“Oh, shut up. I destroyed a demon with just one
word, if you remember. You don’t want to make me angry. I might decide you’re
not worth the trouble you cause me.”


“Actually, it was Regivus who destroyed the
demon.” He patted me on the back. “Can you send Emiko back to your place?
Divina can watch her.” He paused. “She wouldn’t do anything to Emiko, would
she?”


“Not unless Emiko started it,” I smirked, knowing
full well the young dragon would start something. I flashed Emiko to Divina and
Edward, Mordon, and myself to Edward’s cabin. Each of the Guardians as well as
Vivian and Meri were sitting around the fireplace, eating lunch. Hobble
ambushed me, pounced, and knocked me down in order to lick my face. Two forked
tongues could cover a lot of skin. 


“Get up, Dylan. Show some dignity,” Edward grouched.
I knew he was joking, though. He held out his hand to help me up, which I took.
Nano pulled the gargoyle off me, since he was the only one strong enough to.
Hobble was getting big. He was still a juvenile, but we could all tell the
stone creature would be a real beast when he was done growing.


None of us knew much about these creatures. Hobble,
along with a small group of older gargoyles, were misplaced in time. So far, it
appeared Hobble was trapped for good. We treated him well, especially since he
was injured saving Edward. It was confusing because his stone flesh wouldn’t
heal itself, even though his was maturing. Unfortunately, thinking about Hobble
growing made me realize that gargoyles were born, not created. That meant there
were stone gargoyles out there in the future… making baby gargoyles. 


I had my hand on his bad leg before I realized what I
was going to attempt. Vretial said I was becoming a more powerful healer. I let
my energy flow through the stone, but it came back confused, for it didn’t know
how to heal stone. “I will keep trying,” I whispered to the little guy. He
rubbed his heads against my stomach. I tried to pet the left head and the right
head nipped at my fingers. The right head was often jealous of the left one. Weird
little beast.


“What news do you have about the gates?” Shiloh
asked. 


“They’re opening, but we have what we need to close
them. We just came by to check on you before getting started. Or figure out how
to get started anyway. What have you guys been up to? It doesn’t look like any
of you killed each other. I might be wrong, though… math wasn’t my best
subject.”


“Meri and I have been teaching these brutes how to
talk,” Vivian said. 


“We have made a lot of progress in the Guardian
council,” Emrys said. “Shiloh and I plan to start right away on creating a
necklace that each of us can wear that will alert everyone when one of us needs
help. We are currently stuck on what to call the council.”


“You’ll think of something. By the way, sorry for…” I
waved at his head. 


“I doubt that, but don’t worry about it.”


“What are you talking about this time?” Mordon asked.



I grinned at him. “You haven’t figured it out yet?” I
asked. He rolled his eyes. “Emrys disappeared from his tent in the middle of
the night. He reappeared weak and injured some time later with wounds too
shallow to have caused the blood we found in his tent. And he had to be
terribly wounded because otherwise the story wouldn’t have held on Lore. I
realized it when I healed him after we got back from Lore because the injuries
were the same, just more severe. I suppose we will, at some point, go back in
time to kidnap him from his tent and ask him to find us on Lore.”


“But… I thought we were trying to avoid a paradox.”


I nodded thoughtfully. “Of course we are, but I’d
also like to live and not be trapped on Lore. Now, is there any food left?” I
asked. 


“Dylan, we have work to do.”


“And it could be hours before we get to eat again. I
can’t do magic on an empty stomach,” I said. He sighed. 


 


*          *          *


 


We joined the rest of the group to eat. It seemed
that Guardians could be worried, but they didn’t show it on their faces. They
just talked a lot. Mostly it was Rasik and Rilryn who regaled us with their
adventures and unusual missions. When they spoke of demons and monsters they
fought, I watched Ghidorah’s face. That was a man who had seen the most
horrible of horrors, and the most horrible of horrors were never beasts.


He caught me staring at him and put down his plate.
“Have you figured it out yet?” he asked me. Everyone else focused on us.


“I’m not sure what to call you, but I know what you
do. Do you have wings?” I asked. He stood and stripped off his shirt. Across
his back was a tattoo of wings. 


The lines became defined and developed color. It was
weird; as the wings separated from his back, they were iridescent, not
feathered. They were as much ominous and forbidding as they were majestic and
beautiful. There was nothing dainty about them, either. In fact, the wings
looked like they could be used as weapons. Ghidorah stretched them out to about
four feet across before folding them back against his back. The lines of the
wings shrunk back into his skin to become a tattoo once more. 


“What do they call angels on Skrev?” I asked.


He didn’t the typical description of an angel that I
was used to, but I figured that was because he was a being of Skrev. It was
possible that Ghidorah, or whatever creature he was, was where humans god the
image of angels.


“How long have you known?” He put his shirt back on
and sat.


“The demon squeaking like a dog toy when he saw you
kind of gave it away. You kept talking about judging and punishment. The
closest human reference I can think of is an angel, because I know you’re not
Anubis. I mean, you got the attitude of a jackal, but not the head of one.
Besides, finding Anubis on Skrev would be like finding Arthur in Camelot or a
cop at a donut shop. On the other hand… Am I rambling?”


“It’s okay. Nobody’s listening anymore,” Mordon said.


“Oh, good.”


“I think I understand you, now,” Ghidorah said. “You
forget that others are not as powerful as you, and you forget they are not as
smart as you.” 


I scoffed. “Smart? How do you figure?” 


“You have been two steps ahead of everyone, friend or
enemy, your entire life.”


“Hardly.”


“Believe it or not, you see connections that nobody
else would. You figure out the answer and then find your pattern, when the
reality is that no one else would have figured it out given the clues.”


“How can you say you know about me when we only met a
few days ago?” I asked. 


“I can see your soul. I cannot judge you because you
are a Guardian, but I can still see you. The only person I cannot see is your
son, Sammy.”


“Oh, he wants to be called Hell, now.”


“Hail,” Mordon corrected me. “He is protected.”


“By god magic, I know. God magic coming from his
little brother.”


“What happens when you judge someone?” Mordon asked. 


He shrugged. “That depends on what I judge them of. I
can decide that someone needs to be punished and how severely, or I can decide
they need to be rewarded. Sometimes I judge that a person can never repent or
learn from their actions, and they must be killed immediately. Sometimes I
judge that a person is leaning towards a destructive path and I push them
towards the right one.”


“Back in the cabin, when we first met, you said only
the gods could strip someone of their magic. You lied.”


“I could not be sure who you were yet. I didn’t trust
you. Besides, I wanted to kill that man. There is little worse in my opinion
than a coward who uses magic to control someone’s mind. I let my disgust get
the better of me. Had I been thinking, I would have stripped his magic and left
him imprisoned; it is a fate worse than death.”


“Have you tried to judge me?” my friend asked.


“You have two souls that are fused into one. Your
soul and Dylan’s are also connected. No judgment I could make on you would be
correct.”


“So you can see what I am?”


“You are both a sago and a dragon. I’m sorry, I
realize you want a long lost name that describes people just like you, but you
are the only one of your kind. There has never been someone who was both man
and dragon before, not even on Skrev. In time, you will see that you have the
greatest advantages of being dragon and being sago, and few of the weaknesses.
Most of them involve protecting your family.”


“We should get back to it,” I said, standing. “We
have to get these gates closed.” Mordon and Edward stood. “Besides, we need to
see what Divina did to Emiko.” 


“Dylan,” Nano said. I paused and looked at him. “My
magic is weakening.”


“So is mine,” Samorde said. “I think the gate to Enep
was the first to open.” 


I frowned. If it was, Regivus would have known, and
he would have told me. At least, I thought he would have. 


“Regivus would be the last to complain. He may treat
me like a pet, but he holds himself to a higher level of responsibility than
anyone I have ever met. My god would never share his problems.”


As often as Regivus helped me and my family, that
really bothered me. 


I looked at Edward and he nodded. “I am powerful
enough at my age, but the connection with my book has already begun to fade.” 


Perhaps Regivus, like Edward, had too much pride to
complain. 


“We have all had warning dreams,” Azyle said. “We all
sit around here, supposedly safe while our worlds are in danger, because we
have faith you know what you are doing. If the gods trust you, we have little
choice. Please don’t let us down, because our trust is difficult to earn.”


“I’ll take care of it.”


I flashed the three of us home to find Divina and
Emiko sitting at the table reading tarot cards. They weren’t Edward’s card or
playing cards, but actual proper tarot cards. Sammy and Ron were reading on the
rug in front of the fireplace. 


I stood behind Divina and kissed her shoulder. “We
need to figure out what to do with the artifacts,” I said. “Ron, show Mordon
and Edward how to control the fire wand and pantacle like you showed your
brother how to control the cup.”


“Air and water are easy to control. Fire and earth
are not; they need strength. I don’t know how to control the wand or the
pantacle. I do know that these artifacts are each meant to match the user’s
magic. Dragon fire is stubborn, so Mordon will have trouble.”


I knew it was. I had felt his fire many times… and I
knew how to calm it. Where his fire was volatile, my energy was calm. Except
sometimes it was reversed; when I wanted to destroy, it was him who was calm.
We were balanced. 


“Edward, do you think practice will help you control
the pantacle?” I asked. 


He nodded. “I have been using magic for more than two
thousand years. I can manage.”


“Good. You practice.” I picked up the fire wand and
lotus wand before flashing Mordon and I to the springs. It was a very good
place to practice magic. “Sit.” He sat and I sat across from him. I set aside
the wands, took his hand, and closed my eyes. “Let me see your fire.”


I felt the heat creep into me through my hand, not
enough to hurt, but it was uncomfortable. His fire was calm. I opened my eyes
to see what I thought I would. I was seeing through dragon eyes while his fire
was inside me, so I saw everything that my friend was, because dragons could see
a person’s soul. How Divina ever could have thought the universe would survive
without him I would never know. 


I picked up the fire wand and held it out with my
other hand. He touched it and the fire reacted instinctually as if he were
being attacked. My vision reverted to normal because I couldn’t hold his fire
in me as the dragon magic tried to use the wand as a weapon. The wand was a
tool of focus, specifically created to focus dragon fire. His fire must have
assumed that since he was using the wand, he was being attacked. 


But he already showed me that dragon fire did more
than destroy; it could also heal. As the fire flared out over the springs, I
pulled the dagger out of my boot with my free hand. Before Mordon could do
anything, I made a thin slice along my arm. He tried to let go of my hand and
pull the dagger away, but I tightened my grip. As gently as I could, I poured
my energy into him with no intention, just calmness. Or as calm as I could have
it when my arm burned. 


His fire did not calm, though, I could feel that
much. Instead, he turned the wand on me. Having been burned literally and
figuratively many times in my childhood, it should have been instinct for me to
run… but this was Mordon. Not even his fire would ever hurt me. My wife could
hurt me on accident or in anger, and so could my children or Edward. They were
all powerful and anything could happen. But not Mordon.


Instead of burning heat, healing fire rushed through
me, not only healing my arm but old wounds that had healed incorrectly. Now, it
did hurt, but I was alive. After what felt like hours, when the fire
accomplished what it thought its goal was, it calmed. The fire settled back
inside of Mordon to wait. 


“You’re going to make me kill you one of these days.”


