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Chapter 1


When I was about a year old, I set my nursery
on fire, and my father said I would be a powerful wizard. When I was five, I
screamed in anger so loudly I broke every window in the room, and my father
said I would be a powerful man. When I was ten, one of my tutors hit me and I
threw him across the room, and my father said I would be a powerful warrior.
When I was fifteen, I told my father his most trusted advisor was a liar and
the only reason for saying so was that I could smell the deceit. When I went against
my father’s orders and exposed the assassin, my father said I would be a
powerful king. 


My father was trying to return power to the kings, to
bring Duran back from the laws of the people to the monarchy. He felt that
Duran should be governed by the most powerful of the wizards and politicians
and not by the people. He felt that only the powerful know best. And he felt
that I was to rule in his place when he retired. The only problem; there was no
way I was going to be king. 


Mokii was a different land than the others. Each of
the other lands had a king, a ruler over the entire land, ocean to ocean, but
they obeyed the votes of people. The kingship over Mokii had always been in
battle. My father was technically king of all of Mokii, but he ignored the masses.
Instead, most of Mokii was governed by individual kingdoms, which had to pay
allegiance and a salary to my father’s kingdom. His were the only people he
cared about and everyone outside his kingdom was not his problem. 


I have always strived to make my father proud and
never succeeded on purpose. The harder I tried to be something I wasn’t, to
believe in something I didn’t, and do something I couldn’t, the more
catastrophic the results. I suppose I could blame my mother for this; but it
would have to be for dying. She was a seer, but not a very good one it seems.
She knew she would die giving birth to me, her first child, and yet allowed the
pregnancy to continue. The moment I was born, she placed an outlawed spell on
me to absorb her power as she died from a sudden, incurable illness. 


The servants of the house said I was born with no
voice, silent as my mother was. My father demanded they leave and the next
morning, he brought me out of the room as a healthy child. A frightfully
powerful child with no mother. 


From the moment I could walk, I was exploring,
escaping, and searching. I didn’t know what I was searching for. My caretakers
hated my exploring, my tutors hated my escaping, and my father hated me. Oh,
sure, he never said so. When he hit me, he truly thought it was an acceptable
means of shaping me into a future king. It was the way he looked at me with
disappointment when one of the servants or townspeople spoke of my antics. 


And it was never on purpose. I would step on a stick
in the forest and set off a stampede of large herd animals that would destroy
the village, mistake one plant for another and create a poisonous gas instead
of useful potion, or be in the wrong place at the wrong time and overhear a
horrible secret.


This leads to my current predicament. I was standing
in front of my father’s throne as he lectured me with all the importance of an
angry ruler, and all I could think of was that there was a ship leaving for the
Aradlin forest. I had never been, for my father would not allow his only heir
to visit a place so dangerous, but I didn’t plan on asking his permission. 


I still had a couple of months before I reached
twenty-two years of age and became independent. This was another thing my
father was trying to change; he believed a child wasn’t a man or woman until
they were twenty-five, and women had to be married by such age. He felt a woman
had to be taken care of, first by the father, and then by the husband. Speaking
of women…


“… will be the day before your birthday,” he was
saying. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach; father was making plans that
involved me.


“What?” I asked.


“I know it is not soon enough, but the girl’s father
will not---”


“No, I mean I was not listening to what you were
saying,” I interrupted.


He sighed. “Then listen closely. You will be married
to the Corsicot daughter of Banjii. With Banjii’s ruling family’s alliance, we
will have taxing rights to all homesteads of the entire west-central lands.”


“Father, I know how much you love sucking klahs out
of people who have none, but I will not be married. Not now, not tomorrow, not
the day before my birthday, and not by your hand. I have never met this girl
and I do not intend to,” I said, using the best “king” voice I could. 


He gave me an unsure frown. “They have a son who---”


“Father!” I yelled.


He shrugged. “I just wanted you to have that option.
You will have a child to carry on the line. I don’t care who you marry as long
as the person is in the Corsicot family and you do it by your next birthday.” 


I had always been useful to my father as a form of
currency; many families of Mokii wanted their daughters married to the king’s
son. Luckily for me, my father’s greed drove him to hold off, waiting for the
best deal, until it was almost too late. On my next birthday, he could no
longer marry me to anyone against my will. Unfortunately, he was getting
desperate. 


“I will not. I think I’m coming down with the
six-month plague.”


“Then you will be wed in your bedchambers.”


“They’re a mess, too shameful to bring a woman into.”


“I will send the servants immediately.”


“I think I’m infertile.”


“I will enlist a sperm donor; no one will know.”


“I hate children.”


“You need never see the child.” He frowned. “You
adore children. This matter is settled. You will be married before your
birthday to the Corsicot daughter and I will accept no excuses. I do not
authorize any sickness or disasters. Now, return to your rooms.”