“As if you could,” I panted. “Now, I need in your
head.”


“It is private property, you know,” he said, setting
the wand aside.


“Since when?” I put my hand on his forehead. “By the
way, I have no idea what I’m doing,” I said. 


He glared at me. “Isn’t this dangerous then?”


“I don’t know. Probably. Now hold still and remember
what you saw. Remember every word Vretial said in Enochian,” I told him. He
nodded and closed his eyes. I focused my energy on his thoughts. Within a
minute, his memory played like a movie in my head. 


It was a little blurry in the dark, but I could make
out Vretial. He looked bigger from the eyes of a child. His words and mine were
clear, and they were Enochian. Everything I had thought I heard in English was
correct… until the very end. When I thought I heard “There’s something in the
dark,” I was wrong, and for good reason. Enochian was the language of the gods,
a language of power. For some words, there was no English equivalent. 


I let go of Mordon. 


“I know what I must do. I know what choice I have to
make.”









Chapter 13


Vretial


 


The story of the gods is not as mighty as we tell it.
We embellish our greatness, seeking fear and respect from the people because we
are so much more than them. The fact is that our great power does not come with
the wisdom to use it. I am the oldest of my siblings, and we may very well be
the last of our kind. So it is my story that I keep secret, even from my kin. 


In the time forgotten by all but myself, we were a
mighty people. We were powerful, we were unstoppable, and it rained blood. Our
blood. The Land of the Gods, the place outside any universe but protected from
the void, was once beautiful. It was a magnificence that could never be
matched.


In order to live in this exquisiteness, the gods
chose a form to enjoy it in. Some gods were beautiful, some were strong, and
some could slip away without being seen. Some could change their appearance,
but most became a part of it. This developed into tradition. But by the time of
my creation, the end was already in sight. 


We were powerful. There was nothing in any universe
or the void that could rival us, and I grew up believing this. When I looked
out over the lands of death and blood, my father put his hand on my shoulder
and told me we fight for this. We fought, not for rights, but for more power
than we ever needed. However, he did teach me two things that others did not
believe in; responsibility and wisdom. 


There were many universes that Iadnah used to
experiment with or even just to play in. Several had created living souls in
their image, souls that would grow and experience whatever the gods gave them.
No matter how the gods created these souls, something happened. Once they were
alive, they developed a will. Whether it was a will to live, a will to thrive,
or a will to conquer, the Iadnah had very little control over them. Some
decided these souls were a poison and killed them off, and some feared the souls
because they were unpredictable, which wasn’t the fault of these mysterious
living creatures; they never asked to be created. Yet others were fascinated.


The gods experimented with the intelligence and power
of these creatures. It was then that I became intrigued. I convinced my father
to teach me how to create them myself, but souls were a tricky thing, and life
was difficult to construct. 


Many universes were destroyed as the Iadnah grew more
determined and bold in their struggle for power. The more powerful they were,
the more power they wanted. I thought it was pointless, but I felt more regret
for the souls that were extinguished for no reason at all. Life was all they
had, and to have it torn away seemed sad. I was young, though, and my mother
told me I would have to learn that nothing was worth the weakness that was
regret. 


My brothers were all born of different mothers and I
barely knew them. There was no family among the Iadnah, because the forms we
took could bleed and blood was the same color whether it was from friend or
foe. Our forms did not make us mortal or weak, although we could be destroyed
with the right magic. Iadnah magic, which is all that we were, could not be
destroyed, only disbursed, so when a god managed to kill another, it was everything
that god was that the victor absorbed, not just magic. Including their
weaknesses, as they realized too late. 


Still, I was amazed by the souls, so fragile, that
seemed to want life more than power. Why were we working so hard for power when
they were so happy without it? Others asked that question too, and were
jealous. I was jealous of their happiness, but not enough to give up my power. 


The Land of the Iadnah was dying; it was starved of
magic by the death and corruption that the Iadnah became. And still they would
not stop. They would never stop. In the end, my father taught me the lesson of
responsibility. He was against the war, as many were, but unlike our kin, he
knew the way to end it. He knew there could be no end until the greed was gone.


Universes could not be created even by the immense
powers of the Iadnah; they were mistakes of the void that could be exploited by
us. There was one odd occurrence that was true in every universe; there was a
balance that acted against us fiercely. Sometimes the universe would have to be
eradicated because of it, but usually the gods could hold it off. 


In the height of the war, a new universe was torn
from the void like a hiccup. I knew it to be a baby universe of unimaginable
potential, for there would be no war to disfigure it. My father brought my
brothers and me to the crack between the void and the new universe. It was in a
valley; the last piece of beauty left. We were told to go and rebuild the Land
of the Iadnah in the universe. When he left us, I saw to it that my siblings
did as they were told, and then I turned back. I felt there was nothing I could
give to the universe that was good when in my existence, I had only ever seen
destruction. 


Then my father returned with Tiamat. She was not his
daughter, but he found that she had been lost in one of the universes at the
moment of her creation. What kept her from being destroyed for the earlier part
of her childhood nearly got her killed with the other souls. Half dead, the
little goddess wobbled from my father’s hands into my arms. She had been
injured by a god that had tried to syphon her power, but she was young enough
to recover. 


Her form was beautiful, but it was her eyes that
convinced me to take her with me. Her eyes were the same as those with mortal
souls, but behind them there was power that would tempt any god. I took her to
this new universe because she was everything the Iadnah had unintentionally
destroyed with their greed. Behind me, my father obliterated the Land of the
Gods and everything in it. 


I taught my siblings to make souls, and especially
the fascinating people. They enjoyed experimenting with life and while I found
it amusing, I never did it. They soon lost the memories of the land we were
created in until only I remembered our kin. I told them we were the last of our
kind because I hoped we were. Still, I told them of our traditions, including a
fairytale my father would tell me about mates. It never made any sense to me
then because I always thought we were the most powerful thing in the universe.
I was wrong. We were all wrong.


While we ruled the place of our creation, life was
the most powerful thing in the universe. 


When the memories were truly gone for all but myself,
I revisited the Land of the Iadnah to find it as vast and empty as the void.
All the beauty was gone and forgotten. When the foulness of the void tried to spoil
what we created in our new home, I closed the gates between the worlds and
created items of power instead. With my sister’s advice, I created them as
books. It was an odd request, but I could never deny her anything.


I tried to guide my siblings when it came to their
animals and worlds, but I was not very good at it. My siblings disagreed with
me at every turn. It was a matter of opinion, which I had not yet learned. On
the other hand, my youngest brother was even worse than me. He thought that
giving his people everything they could want would make him more successful. He
thought if they had more power, they would be happier. Even I could have told
him it was a mistake, and I tried to. Unfortunately, all except for Tiamat
doubted me. I was more powerful than them and for that, I was the enemy in
their eyes, excluding Tiamat, who understood life like none of us could. 


Avoli’s people were about to commit nuclear war and
destroy the entire planet. I didn’t want to see the death of all those souls,
so I did the only thing I could; I used my power against my kin. It was no
better than what the other Iadnah had done, but I didn’t destroy him.


And I realized then how badly power could corrupt. I
was so much more powerful naturally than my siblings that I couldn’t handle any
more. The balance would not allow me to remain as I was, and I could not give
up the new world without risking myself anyway. So I had a choice. 


I could take the balance inside me, fuse my power
with it, or I could risk destroying everything my siblings and I had built. It
was difficult to see disgust from my own kind, but I could not explain my
responsibility to them. I was the oldest, the most powerful, and the only one
who remembered what must never come to be again. 


For once, I was glad that I only had one sister, and
that she would never be willing to procreate. I could not foresee the future as
they could, but I was happy for us to be the only Iadnah left. 


The balance inside me was too strong a force to
fight, so I was compelled to act against my siblings, even to reopen the gates.



My siblings created servant/warriors to guard their
books from anyone who wished to take its magic. They exiled me for taking
Avoli’s world and when I left willingly, they thought I was overcome by their
power, but it was the fact that the balance wanted me to destroy them. The
balance took so much of my will and mind, forcing me to seek out and thwart my
siblings. They were constantly upsetting the balance.


Until one day, I faced a young, mortal boy and realized
the story was no longer mine. The fate of this universe was no longer mine. He
looked into my eyes, at all the power and hatred in me and all the choices that
I had made… and he was not afraid. He was not afraid of me because he was not
afraid of the balance. And he would make the same choice. 


The mortal that produced Iadnah energy called upon
the very magic of the universe to destroy me, and as he did, the balance
released its hold. In that moment, I was shielded by the balance and I could
escape. What better way to do so than by becoming what I was always fascinated
by? I became alive. From then on, I did my work from the shadows. I also had to
repay the boy who saved me. 


If his lack of fear in me and the balance wasn’t
enough for me to understand why he was the one, Dylan himself was the answer.
It wasn’t only the fact that he was Tiamat’s mate. The mortal’s entire life had
been a test of strength, willpower, compassion, courage, and wisdom. From the
moment of his conception, he was fighting to live. Even the other gods had felt
his power and wanted to kill him.


They would have killed him for just being born what
he was. 


At first, I thought my goal would be easy to
accomplish. Equilibrium was required, so I needed to create a soul to balance
the tiny infant that faced the universe. Unfortunately, I underestimated life;
a person could not be born for the sake of another that easily. Then the
universe helped me for once. The soul I created was joined with the strongest
kind known; a dragon. The new life was now strong enough to adapt as Dylan had…
but it was still not enough. They were separated by much time and space and
their powers were still undiscovered. 


I was not the best seer, but I had an understanding
of magic that the other Iadnah could not have even begun to imagine, including
time. No longer was I working with the balance, which Dylan freed me from, so I
had to save him from it in return. Throughout his life, I thwarted the acts of
nature that would have otherwise killed him. I was not alone; his father was
there as well. Still, it was difficult, and the boy suffered from every kind of
pain.


Soon I realized how strong his soul really was. The
things he saw and heard should have made him into a jaded, cruel person, but
instead he just turned it around. Every obstacle he faced became a tool, a
lesson to be kind to everyone. He learned from every mistake, whether it was
his or someone else’s. One thing I never understood was how he protected his
mother. I understood that souls had emotional attachments to their parents, but
this particular woman was exceptionally cruel and did not deserve his kindness.


I also faced instances where I had to step over my
own timeline. One such occasion was when my servants were searching the worlds
for the new Noquodi. The young Guardian had not yet learned of his Iadnah
energy, and he was not ready to face me. In order to avoid being detected by my
unsuspecting self, I had to wait until he signed a book to another world. As
soon as he signed his name in the book of Dios, I sent Dylan there, which had
already been searched and cleared by my servants. Thankfully, my conceited
brothers were easily fooled. 


The circumstances regarding his father were
inevitable and for the best. Ronez had served the purpose of creating Dylan,
but he was then an obstacle in the boy’s way. Once Dylan was old enough to
become what he was meant to be, Ronez needed to be factored out. 


Finally, everything I created and everything that had
happened came together in peace. Dylan saved the universe from the ripples in
the balance… for a while. There was too much acting against the balance,
including decisions that had not yet been decided. I had to make a decision
once again. 


There was another child who was neither mortal nor
god. We were supposed to be the last of our kind, because Iadnah could not
procreate with mortals, but there was always something different about Tiamat.
She and Dylan defied the balance again and created a life of a new kind. I knew
he could destroy everything I had worked so hard to construct.


However, I had a plan to stop him. Once again, I
created life, but this time, I thought it through. There would be no dragon
soul to cover for my mistakes, and there was only one moment in which I could
do it. 


The mother and father had to be known well to Dylan,
and so when the opportunity presented itself, I took it. I made the soul to be
the balance of Tiamat’s child … but instead of leaving his life to fate, I
assured it. He is the child of a human and dile, but also mine. He would have
the powers and immortality of a god, because otherwise he could never balance
the son of a god. 


It was dangerous and difficult to keep the child
alive until Ronez, the child of Tiamat and Dylan, was born. However, as hard as
the universe fought against him, Samhail was my child and had inherited my
resilience.


I tried to teach him before Ronez was born, but he
was afraid. He could see the possible paths in front of him before he was old
enough to understand them, and sometimes, he didn’t know what was real and what
wasn’t. He never let me help him until Ronez was old enough to be reasonable
for the both of them. 


Then there was the Ancient. Oh, he was amusing, and
very easy to manipulate. I knew the balance well enough to fool the demon. He
was very powerful, but equally arrogant and desperate. I chose him because he
was the first to find his way out; the bravest and cleverest. Obviously, he
would either go after my child or Dylan, but as long as Dylan was with Mordon,
the imbalance that Samhail caused without Ronez was greater. He believed
Samhail was his chance to escape the void, when instead, I was using him to bring
the child to Dylan. 


Everything went perfectly according to plan and it
was to my great amusement that nobody suspected me at all. Then Samhail told
Dylan I was still here and they blocked his mind from me. Undeterred, I turned
my attention back to the sidelines. Ronez was working on the Ancient in the
void, so all I had to do was distract Janus after the Ancients and minor demons
escaped the void. The silly demon thought he made it out on his own without his
power. 


In the end, my patience would be rewarded. Dylan was
certainly the one in the prophecies, and when the other Iadnah were arguing
over whether or not to kill him, I was carefully weaving a plot to use him to
get exactly what I always wanted. 


Keeping secrets from Dylan was more difficult than I
could have predicted. He wanted answers and hunted them relentlessly until I
thought he would never follow my plans. I knew if I could keep him safe until
he could make his choice, there would be peace. At least for everyone except
him.









Chapter 14


Dylan


 


The one thing I could always be sure of was that I
never knew everything, and that was okay with me. For the first time in my
life, I understood what destiny was; it wasn’t a goal, a choice, or a blessing.
I realized, sitting at the springs with my brother, that my whole life had been
planned for me. I was only alive for one purpose and I had no say in it. I was
never free, not for a day since I was born.


I had spent my entire life looking for answers… and I
realized it was wasted. What good were answers when they couldn’t change the
outcome? When they led to this?


Mordon was giving me a worried frown. He didn’t
understand yet, and he wouldn’t if I didn’t tell him. I was used to having the
answers when others didn’t. If I told him, he would tell me what choice to
make. He would demand that I deny my destiny. 


And I wanted to. I could feel it in my soul that this
wasn’t good. 


“Whatever’s wrong, I can help you,” Mordon said. “No
matter what it is.”


I nodded and he helped me stand. “Then we should get
back, because we have a universe to save. I know what I have to do. What
Vretial said was a phrase, like an incantation.” More like an invitation.



“To do what? Are you planning on doing something
stupid?” he asked.


I grinned, picking up the wands. “I love how much
faith you have in me.” I flashed us home. “We need to go outside and make a
sort of circle,” I said. “Whatever you normally do with ritual magic. Not
Emiko. She stays in here.”


I went outside with Mordon and we were soon followed
by Divina, Edward, Ron, and Sammy. Divina used magic to create a pentagram
inside of a circle. Each of my family sat at one of the points. Not one of them
hesitated or asked me if what I was doing was right. They figured that if I had
made up my mind, they would take my word for it. 


I gazed up at the twin moons and hoped I would see
them again. They were one of the first things I saw of Duran. I sat in the
middle of the circle and Mordon handed me the lotus wand. All the while his
eyes promised a horrible beating if I did anything stupid. 


I tried to smile, and he scowled. “I will burn holes
in every single pair of your socks for whatever you’re about to do.” 


“I look forward to it. Everyone grab your artifacts.
Think about the power in them and how that power affects life. How each element
affects the universe.”


“I don’t like this,” Divina said. “I know a
sacrificial lamb when I see one.”


“I can smell your resignation,” Mordon agreed. I took
Divina’s hand in my right one and Mordon’s in my left.


“But I have you both. All of you. I know you would
never let me do anything wrong.”


“Do you mean you want us to stop you?” Edward asked.


“There will be plenty enough time for that later. I
do need to do this. I can’t think of any other way. Trust me, if there was any
way more desirable, I would think of it.” I caught that look in Mordon’s eye.
Yes, I said exactly what I meant. There was another way, but I couldn’t bare
it, and I doubted it would work. “Now everyone, just concentrate on your
element.”


I had the lotus wand, which was the spirit. There was
so much I could focus on, because the spirit was so important in this universe.
I remembered everyone I met since I opened my door to Edward. Everyone had
powerful, diverse spirits. Divina was childlike, graceful, and passionate.
Edward was determined and brave. Mordon was stubborn and honorable. He always
followed his heart and I knew if anyone would keep me from hurting someone due
to the balance, it was him. He was my brother. 


I looked at my wife. She was a different person after
the incident with Vretial, but I still loved her. Trust between us was a
difficult concept; she was dangerous and powerful and there was a very dark
side to her. Some small, buried part of her was able and willing to destroy
everything, but she loved me.


Sammy was crying as if he knew what was to come. Most
likely, he had seen it and found no way to stop it, which explained Ron’s
resigned expression. Edward looked like he was preparing to either fight or
talk me out of this, but he remained quiet. 


It took hours of concentration before I felt the wind
pick up and the temperature drop. I could feel the weight of the universe
coming down on me and tried to project acceptance, but it was difficult. This
didn’t feel right. My instincts had never failed me before, but this time I
couldn’t risk it. I had to do this. 


The wind was strong enough to make it challenging
just to stand, but I couldn’t do this on my knees. I couldn’t take this
kneeling in the dirt. I was about to speak when Mordon slapped his hand over my
mouth to silence me. “What are you doing?!” He had to shout to be heard over
the wind.


I pulled his hand away. “We brought the balance here
so that it can possess me like it did Vretial! If it bonds with my magic, I can
keep it calm enough that it never bothers anyone again! I have to do this! I
have to say the invocation! Between you and Divina, you both can keep me from
doing anything bad!”


“Zirdo a olpirt nothoa oi ors.” We heard the words
over the wind to and turned to see Ron.


“No!” I tried to get to him, but Sammy created an
energy shield that I couldn’t break without hurting him. “Ron! Stop!”


“Ol trian prap, Ol fafen argedco a gevamna.” 


There was no darkness that could be seen entering my
little boy. There wasn’t a gasp or flash of light or even blood spilling. He
just went to his knees. The wind died, the shield collapsed, and I pulled Ron
into my lap. He wasn’t breathing. He wasn’t moving, or crying, or breathing.


I tried to send my magic into him to heal, but it was
blocked… completely and utterly blocked. I think amongst my screams I demanded
that Divina help him. Not even Mordon’s magic could get through to him. I
didn’t know why Divina couldn’t help him, I couldn’t understand her words. Or
maybe I was screaming too loud that someone help him. I even screamed for
Vretial to save him. All I knew was that Ron wasn’t opening his eyes. 


“Daddy, you have to let him go!” Sammy demanded. I
held him tighter. 


“You don’t want your father to help him?” Mordon
asked with disbelief. 


Why are they talking and not helping Ron?


“It’s the spell! Ron showed me how to protect him
like he does me. Not even a god’s magic can do anything to him without me. I
can help him!” 


I was trying to listen. I understood that I had to
let Sammy see Ron, but I couldn’t force myself to let him go. I couldn’t even
stop myself from fighting Mordon as he pulled me away. I screamed, I kicked,
I’m pretty sure I tried to burn down Duran, but Mordon wouldn’t let me go. And
then something hit me and everything stopped. I fell hard next to my son and
that was the last thing I knew. 


 


*          *          *


 


Nightmares twisted in my mind; everything from my son
being dead to little more than a zombie. The most terrifying outcome was that
he would be in a vegetative state, where he couldn’t be in this world or the
next and I would never be able to let him move on. But every time my dreams got
too horrible to bear, I heard Sammy’s voice. When I could focus on him, he told
me old Duran stories. Peaceful, happy stories. 


I didn’t know I could cry in my sleep. 


I woke to his voice and turned on my side so I could
breathe through the pain in my throat. Although, I knew if I discovered my son
was dead that I would never be able to breathe again. Ron was my little angel.
He was the sweetest, happiest, most loving child that ever existed. The
universe was nothing without him. 


“Make him stop. He’s going to die of pain. Wake up,
idiot!” I heard Mordon’s voice and threw my arm up in order to avoid a boot to
the head. It was a stinky sock. 


I opened my eyes and the first thing I saw was Sammy
in a chair next to the bed. He smiled and set a book down. The next thing I saw
was Ron sitting on the bed next to me with his usual smile. I couldn’t breathe,
but I pulled him into a hug until he started squeaking. 


I let him go and he panted. “Don’t do that, Daddy,
you’ll squeeze me too much and I’ll grow up skinny. I don’t want to be skinny,”
Ron said. 


I looked around to see Mordon, Divina, and Edward in
the room. Mordon was sitting at the foot of my bed while Divina sat on a chair
on the opposite side of the bed as Sammy. Edward was standing by the window,
brooding and protective as always. 


“What happened? Why couldn’t I heal you?” That was as
long and I could go before hugging him again. I just didn’t squeeze quite so
hard. 


“I had foreseen the words required to absorb the
balance months ago,” Sammy explained. “Ron and I worked it out and realized
that Vretial wasn’t the bad guy. He had a choice, and he made it. You were
going to, also, but we decided that it would be better for us.”


“He’s only four,” I whispered. If I didn’t say it out
loud, maybe it wouldn’t be true. If Sammy would stop explaining it, maybe it
didn’t really happen. Maybe I am still having a nightmare.


“He is the son of you and Tiamat,” Sammy pointed out.
“He will be wiser and more powerful than anyone. I know he’s too young now, but
it was now or never. Ron and I can handle it. You were willing to take the dark
because you knew that your brother and your mate could keep you from doing
anything wrong. Ron has me.”


“The words he said, though… They weren’t the same
ones that Vretial said,” Mordon said.


Sammy shook his head. “Ron taught me the magic mom
used on him to protect me.” 


Divina caught my gaze. It didn’t escape her notice
that he called her “mom” for the first time. For her, this meant that she was
successful as a mother. For me, this meant that Sammy really thought of us as
his family and was here to stay. This was monumental to both of us.


Sammy went on, oblivious. “I used it on him before
the ritual, so he had to do a little more to open himself up for it. Neither of
us can ever be possessed, our wills can never be forced, and our minds can
never me read. Except with each other and whenever we allow someone access. For
me, it only affects my mind and soul, but I didn’t do it right. I made it too
protective on Ron and it affects all magic on him. I’m sorry, but that means
only I can heal him. For now, at least. Ron is helping me to adjust it so that
I am only protecting his mind.”


“Why? If you can protect him completely, why not do
it?”


“That kind of magic is dangerous, and extremely
strenuous. Protecting someone’s mind is difficult enough for a full blooded
god. Ron is a lot more powerful than me, and he had the ability since he was
born. I have only a little Iadnah power. Even to protect his mind, I will
sometimes need help. Ron and I agreed that using the magic to protect him
entirely would be too draining, especially if I keep seeing things. I
have faulty control when I see things.”


“So the balance is in Ron?” I asked, letting him up.
He smiled at me. It wasn’t a fake smile or a sad, reassuring smile, but his
“everything is really okay” smile. 


“It’s there. I can feel it, but it can’t hurt anyone.
If it tries, my brother will help me.”


“Can you live with this for the rest of eternity?” I
asked. I had to think of a way to help him. 


Mordon smacked me in the back of the head. “Listen to
him and stop plotting.”


“I’ll be plotting your grave if you hit me again,” I
growled at him. 


Go easy on him; he is desperately worried for his
child, the semi-familiar voice whispered across my mind. I didn’t know if I
was hearing Mordon’s thoughts of Rojan’s words, or if I was actually
overhearing the dragon.


Ron laughed. He had a laugh that made everyone focus
on him. “I made a decision. It was just one of many I will make. As long as
you’re not mad at me, I’m happy.”


“I could never be angry with you.”


His smile brightened. “Really? Even if the balance of
the universe is inside me? Because, it really wants to kill you, Daddy. I mean,
it really, really does. The universe is inside me, and it wants you dead.”


I cleared my throat and gathered his hands into his
lap. “I think your mother is better at this kind of thing. I have something I
think I need to go do real quick.” I paused. “As long as you’re really okay,” I
said. 


Ron frowned and touched his hand to his forehead like
he was checking for fever. “I’m good.”


“Good,” Mordon said. “Now, about you trying to
sacrifice yourself without even warning me…” Mordon growled at me. 


“I can explain everything,” I said. 


“I’m listening,” he said. I opened my mouth to speak
and flashed to Vretial. He was sitting on the boulder under the apple tree.
“When in the world did I say I hated apples?” I asked. 


He looked thoughtful. “Maybe that never happened. Who
knows? I don’t suppose you came to apologize.”


“I figured it out. I know you weren’t really in your
right mind. You asked me why I didn’t think you were a bad man. Even though you
did horrible things, I didn’t think you were evil. I knew you weren’t. But
really, could a god be good or bad? I’m actually kind of sad.”


He laughed. “You wanted an opponent. I could create
one for you.”


I shook my head. “Thanks, but he would just end up
fighting Ron. Then Rojan would eat him. You said you saved ‘all those people.’
What people? You weren’t talking about the people on the outer worlds that you
cleared off.”


“Avoli’s people. I saved his people and then I made
the decision to face the universe alone.”


“You said that you didn’t tell your servant to kill
my father. You knew Shio would, though, didn’t you?”


“Yes. I knew your father would die at Shio’s hand,
just like I knew the Noquodi of Mulo would kill the boy’s mother.”


“And you think my boys will help you after what you
did?”


“Oh yes, because you’re not going to tell them.”


“Why the hell would I not tell them you killed their
grandfather?”


“It’s very simple; one day, you’re going to need
something from me. Something far more than an energy-neutralizing charm. One
day, I will be your only hope, and when that day comes, you’re going to need me
on your side.”


“I don’t trust you.”


“I’m not asking for your trust. I don’t even want it.
You know when I’m lying, so you tell me.”


“You were lying about Mordon being created because of
the balance.”


“I was. I created him because without him, you
couldn’t have made it. You freed me from the balance, so I saved you from it.
The dragon offering his soul was an act of the balance.”


“You saved me so that I could save you, or to repay
me for saving you?”


“Yes.”


“So if I turn around and destroy you again, it would
totally be justified?”


“If you like. But there would be a price. There is
always a price for magic, young Guardian. Didn’t anyone tell you that?”


“The kind where healing one person means the death of
another? I can’t accept that. I won’t accept it.”


“No, not that kind of price. It’s worse than that,
and better. The price is on your soul. If you use your magic for healing, your
soul will only know goodness. Your magic will reflect mercy and happiness. Your
friends will benefit from your presence and you will find more allies than
enemies. However, if you use your magic to kill, it will become volatile, and
you will find it increasingly difficult to help people.”


“I will keep that in mind.”


“You should teach it to your son. Now, that isn’t to
say bad things will not happen to you. You have powerful enemies, Dylan. No
matter how powerful you become, if you are ignorant of your foe, you will
eventually lose.”


“I was aware of the balance and I still feel like I
lost. I wasn’t prepared for my little four-year-old to turn the tables on me.
Did you know what was going to happen?”


“Sadly not. That child is as unpredictable as his
mother and creative as his father. I have to say, if he and Samhail choose not
to be my Guardians, I will be disappointed.”


“You want them even with Ron’s new affliction? Will
he turn out like you?”


“He could never turn out like me. I made sure of it.”


“Sammy is your son, isn’t he?”


“Yes. They are welcome on Raktusha, for any reason,
whether as its Noquodi or visitors, as long as they are together. If they are
apart for any real length of time, things will become tricky. And like I said,
if they choose for Samhail to be Avoli’s Noquodi, then I will just have to wait
and ask your daughter.”


“I don’t know how Ron was even born. How could I have
another child? I’m not sure I believe you. You said you couldn’t see the
future.”


“I said I cannot see my own path as well as the other
Iadnah can. You have escaped an eternity of living with the balance of the
universe inside you. Be grateful. But your journey does not end here. You are
so young, and you have so many adventures to travel.”


“How can I be grateful when my son has just been
burdened with this? He’s only four.”


“And yet, he did it. He will live with the consequences,
and he will be happy. The universe can never hurt him the way it tried to do to
you. Your son will be happy.”


“You can see it?”


“Yes. As clearly as anything I have ever seen before.
You would not have been as well off. When you remembered what I told you, when
you realized what I did, when you had to make the same choice… you were
willing. Were you afraid?”


“Terrified,” I said. He smirked. “But not of death.”


“Of course not. I have seen who you are, Dylan. I
have seen everything that you are and will be. After all, I know magic better
than any other god. Do you want to know what you are destined for?” 


I didn’t hesitate. “No.”


“You have nothing to fear. You have no destiny, only
choices. You are above the gods in one thing; you have the power to choose. In
fact, if you refused to let your son suffer his ‘affliction’ as you so call it,
you have the power in you to change it. However, you need me to show you how
to. You decide your fate and the journey there. That is a power not even the
gods have.”


“How is that possible?”


He grinned. “You pursued me, if you remember. Right
from the beginning, it was never about protecting your book. When Samhail
feared me, you did everything in your power to keep me away from him, but you
never stayed away yourself.”


“You were a mystery to me. The things you did and
the… I get it now, that it was a strong force inside you. The mystery has been
solved.”


“The unknown was what kept you interested, and now
that it’s gone, you’re done with me. However, I’m not done with you. You are a
mystery to me. I don’t know how you defy the universe the way you do, but I
will figure it out. I will hunt the answers down until I have them. I never
stop.”


“Are we related by any chance?” He just looked
thoughtful. I peered up at the apple tree above him. “We’re in the Land of the
Gods.”


“Of course. You’ve seen it before.”


“The white room, the judgment room, yeah, I know.
This place feels the same, but it looks nicer. Though I can see the wind, I
cannot feel it. I can see the sunlight but it isn’t warm. Did you bring Ron and
Sammy here to talk to them?”


“Often, yes. Sometimes we met right outside your
territory. For me, it was fun to be so close without your mate even able to
detect me, but for the boys, it made them feel more secure to be close to their
parents. I helped Sammy to understand his visions. Your wife underestimates
them.”


“Ron is going to turn out like her.”


“He will be a perfect mixture of both his parents.
Samhail will be different, because he’s Ron’s balance.”


“So he will be like Mordon and Vivian.”


“It would seem so. Their griffins will be there to
protect them… as well as the rest of your family, all of the Guardians, your
demon, the gargoyle, and your little fluffy beast.”


“Thank you for giving them the griffins. It is a relief
to know that two powerful, magical creatures are protecting them. Are they
siblings?”


“No, of course not; sibling griffins would fight for
dominance constantly. They are a perfectly matched pair,” he said. 


I laughed. “So in some odd years, there will be baby
griffins? And what will you do now? I know you’re rebuilding your own world.
Aside from waiting around for my sons to make their decisions, it might be
difficult for you to successfully get a population going with the other gods
trying to destroy you.”


“They will have to get over their hatred of me. I
left voluntarily; my siblings could never match my power.”


“Not even Tiamat?”


“My sister is not as powerful as me, nor will she
ever be, but she’s different. There has always been something about her that
made her… successful in whatever she fought for. I admired that. Fortunately,
she never despised me like the others. I believe I can convince her to go her
own way, because I never wanted to hurt her. The others I would destroy on a
whim and without hesitation. If it came to that, I would regret killing her.”


“As if I would let you.”


He laughed. “You, a mere human mortal, would protect
your goddess against me?”


I smirked back. “There are no mortals here.”


“You are right, of course. No matter, it is not me
you should worry about. I have no aspirations to end anyone, mortal or
immortal. It is your goddess you should mistrust. You have no idea what she’s
up to. I think you would hate her for what she does without your knowledge.”


“I could never hate her. I know she lies, and I know
she has used magic against me before, but I also know she only ever does it to
protect me. I can live with that because she can’t help herself.”


“I think your love makes you foolish.”


“Maybe so. I love my family and I will be whatever I
have to be to protect them.”


“Never have anything you cannot afford to lose.
Anything you would die for is a weakness,” the god said. 


Strangely, it sounded like the voice of experience.
“Take Ronez.”


“Your son, Ronez, or your father?”


“My father. He is unable to be brought back because
we cannot both be the Guardian of Earth. Take him as your Guardian.”


“I am sorry, Dylan, but while that would have worked
before his death, it is impossible now.”


“But you’re the most powerful god.”


“I am the second most powerful force in this
universe, bested only by the balance. Unfortunately, your father now belongs to
the void.”


“But he’s been brought back before.”


“As a demon. He was imitating a creature of the
void.”


“So do what I did with the Ancient and make him your
Guardian.”


“I don’t want your father as my Noquodi.” 


“Then take me. Bring my father back to be the
Guardian of Earth, and I will become your Guardian.”


“Dylan, do not take this the wrong way… I don’t want
you either.”


“I’ll have you know I’m a fantastic Guardian.”


“Oh, I agree, for your goddess. See, your goddess
also happens to be your mate, and for you two, that is excellent. Nevertheless,
I am not your mate, and for me, you would be unacceptable as a Noquodi. After
all, a Noquodi is a servant before anything else, and I’m afraid that you have
not one submissive bone in your body. You are regarded by your mate as an
equal, and I believe that you would expect the same from me. I predict that
within one of your Earth months as my Noquodi, you would have taken full
control over my world. Your mate treats you as an equal, but at least she has a
measure of control over you, whereas I would be overrun.”


“So you want my boys?” I laughed. “You think Sammy
and Ron wouldn’t have control in three hours?”


“I believe they have don’t want to rule Raktusha.”


“It is still up to them and I will support them in
whatever they choose, but help me. Bring back my father and I will create a
body like I did for my demon.”


“Your demon is an Ancient; he is as old as the
Iadnah. Someday, when your father has reached that power, he may be able to
remain in this realm, but it will not be soon. There is something I can help
you with now, however. You have a favor to ask.”


“The apple broke,” I spread my arms in attempt to
appear innocent, “and I have a small matter to clear up before we end up with a
paradox.”


“Go on.”


“I was told by Ron and Sammy how to read the map.
They said I taught them a long time ago. Obviously, I didn’t teach it to them
yet. I need to go back to that time for just a little while and do that. I need
your help.”


“Do those words hurt?” he asked.


“Like acid. Please.”


“I will not be made a tool for you to use, young
Guardian. I have a life now, opportunities, dreams… I am not a charity.”


“No, but I’m sure there will be something I can do
for you. On the other hand, I don’t know what. I have nothing you couldn’t get
for yourself, I’m not as powerful as you are, and now you have life.”


“For the most part, yes. However, you have the other
gods on your side.”


“I have Tiamat on my side. The others are on their
own sides. Of course, they will likely do the opposite of whatever you want
them to.”


“And you can tell them exactly what I want them to
do.”


“I will not betray them.”


“Betray is such a negative word. Let’s just say, I’ll
owe you one. All you have to do is relay a message. We can help each other. I
think that makes us allies.”


“So you’ll help me?”


He nodded. “I will do this, but not yet, because the
universe is still unstable. I think you’re forgetting something.” He grinned
and flashed me home. 


Mordon and Divina were holding Sammy down on the bed
as Ron tickled him. I looped my arm around Ron’s stomach and picked him up
before carrying him towards the door. “You know I don’t like people teaming up
on each other,” I said. I set him down on the floor and held his arms up. “Come
get him,” I said. Sammy jumped off the bed and tickled his brother. 


“That’s not fair; Ron is too little,” Divina argued.


I scowled. “All’s fair in tickle wars.” I plucked Ron
back up and dropped him on the bed. “I think it’s time for bed.”


“But we haven’t had dinner!” Sammy cried. 


“Your tummy says you have.”


“That was second lunch. We need water.”


“Drink your spit.”


“We didn’t brush our teeth!”


“They’re baby teeth, they’ll just fall out anyway.”


“We need a story!”


“There once were two little boys who didn’t get to
bed on time, so they were eaten by the dragon. The end.”


“We haven’t had a bath!”


“Dream of one.”


“Mommy!” He finally turned his pout on Divina. She
frowned as if weakening to it, then laid her hand on my arm and looked at me. 


“He’s right. They really do need a bath. I don’t
think I could sleep.” She was teasing him. Sammy jumped up and ran into the
bathroom. “Or we could just have them sleep outside.” Sammy ran back in the
room to save Ron and I picked him up and dropped him next to his brother. 


“One thing first. The gates are still open. You need
to close them, Ron. And you need to send the demons back through them,” I said.



He frowned, turning to Sammy. “I don’t know how.”


“You figured out how to take the balance of the
universe inside you. Now you’re the only one who can close the gates. Let’s go
outside.”


“The gate to Duran is already opened, so it should be
easiest to summon the demons here and then send them through the gate,” Divina
suggested.


“Where’s Edward?” I asked.


“I sent him with Emiko to her castle to get her
settled. She was starting to really annoy me,” she said. Mordon couldn’t have
looked less bothered. We went outside as the sun was rising. It was so passed
the boys’ bedtime. 


“Xul,” I sent my call out and it was just a
moment before he appeared in front of me.  


“I knew you were going to come out victorious,” he
started before sizing up Ron. “I had no idea you would do it so ingeniously.”


“Not by choice, I assure you, but I did promise I
wouldn’t send you back into the void when this was over.”


He looked ashamed. “I failed you. One of the Ancients
was able to get past me to you.”


“He was dealt with. You saved Mordon and how many
demons were you able to keep at bay?” I asked. “Is Mordon able to shift back
and forth?”


“I only unlocked what was already there. He should
have full shifting abilities.”


“Then I think you held up your end of the deal
extremely well. Where is the lotus wand?” I asked Mordon.


“I’ll get it.” He ran inside, then right back out
with the wand, as if he were afraid Xul would attack me when his back was
turned. 


“I need to shield you in case Ron has trouble sending
everyone but you back.” I figured the lotus wand should make the shield
stronger. I put up my shield, which created the weird sort of fog around him.
“Ron, you need to send the demons back, but not this one.”


“I’ll try. How do I call them here?”


“The demons obey the balance. Just will it,” Xul
offered. 


Ron closed his eyes and within two minutes, demons
started to flood our yard. They came in every horrible sight, from the slimiest
to the blobbiest. None of them moved to attack. Without opening his eyes, Ron
must have felt them. “Go back to the void where you belong,” he growled. 


Eerie light filled the space and the demons began to
vanish. It was void light. I felt a sense of tugging against my shield as Xul
was compelled to obey Ron, so I strengthened my shield until it stopped. Other
demons, the Ancients, arrived in the stolen bodies of people. Even though they
struggled harder than the minor demons, each of them succumbed to the void
light and left their victims behind. 


Ron’s eyes glowed green as he chanted in Enochian for
the gates to be closed. I felt the moment they were sealed like the first
breath of fresh air after sitting in a dark closet for hours. My magic
rejoiced.


It was over suddenly and Sammy caught Ron.
Fortunately, this time, Ron was just tired. He gave me his smile before Divina
carried him inside. I let my shield down and gave Xul a nod that he was free to
go. He vanished. Mordon watched my back as I healed the injured people. One man
had already been dead for days, but the other six people were able to be
healed. 


Mordon had to keep getting me water. Minor burns were
bad enough to heal; there was so much detail to it. Burns that went deep into
the organs took hours, and by the end of it, what didn’t hurt felt feverish.
Obviously, the last thing I wanted was flames licking up my arms, but Mordon
wasn’t listening to me anymore. He sat me down on a chair and let his fire heal
me from injuries that weren’t mine. “I have to get those people back to their
worlds,” I said, trying to stand.


“Divina is taking care of it. You need to get some
sleep.” 


I tried to resist, but he walked me to the bed and
pushed me down. I was joined a minute later by two half-asleep kids. Mordon
pulled my shoes off, but I didn’t have any strength left to help him. 


 


*          *          *


 


Sometime later, I was woken as Divina climbed into
bed beside me. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her to my chest. “Are
you done with work now?” I asked. 


Her nose was cold as she pressed her face against my
collarbone. “Yeah.”


“I love you.”


“I know,” she said. 


“You love me, too.”


“That’s true.”


“We love our kids.”


“I agree.”


“We’ve been married for nearly five years.”


“Yep.”


“Would you shut up and let me finish?” 


She laughed. “Those were rhetorical rambles?”


“They always are, and I’m not rambling. I’m getting
to the point.”


“The point is that you don’t like being left with the
boys for weeks at a time and you want to go on adventures like the other
Guardians. Preferably with me, Mordon, and the boys. I’m fine with that.” She
pushed herself up on her elbow to give me her serious expression. “But I’ve
been thinking, too. On Earth, when you get married, you’re supposed to do
something special together.”


I frowned. Unfortunately, my mouth had a mind of its
own. “Have sex in every room of the house?” It was the first thing that came to
mind.


“A honeymoon, stupid.”


“You want to go on a honeymoon?” I asked with
disbelief.


“Why wouldn’t I want to go on a honeymoon?”


“Um… because you’re not a---” I cut myself off just
in time as she glared. There was no way to end that sentence without getting
punched. “We should totally have a honeymoon. Most people go to Hawaii.”


“I want to go to Venice. I’ve never been there.”


“You are the god of Earth.”


“I have been living as a sago for hundreds of years.
It makes it hard to stay up to date on every single thing that happens on
Earth.”


“Okay. We’ll go to Venice for our honeymoon. When?”


“A week from now,” she said. 


“We need to get Edward or Mordon to baby-sit. But
there was something I wanted to talk to you about, too. What if we stayed on Earth?”


She frowned. “I know the kids are getting older and
everything, but I don’t think we need to hide from them just yet. At least not
on another planet.”


I laughed. “I was thinking of taking them with us.
After our honeymoon, of course. I never finished college, and I really didn’t
care at the time because I knew I was in the wrong field. I love psychology,
but I didn’t want to be a counselor. I want to go back, get into a better
university, and become a doctor.”


“Why? You can heal with magic.”


“Magic can obviously fail. I don’t want to ever be in
a situation where I can’t help someone because I don’t know how. Ronez left me
enough money to get me through medical school. If you want to stay here, I can
flash home every day after class. I was hoping we could live there for a few
years so the boys can experience human culture. Television and all that. Mordon
might want to stay with us.”


“What happens when Earth needs its Guardian and
you’re in class?”


“You send Edward.”


“They’re going to expect you to have a laptop.”


“I’ll learn to keep my energy calm and stay away from
the computer lab. I understand the work involved. Between undergraduate,
medical school, and residency, it could take nine to sixteen years.”


“Listen, you’re married to a god, which comes with
certain advantages. I can copy someone’s knowledge, even experiences, and give
them to you. I can find someone in the field or even with a specialty you want,
copy all of the information, and transfer it to you.”


“Like Regivus did to teach me how to create a human
body?” I asked. She nodded. “I don’t want someone else’s memories.”


“You wouldn’t get any personal information from them.
It’s more like the knowledge of sitting in a classroom and reading a book, but
in the spans of seconds instead of months and years. I can forge records and
get you a good job at a hospital in just a few weeks.”


“That sounds… immoral and unsafe,” I said.


“In the nine to sixteen years that it takes to get
the degree, you could be in a classroom, no help to anyone, or in a hospital,
saving lives with the skills learned from a veteran doctor. The doctor whose
knowledge I copy wouldn’t be harmed. It would be as if he taught you everything
you needed to know. With his skill and your magic, you should be unstoppable.
Think about it. We can go live on Earth for a few years and you can actually be
a doctor. You can save lives from day one, instead of waiting for many years.
Don’t waste the advantages you have.”


“You make a good point. Give me a day or so to think
about it.”


The point was, I could spend those nine to sixteen
years saving lives instead of sitting in the classroom… The first time I saved
a life, it would be more than worth any immoral dilemma I had about leaching
off someone else’s hard-earned knowledge. 


“All those days you were busy with your brothers… did
you guys accomplish anything or just bicker?”


“Well,” she settled closer and laid her head on my
chest, “they made three important decisions. The first was that they would
rather yell at me than come to any sensible conclusions. The second was that
the female of every species was for more vicious that the male. And the third
decision was that all future problems that arise should be passed to you.”


“Um… Can I refuse?”


“That would not be wise. They are gods; they will
talk you to death and then determine their own rightness by how loud they
were.”


“I think I would still like to decline. Can I appoint
Mordon as my---” I was cut off as Ron’s baby boot hit me in the head. I tossed
it on the floor. “Mordon, what are you still doing here?”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of chaos. “Mommy! Shinobu took my
sock! Mommy!” Ron was yelling. I realized that since Ron started speaking, our
house was likely to be a lot louder. Our little furry pet must have come home.
I waited two seconds for the small explosion. Sammy was getting the sock back
from Shinobu. 


“I don’t want yucky veggies for breakfast! I want
pizza!” Sammy demanded. 


“They’re not veggies, they’re herbs and seasonings.
Divina!” Mordon was still here. “I’m going to eat your child!” 


“You don’t want to do that; you don’t know where he’s
been. Go wake up Dylan. And don’t throw anything at him,” she said. Right as
the door started to open, I heard her yell again. “And don’t poke him! Edward
asked me if Dylan was in an abusive relationship-affair with an octopus.”


“I’m up,” I said as he went to smack me. “You know,
you could try waking me like a decent human being.”


“What? Like your wife? No, thanks.”


“No, you’re too hairy to be my wife. I would wake
thinking I was being attacked by Bigfoot.”


“What does hair have to do with big feet?” he asked
me as if I were insane. “We need to go and tell the Guardians they can safely
return to their own worlds and never return.” I frowned at him. “Edward’s
words. He wants his house back.”


“He just wants alone time with Meri.”


“Who wouldn’t?” 


“We want to go!” Sammy said, running into the room
and jumping up on the bed. Ron was in his shadow, predictably. 


“Ask your mother.”


“You’re only going for a couple of minutes, so it
should be fine,” Divina said from the doorway. She approached the bed and
leaned over me to give me a kiss. 


“Oh, no, my eyes!” Ron exclaimed, covering his eyes
in a “see no evil” way. We laughed, because he sounded like Sammy, but I
couldn’t help the fear. I feared that he wasn’t strong enough to endure what he
just took into himself, and I feared that what made him Ron would be crushed by
the powerful force.


“Can you feel it?” I asked. Knowing exactly what I
was talking about, his expression grew serious and he nodded. “What does it
feel like?”


“It’s quiet right now, like one of the gods standing
behind me, watching everything I do and judging everyone. But it’s not beside
me. And it really doesn’t like you. I think it’s like what Mordon feels with
Rojan; like there is someone in his head.”


“He can feel what is acting against the balance,”
Sammy added. 


“Can you handle it?”


He smiled. “Right now I can. Don’t worry about me.
You have other things to worry about right now.”


“How can I not worry about you when---”


“Daddy, the balance is calm right now, but I can…
feel what’s right and what isn’t,” he interrupted. “The balance was opening the
gates and the demons were acting on behalf of the balance… but the balance
wasn’t what was attacking the Guardians. It wasn’t the darkness the griffins
were after. Whoever attacked them was very powerful and is still out there.”


“Someone powerful enough to spy on the gods and not
get caught?” Mordon asked. 


Ron nodded.


Divina tried to keep her face neutral, and for the
most part she was able to. However, I knew the goddess enough to recognize the
worry in her eyes.


“Let’s go,” I said, trying to change the subject. I
hated to see such fear in my youngest child. “Maybe when we can get back, we
can have lunch at the springs.” Unsurprisingly, Sammy screamed with joy.
Nothing about him showed worry for Ron. 


I flashed us to Edward’s cabin and before I had
finished, I put a shield over Ron and Sammy. It wasn’t even a thought; my magic
knew to protect them before my body did. I appeared right between Samorde and
Emrys. The plasma that Emrys was attacking Samorde with missed me narrowly when
the air filled with fire. At least ten foot high and six foot wide, the fire
burned everything in its path, except for me. 


The flames died and everyone but Emrys was unharmed.
The old Guardian was on his back and his clothes were blackened. Mordon’s eyes,
teeth, and claws shifted. “You could have hurt him.” Mordon’s words were very
difficult to make out because they were half roar. It wasn’t a mere growl of
anger; he was losing his words for the dragon tongue. He was shifting. 


His skin shimmered eerily, beginning to change to
scales. When he started towards Emrys, I knew he meant to shift and eat the
Guardian. I grabbed his arm to hold him back, but Mordon raised his other as if
to focus his fire. It was lightning that struck the Guardian and Emrys seemed
to know better than to fight back.


“Mordon, it was an accident! He didn’t try to hurt
me. I’m perfectly safe!” Mordon struggled and snapped his teeth, unable to
speak. He started growing so slowly that I thought he would suffer the
reshaping of each and every bone. “There isn’t enough room here. You can’t
shift here, you’re too big.” I thought of excuses to give him, but realized
reason wouldn’t get through to him. 


I sent my magic, as calm as I could. I focused on the
springs. Even in the winter, when snow would fall and accumulate on the rocks,
the water would be hot. Even in drought, when there was no water in the well,
the springs would run. It was a place of magic and peace where I could focus on
my studies. I went there often as Edward’s apprentice, but afterwards it was
mostly because Sammy loved to swim so much. 


I focused on the springs so strongly that I didn’t
realize Mordon had stopped growing until he had shrunk back to normal. It
occurred to me too late that I could have just flashed him somewhere that he
could shift. 


“Are you okay now?” I asked. 


He was breathing heavily, but was calm enough to
shift his eyes and teeth back. I wasn’t going to fault him for keeping his
claws. “I’m okay.”


I let my shield over the boys disintegrate. It was a
testament to how much I had grown that I could keep the energy shield up in the
back of my mind while focusing on something completely different. It was also
dangerous, because if I could do something so powerful without a thought…


“It is your most natural instinct to protect and
heal,” Mordon said in my mind. I didn’t know if he knew my thoughts or just
me. 


I went to Emrys, who was badly burned, and healed
him. After all, Mordon was right. “Why do you try so hard to kill Samorde? I
thought you were kind and wise,” I said. “Maybe a bit daft, but a trustworthy
person at least.”


His expression was somewhere between ashamed and
furious. “He killed my mate and daughter.”


“It was self-defense!” Samorde pleaded, remorsefully.



I had no right to stick my nose in their business. I
had nothing to do with it and should keep it that way… but I am who I am and I
never keep my nose out of it. All I could think of was Rojan’s mate being taken
from him, and what my life would be like without Divina. “You had to kill
them to defend yourself?”


“Emrys’s mate had been enthralled by a witch who was
angry with Samorde for not wanting her,” Ghidorah explained. “She would have
killed him until her last breath. When she failed, Emrys’s daughter was easily
convinced to seek revenge. Magic is not innately good or bad. People are
innately good or bad. Samorde is good. He takes a punishment upon himself to
relieve others, even when he did nothing wrong, and has never taken life unless
it was necessary.”


I locked eyes with Ghidorah. There was another reason
I let the boys come with Mordon and me. Divina was a god, so her magic was
undeniably powerful, but Sammy wasn’t even half Iadnah. I had to know if his
protection over Ron was strong. This was more important to me than Samorde. 


Ghidorah studied Ron for a moment, and then glared.
He glared long enough that worry settled in my gut, before he turned back to
me. “Are you doing this deliberately to drive me insane? I said I would not
judge your child; you didn’t need to block him like that. Are you going to do it
one by one, where every time I meet you, someone else is hidden?”


Mordon laughed. “Now he knows how to get to you,” he
warned Ghidorah. Then he sneezed. “I thought your cure fixed me!” He scowled at
me as if I were the one to make him allergic. 


“No, of course not. That little poison? I mean
potion? No… That was a temporary fix… well… maybe more like an experiment. A
test. And you passed.”


“I’m still allergic to him. How did I pass?” he
asked. 


I slapped his shoulder. “You’re still alive, aren’t
you?” 


“Did you poison me?” he asked. I should have been
upset, for he didn’t seem surprised. I couldn’t believe Mordon would suspect me
of poisoning him.


“No… maybe a little… but not all at once. A bunch of
times, really.” I was teasing him; I could no more endanger him than he could
me.


“What was in that bottle you gave me?” he asked.


“You really don’t want to know. I mean, seriously,
you don’t. However, I couldn’t let you get yourself killed to save your
girlfriend.” I pulled a bottle out of my bag. “This is a potion Divina and I
came up with. When mixed with a plant that you are allergic to, it can work as
an allergy medication. When mixed with a poison, it creates an antidote. I used
it to build up your immunity to the dragon poison.”


“Why didn’t you just tell me?” he asked. 


“Because you would ask what’s in it.”


“What’s in it?”


I shook my head. “You don’t want to know,” I warned.


“I really do.”


I sighed. “Plants, magic, sugar, antihistamines,
pseudoephedrine sulfate, and… just a little tiny bit of… miniscule really…” He
glared at me. “Dragon blood,” I said. I could hear Rojan growling inside my
friend, not at me but at the spilled blood of his kind. “Dragon blood has
always been used in magic for healing potions. The dragon doesn’t need to be
killed for a little of their blood.”


“You let her talk you into this,” he growled, turning
away. 


Figures, Mordon would blame Divina for corrupting me.
“Just because I hate the way animals are raised and butchered on Earth doesn’t
mean I want to be a vegetarian. Divina herself never…” I trailed off. She was a
god, so I didn’t know that she had never killed a dragon for any reason. “She
never killed a dragon for magic.”


He studied me for a moment before sighing. “How would
you feel if it were human blood?”


“I donated blood before, and I received donated
blood. What does it matter if the blood goes into the body from the IV or is
used in a healing potion? I know blood sacrifices aren’t the same thing, but
it’s the wrong of the person who kills, not the blood itself. I would be okay.”
Besides, I would have to be okay with it; I have volunteered my own
blood for Divina’s potions. 


“Then I will be. But the next time you give me a
poison or potion, leave out the blood,” he said. I nodded. He looked like he
was going to forget about it for a second, and then he frowned. “What does this
have to do with the dragon poison?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked. Everyone, not just
Mordon, shook their heads. “Ghidorah, I have been to Skrev twice. Never once
was I offered water. Neither was Mordon, even when a village wolf was trying to
get into his pants. I never saw water anywhere.”


“The people of Skrev are survivors. We need little
water.”


“What do you use to wash your clothes?”


“Oils from antibacterial plants.” 


“What do you use to bathe?”


“The same oils. When it rains, we capture the water
for drinking and cooking. Otherwise we have little use for water. Sometimes, we
even need to use the plants for the water we drink.”


“These plants don’t have a strong smell? You don’t
exactly smell like someone who never washed with water before.”


“Of course not. We would be prey if we smelled.
Instead they mask our scent, kill harmful germs and parasites, and keep us
clean.”


“Were these plants ever exported?”


He shrugged. “I suppose. I don’t know why they would be;
people of other worlds prefer to use water and soap.”


“And one final question.”


“Promise?”


“Are there any dragons on Skrev?”


“No way. Dragons would be an ecological disaster on
Skrev.”


I pointed to Ghidorah and smiled at Mordon’s
astonishment. “Meet your dragon poison.”


“But we were there nearly five years ago and nobody
caused me to have a sneezing fit,” he argued. 


“Actually, I think he might be right,” Ghidorah
acknowledged thoughtfully. “While the entire surface of the world provides
little water and we all use plants to clean ourselves, the same plants do not
grow worldwide. Vaksen is a preferred plant where I live. But you knew those
people, correct? The woman and the man whose powers you stripped. You had met
them before?” he asked. We both nodded. “I assume that is the only area you
visited. Those lands do not grow the vaksen. It is more like a cactus of Earth
than the jungle plants you were exposed to.”


“We visited a snake village, too.”


“Most snakes are jungle dwellers. It is very likely
that you were not far from where we met.”


Mordon considered that for a minute, so I turned my
attention to Sammy. He looked like he wanted to talk to Vivian and Nano, but
Ron held his hand tightly. Vivian and Nano were avoiding their son’s gaze. 


“The gates have been closed,” I said. 


“Do the gods still suspect us?” Shiloh asked.


“Who was attacking us? Was it Vretial? Who opened the
gates?” Azyle asked. 


“The gods shouldn’t suspect you anymore. It wasn’t a
person attacking you or opening the gates, it was the natural force of the
universe. And Vretial…” 


I couldn’t really tell them he was the good guy now.
I was too young for them to believe in; they needed to hear it from their own
gods in their own time. Vretial was no longer an enemy, but they wouldn’t take
my word for it. If I told them what Ron told me, that there was another threat,
they would assume it is Vretial. 


Right now, the dark god can be of more help to me
if the others aren’t aware of him.


“Who is a better ally? The Guardians who pledged
to save the worlds, or the god who killed your father?” Mordon asked,
obviously having heard my thoughts.


“Right now, I don’t know who this enemy is. I need
all the allies I can get, and if that means playing both sides…”


“Can you do that?”


Could I? Would I be hurting the Guardians to lie
and keep secrets? I scanned the faces of the distressed, hopeful Noquodi. I
trusted them to protect their own worlds, but there was one thing this entire
mess taught me; the Guardians were not a team. We could work together, even
fight together for the same cause, but only time would tell if things could
change. Until then, I would never trust them. 


“I can,” I told him. “Vretial isn’t going to
be attacking anyone any time soon. You are all free to get back to your lives,”
I said. Mordon nudged me and I rolled my eyes. “However, I am in agreement with
the Guardian council. I know there will be many arguments; we are men. And I
know I’m a small fry in the age department, but I think all of us together will
be able to do anything, when individually we could not. And even though my son
isn’t a Guardian yet, I want him to know there will be someone at his side
besides his immediate family.”


I wasn’t lying. I would work with them and help them
when I could. Mostly, I wanted Sammy to have backup. However, I wouldn’t put
all my eggs in one basket. If one of them knew more than they stated, they
would slip up eventually, and I would be watching. 


Discussion broke out after that and I was able to
single Emrys and Ghidorah out for a private talk in Edward’s cabin. I asked
Mordon to watch the door and keep anyone from listening in. “I need a favor,” I
said when I was alone with the two Guardians. “When Emrys came to get us, there
was a man, the mage king.” 


“Maslye, the arch mage and king of Treslen,” Emrys
supplied.


“Right.” I regarded Ghidorah. “He hurt Mordon and
Mordon’s girlfriend and she asked me to kill him. I had the chance and I
couldn’t do it. It wasn’t because of the killing, but because I thought a quick
death was too good for him. Though what he did was unforgivable, I don’t know
what the right punishment is.”


“You want me to judge him,” Ghidorah guessed.


“Please.”


“I will do it, but you may not like my judgment.”


“Azyle was right when he told me you were all putting
a lot of trust in me. Well, I trust you and your judgment. I just don’t want to
know what it is.”


“I will take him there,” Emrys said.


“Thank you.” I hesitated, realizing I was
overstepping, but I had to know. “Do you ever regret your decisions?”


“I have very little choice over what I judge. It is
what I am, and I cannot regret that. My power is to make and execute judgments,
but they are never personal. My own opinions never influence my judgments. My
power tells me what I am to do to them, so there is no decision making or
debating.”


“What about the wolf alpha?”


“Had I taken his power, he would have been killed by
his own pack. I could have killed him myself or left him for dead. As far as
the fate was concerned, it didn’t matter how I dealt the punishment, as long as
it resulted in his death.”


“I wouldn’t want to be in your place. I’m sorry to
ask this of you.” Emrys grabbed Ghidorah’s arm and they vanished. I went to the
door and opened it to see Mordon leaning against the wall. “Please send in
Vivian and Nano.”


“Will they ever be seen again?” he smirked. He didn’t
have to look to know Emrys and Ghidorah were gone. I went inside and took a
seat at the table. A minute later, the couple entered. Vivian was as pretty as
she ever was, but she looked tired. Nano was clearly worried about what I had
to tell them.


Seeing as how Ron was Sammy’s “brother,” I felt
obligated to inform them about the balance. Particularly about it possessing
Ron. Of course, Vivian didn’t like it, but Nano calmed her down. 


“We decided to give Sammy up for his own good. He is
better with Dylan and Divina. We have to trust them to make parental decisions
for him,” he told his wife.


“Was it really for my own good?” Sammy asked. The
boys were standing in the doorway. “It wasn’t because I was bad? Or too weird?”


“Sammy needs to understand that he wasn’t
abandoned,” Mordon advised.


“A warning would have been nice.”


“We never thought you were weird, and you were never
bad,” Vivian said, kneeling in front of him. “But you are powerful and we knew
we weren’t right for you. I knew Dylan when he was just a human, going through
life day to day. Even then, he was special. I saw that in you and I knew you
would grow up just like him.” She stroked his hair. “Dylan and I both had sad
and lonely lives. He never fit in on Earth; he was always weird. No matter what
I did, you would never have fit in with us, even though Nano and I love you.
Here, you have two parents powerful enough to teach you, who love you enough to
fight the gods to keep you, and who can protect you. You have a brother. You
have a good life here, better than we could ever offer you. We can’t take that
away from you.”


Sammy nodded, turned, and walked out of the room. He
was definitely my son in spirit, even if he wasn’t in blood. Vivian went after
him, but Ron stayed. He was my son, too, as well as Divina’s.


“Daddy, can you give us a minute?”


Mordon and I stepped outside and I shut the door
quietly, then took Mordon’s arm and let his fire flow into me. I closed my eyes
because I didn’t want to see anyone’s soul, but my senses strengthened to match
Mordon’s. With a dragon’s hearing, my son’s words were crystal clear through
the door.


“Nano, you are a friend to my dad. You looked worried
about the darkness in me, that I would turn out evil. I hope you will give me
the chance to assure you. I want you to know that this is me, not the dark
speaking. Do you understand that this is me?” 


“Yes.” 


“Good. I just didn’t want there to be any
misunderstanding about who exactly is talking to you. You know my dad pretty
well, I think, so peaceful and forgiving until you mess with his family. You
know my mom, so powerful and so very creative with her punishments. Now I think
you should know me. I’m Ron, son of a god and the most powerful Noquodi ever
born. And if you ever hurt my brother, there will be no corner in Hell in which
you can hide from me.”









Epilogue


Tiamat


 


My story began in blood, for I was born at war.
Vretial and the others think I forgot my past, but I remember everything.
Everything from my early years, anyway. I was born, not “created” like my
siblings, and I was abandoned. I was a mistake, an experiment gone wrong, for
no other reason than that I was female. The Iadnah had their faults, namely
greed, but also vanity. They never considered a female could be the warrior
they wanted. So with my engineered superior power, penchant for mischief, and
soul, I was left to fend for myself on a backwater planet, which had been as
neglected as myself.


At first, I thought I was being tested, but
eventually I realized I was just forgotten. All around me, the Iadnah were
fighting. I never considered them my people. In fact, I wanted to destroy them
all. Not for power, that was silly; I just really wanted them all gone. 


I still don’t know why.


At the end of the war of my people, I was found,
sniffed out for my power. I was still so young, but I had spent my entire
existence using magic to survive. I played the innocent and naïve orphan he
thought I was. One of the Iadnah tried to take my power, but he took me into
the Land of the Iadnah to do so. It was there that I turned the tables. I
destroyed him, not to survive or anything, just because he was there and I
could. 


I was nearly lost again when another Iadnah found me.
He offered me compassion, and at first I didn’t know what it was. His kindness
saved him, though. Instead of killing him, I let him take me with him. I didn’t
understand why he was pushing me towards another Iadnah, or why Vretial took me
into another universe. At first, I thought he meant to abandon me, but he never
left. Instead of imprisonment, I faced eleven Iadnah who showed me benevolence
and acceptance. They never knew I was different.


Vretial called me his sister. He made me one of them,
and soon, everyone except for Vretial forgot. I had forgotten, too, for a long
time. Then, after absorbing the power of Vretial’s world, my memories returned.
Every gory detail that I lived. Who could forget that I was created to destroy?
I was never one of them. 


I lied enough that sometimes I forgot what was truth
and what was not. I lied to my brothers, myself, and even to my mate. Dylan
trusted me despite the fact that he knew. It was always more difficult to lie
to him with Mordon around, not because Mordon was a dragon; it was child’s play
for me to trick a dragon’s senses. It was more difficult because when they were
together, their souls connected. The path became clouded when they were
together. 


I could’ve told Dylan the truth and he would still
have trusted me. He was my mate, so his soul was a match for mine. Which was
funny really; I was born to cause destruction and he was born to stop it. Our
son had it so rough. 


I rolled over and observed Dylan as he slept deeply
and without fear. I wish I could have been so fearless. The fact was I loved
Dylan. Of all the variables deliberated in my design, my heart was never
considered. Dylan was the one being in the entire universe I could never harm;
he was the one who made me calm and happy. 


Unfortunately, I knew what path he would face. I had
seen Dylan’s death…


Mordon had been warned, for the young seer had told
him not to return to his father’s castle. It was never about his father, but
the dragon girl. Samhail saw Mordon’s fate on Lore without her and the boys
believed they had to make a choice between Emiko’s innocence and Mordon’s life.


However, my children, young and untrained, couldn’t
see the true consequence of their actions. Mordon ignored the warning and saved
Emiko from a poison, and the boys acted impulsively when Samhail saw her saving
him. For all their efforts to save lives, they couldn’t see that they were
sealing Dylan’s fate.  


Samhail had great potential; he could feel the paths
even when he couldn’t see them. When he saw the crystal staff, he knew it had
to be destroyed, but he didn’t know his father like I did. Dylan always had a
plan and he never took anything on blind faith. I knew Dylan didn’t destroy the
staff. 


The unfortunate truth was that Dylan had inherited
his father’s ability to see the paths, but I got to him before it developed and
was able to suppress it. Dylan was too strong a force already without that
ability. The Sight combined with his raw power would be more destructive than
it would be useful.


Dylan’s breathing sped up a moment before he opened
his eyes. He smiled at me as if I was as much the light of his life as he was
mine and then he kissed me like I was everything to him. I pulled away when I
needed air. 


“Good morning,” he whispered between more light
kisses.


“It will be in a few minutes,” I answered. 


He laughed and rolled over. “No, it won’t be.” He
threw the covers off the bed and stood with an uncalled for joviality. It was
freezing. He continued to laugh as I snatched the covers up and pulled them
over me. “Come on, or we’ll be late. You wanted the human experience.”


“Not at the crack of dawn.”


“It’s nine in the morning.” He stuck his hands under
the blankets and latched onto my ankles before pulling. I grabbed the headboard
to resist, but let go when he yanked the covers back off me.


“You are a sadist!” I yelled.


“Say that in Italian, my love. Now get dressed.” 


“We can’t even take a shower first?”


He leaned over to kiss me as he pulled his pants on.
“You’re going to want to shower when we get home,” he said.


Suspicions arose, but by the time I tried to read his
mind, his magic was already in place, protecting his thoughts. 


 


*          *          *


 


Half an hour later, we were sitting outside a tiny
café, hidden away from the tourists, enjoying a fantastic Venetian breakfast
with coffee. Dylan said Italy was known for their coffee, so I agreed to try
it. 


Come to find out, Dylan had an entire day planned,
beginning with a boat tour after breakfast. We went to an art museum, which was
not really our thing, but we never lagged for conversation so it was plenty
enjoyable. We had lunch overlooking the sea. Shopping followed, where I picked
out a light blue dress that was more in Dylan’s taste than mine. Honestly, I
always chose my clothing for him; I had no interest in my own attire. The dress
was light and pleasant for walking in though, so I wore it for the rest of the
day. We went to an amusement park and I realized I enjoyed roller-coasters. 


How odd.


We were walking to Dylan’s next surprise destination
when he stopped. Spotting something in a flower shop window, he asked me to
wait for a minute before running inside. The sun was getting very low in the sky
and I figured he was taking me somewhere for dinner. Detours were interesting
so far. We had found many interesting places that were not in any tour book
Dylan had studied since learning where I wanted to go for our honeymoon. 


He returned with his hand behind his back. When he
reached me, he pulled a bouquet of dark blue roses from behind him and handed
them over.


“What are these for?”


“They match your eyes perfectly. So I think…” He
looked at me. “They have to be the most beautiful roses of any world.
Therefore, it is only right to give the most beautiful roses to the most
beautiful woman in the universe. Ti amo.”


“You tell me you love me every day. Why learn it in
Italian?” I asked.


“Because we are in Italy. I want us to travel all
over the world together and visit every good country. And in every country I
will learn the native tongue for ‘I love you.’ And as soon as we return to
Duran, I want to visit each continent with you and tell you in all three
languages the same thing. Then I want to travel to all the worlds and learn it
in their languages and say it to you. Then I want us to go to the Land of the
Gods, where I will say it in Enochian. So that no matter where you go, you will
know that in every language, in every country and land, on every world and
beyond, I love you more than anything else.”


I was a goddess, older than dirt and not romantic in
the least… but I blushed. He was so unbelievably romantic, and I was falling
for it. His words would have been cheesy, but he somehow pulled it off… or maybe
it was his complete and utter sincerity.


When did the sweet, naïve dork I fell in love with
become so smooth? “We are already married; you don’t have to woo me.”


“To woo, or not to woo? No way would I give up the
chance to be romantic on our honeymoon. You are a goddess, but you are still a
woman. You are a beautiful, intelligent woman with unimaginable powers… and you
still put up with me.” He looked away as if trying to figure out how it was
possible. “I mean, you should be rewarded for having to listen to my rambling
alone.” He looked back at me. “You haven’t gotten sick of me yet, but that
doesn’t mean I shouldn’t always treat you like the treasure from Heaven that
you are. Ora prendete il vostro bel culo qui e baciami.” 


I laughed and kissed him, since he asked so nicely. 


We had a very nice dinner at a beautiful restaurant
with good wine and great food. I got suspicious when he left for the bathroom
for ten minutes, but I figured he probably flashed home to check on the boys.
He had promised he wouldn’t, but I couldn’t fault him for worrying. When we
returned to the hotel, however, I realized I was mistaken. I first noticed the
rose petals on the bed and fancy deserts on the glass table in front of the
window. The prepared bath was hot and full of bubbles and oils. There was a
gift box on my pillow wrapped in silver paper.


“That bath looks too good to waste. But we’re nowhere
near dirty enough to warrant bathing. What should we do about that?” I asked. 


He put his hands on my waist and pulled me closer to
kiss me. Then he let me go and sat in the chair by the window. “Take off your
clothes,” he said. 


Oh, the romantic play was over and the fun had begun.
Outside the bedroom, I was a goddess and mother. I had an important and serious
roll to play that everyone respected. In the bedroom, I was Dylan’s wife. He
was in charge and I couldn’t have been happier to give up my power to him. He
always made me happy and took care of me like I was really his treasure. 


I undressed myself as slowly as possible before
ridding him of his clothes, mostly with my teeth. We were just about to head to
the bath when he grunted. “Tell your brothers to bug off.” 


“Who is it?” I asked. 


“Vretial.” That was all he could handle. His head
dropped back and I knew he was pulled to a meeting with my oldest brother. I
dressed myself, furious that we had been interrupted, and flashed to my mate.


“How nice of you to join us uninvited, my dear
sister,” Vretial said. He wasn’t looking at me, though. When the Noquodi were
summoned before us astrophysically, they appeared in the same clothes they were
really wearing. Dylan, of course, was naked. Instead of hiding himself, he
crossed his arms over his chest and glared. He had nothing to be ashamed of,
but I didn’t want him showing off what belonged to me. And Vretial was seeing
far too much. 


“You interrupted my night with my mate. Why? And stop
looking at him!”


He gave me a knowing smirk. “I called Dylan here to
ask him if what I heard was true. Your son mentioned to me that you both had an
extremely foolish idea to go away for a week-long honeymoon.”


“How is that foolish?” I asked. 


His smirk was gone. “Did you bring Mordon with you?”


“Why would I bring my brother with me on my
honeymoon?” Dylan asked. I was of like mind, but Vretial sighed. 


“When you are away from each other, you cannot be
balanced. That is the reason you grew up with the universe acting against you;
you were too powerful and didn’t have him. How did you get it in your head that
being separated for any real length of time was a good idea?” He spoke to Dylan
as if explaining something to a slow child… but he had often used that tone on
my brothers and me.


“I’m with Divina. That should be enough.”


“When you are away from her for long periods of time,
you will be unhappy. When you are away from Mordon for long periods of time,
you will be dead. The balance is inside your youngest son and he’s not strong
enough to control himself. The longer you are away from Mordon, the more the
balance will push Ron to kill you.”


“I can handle my son,” I said.


He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “A family of
fools, the lot of you.”


“You seem to think you can just return to the way
things were before you took Avoli’s world,” I told my brother. “But that is not
how this works. I will never trust you like I did. Your advice means nothing to
me.”


“Then at least you married a man who can see reason,”
he said. 


Dylan shook his head. “In matters of the gods, I will
always side with her.” Vretial opened his mouth, but Dylan interrupted him.
“I’m not saying I won’t take precautionary measures. I trust my son will not be
so driven to destroy me that he actively hunts me down. I also trust that being
around Mordon will restore this balance. So I will spend my week-long honeymoon
with my wife as I had planned, and then I will spend the next day at Mordon’s,
playing cards or hunting sheep or whatever my dragon brother wants to do. He
did just gain the ability to shift after all…” He turned to me. “We need to
import sheep. Dragons love chasing sheep in the movies.” 


“Talk to Erono, love, Duran is his world.”


He regarded Vretial again. “After I have spent the
day with him, I’ll go home and everything will be fine.”


“Is a vacation worth the risk to you?”


“Spending time with my wife is worth the risk. If I
can’t outsmart the universe, I’m not all that fit to be with her anyway. Now,
if you don’t mind, I think the bath water is getting cold and I want to get my
wife wet and covered in bubbles before it is. Do you have a problem with that?”


“She’s my sister.”


Dylan vanished, having finally pulled himself back to
the real world. “He does like to make an exit,” I said. My brother nodded.
Vretial was sitting on a large rock under a huge apple tree. “Why did you
choose an apple? For the tarot card.”


He smirked. “I thought you were better at seeing what
was to come than I was. Obviously, that is not the case. When Dylan finds out
who and what you are, you are both at a river.”


“Dylan told me you said that he hated apples.”


“That was a clever lie. If you remember, I’m quite
the clever liar. Not as good as you, of course. There was an apple there, but
that wasn’t what I heard him say. In fact, I believe he throws an apple at you.
He didn’t say he hated apples, he said he hated you.”


“Dylan would never hate me.”


“He will when he knows what you are.” 


“I am Iadnah.”


Vretial laughed cruelly. “That is funny.” He dropped
all pretense of being kind. “You remember everything, don’t you? When you
absorbed the power of my book, it jogged something in the back of your mind and
brought back those memories that you and our brothers forgot. From the time my
father brought you to me.”


“And before.”


“Then you remember that there were thirteen of us
that made it through to this universe before my father ended the war.”


I froze. I tried to remember what he was talking
about, but there was no way. “There were only twelve of us.”


“No. There were thirteen, but you were young and
wanted to destroy everything. It was him or Avoli and I chose to spare my
brother from your wrath. You weren’t really even angry; you just seemed to want
to kill something. The thirteenth Iadnah was a stranger to me. I believe he was
Regivus’s brother on his mother’s side, and they were very close. When you
destroyed him, I lied to Regivus about what happened.”


“You protected me?”


“Both of you. I was protecting you because I knew you
needed a family, and I was protecting him because I knew you would kill him if
he had confronted you. It worked out well enough; when the others turned
against me, you went right along with them. You showed me mistrust after
everything I did for you.”


“I didn’t remember. Not until I absorbed some of your
power. I thought I was actually your sister and that you had attacked our
brother. I didn’t want to believe it, but you were acting irrationally. Regivus
demanded I stay away from you and I thought I should listen to him because he
was older.”


I hated it, too. Vretial had always been the one I
trusted. He was always the first one I turned to, the only one I would believe
without fail… but then he admitted to attacking Avoli, who was always so
vulnerable. “Why did you take Avoli’s world?”


“His people were out of control and I didn’t want to
see them all die. My actions thereafter were a result of the balance. And now
it is your son who must carry the burden. Luckily, he is much better adapted
than I was, thanks to Samhail.”


“Who Dylan told me is your son.”


“No secrets in your marriage on his part, at least.”


“I do realize things would be very different if not
for you. I have done what I could since I met him to make sure things go
smoothly. The first thing I did was prevent the Sight from coming in. I try to
study the paths in depth to determine the best outcome for him.”


“Taking away the Sight was not right. I thwarted your
magic when he was on Dios, searching for the pantacle, and he was able to save
his friend. Limiting his powers will not help him. Teaching him how to use them
properly, on the other hand, could save his life several times over. He will
not thank you for handicapping him.”


“The Sight is too dangerous for someone like Dylan.
With my boys it is different; Samhail can see and Ronez can interpret. Ron has
his father’s tactician skills, but he isn’t burdened with visions.”


“Then force Dylan’s visions onto Mordon. Eventually,
Dylan’s power will become too great for you to control. It’s already starting;
he’s had a vision of what would happen if the gates to Earth open. He is not
mortal, and if he doesn’t learn to limit his power, he will just keep getting
stronger.”


“How is it possible? Samhail is your son and Ron is
mine, so I understand their power, but Dylan is not Iadnah. What is he?”


“I have a theory about that, but I’m not sure yet.”


“If I am not Iadnah, what am I?”


“You are not entirely Iadnah.”


“Then what else am I? What made me such a threat when
you first found me?” I asked. He gave me a sympathetic frown, but didn’t speak.
“Regivus’s brother was not the first Iadnah I killed; I remember others.
Please. I must know. I have a son, and I have to know what he is.”


He sighed. “I think your mate has waited for you long
enough.” He flashed me back to the hotel room.
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