“As you wish. Will you teach me anything tonight?”


“No, practice your control over your elemental magic.
We will use the practice arena tomorrow and you had better be able to control
your fire or the servants will get burned,” he threatened. 


Yes, I had a problem with my fire control but the
problem was my father. When alone, I could master fire like nothing else, but
around people, and particularly my father, things went wrong. 


I had always been scrawny, no matter how much
training I had or courses they put me through. It never helped me to stand up
to my tall father, and none of the servants stood up to him for me. To
everyone’s shock, including my own, I grew in the last two years. I was no
longer small for my age and I had a pretty fair build for someone who only ever
fought on the practice field. Still, years of conditioning made it difficult
for me to deny my father. 


I left the room as quickly as possible, stopping by
the library instead of my room. “Jedes,” I whispered when I spotted the young
woman sitting in a big chair. About a head shorter than me, Jedes was a meek,
soft-faced girl with red-blond hair and light green eyes, who weighed less than
the stack of books she always carried around. While only a few days younger
than me, she was just now starting to look like a woman.


Her parents were servants of my father’s before they
decided to move to Banjii. However, they thought having a girl and no boy would
give them less of a standing, so they left their newborn here to be raised by
other servants. This worked out for the best, because Jedes was treated like a
princess by almost everyone.


Seeing that she was asleep, I took the book out of
her hand, careful to mark the page, and set it aside. I then pulled a blanket
off a nearby desk and wrapped it around her. After a small kiss on her lips, I
turned to leave.


“You’re not even going to say goodbye?” she asked
quietly. 


I turned back. “I thought you needed sleep. I will
only be gone a few days.” I had long since given up trying to run away
permanently. 


“You’re going to a forest of monsters and you plan to
be back soon?”


“I’ll be careful,” I said, sitting beside her in the
huge chair. She snuggled under my arm and leaned her head on my chest. 


“You will find what you have always been looking for.
This place will be your past. The forest is a turning point, and that man, the
one who speaks the language of the demons, will help you. Remember that in the
dark, when you cannot see your path, you can still walk it. Your light is
inside you. Do not come back here.”


Jedes was a seer, like my mother had been, and her
predictions were becoming more clear with every year. “I could take you with
me. We could travel together.”


“No. Your path is with others. My destiny is yet to
come, but it will come for me here. I’ll miss you, though.” She leaned up and
met my lips in a gentle kiss; the first one she had ever initiated. “Leave
tonight. Don’t miss this ship. Tomorrow will be too late. Whatever you do,
never come back to this castle, especially not to confront your father.”


After saying goodbye to Jedes, I headed back to my
room to pack. Instead of the light three-night bag I had ready, I collected
everything important to me into several bags. It was an easy climb off my
terrace and easier still to leave the grounds. Perhaps my father should look
into his security better. 


 


*          *          *


 


I had read about the forest from the few who survived
its darkness. The forest was exactly as I expected; tall and forbidding. The
small crowd of people blocking my path was not. Curious, I approached. 


“Is everyone ready?” one man in hiking gear asked.


“Ready for what?” I inquired. 


“This is a tour group,” he said, proudly. It came
across as pretentious, but only because his face was sunburned, and obviously
not for the first time. 


“To the Aradlin forest? I didn’t think there was
one.”


“We are new. My parents were explorers their whole
lives and I have extensive collections of their writings as they explored this
forest.”


“Well, then, you must have many safety tips and
medical supplies. I was wondering what to do if I encounter a draxuni?” I
asked. Of course, I knew already to back away and be non-threatening. They only
attacked anything that was a threat to their pups or food.


“You climb.”


“A tree?” I frowned. Draxuni were fair climbers.


“Of course!” he smiled. “Draxuni cannot climb. You
can join the tour if you want, but we have to be very quiet.”


Actually, you had to be silent, but most people I
encountered didn’t understand the concept. We headed into the forest, me taking
up the rear, since I was not going to lead. Soon I was trying to find some
small alternate path because the group was making so much noise it was like
they were yelling “dinner time.” I could feel something watching me. 


It wasn’t long before someone stepped on a porter
mushroom, which puffed out a toxic powder that caused hallucinations and heart
failure in high doses. One scream from a woman was all it took for the group to
scatter. I sighed and continued along the path. Unfortunately, whatever was
watching me didn’t go away. I tried to get a scent for it, but it must have
been downwind and there were many more powerful odors in the forest.


The walk was nice. I walked slowly enough to be both
silent and to avoid the forest’s vicious traps, while also seeing the beauty of
it. The sounds and smells… it was such an incredible place. Suddenly, an
explosion in the distance broke the peace. Someone had shot off a gun. I knew
this would attract hungry creatures, so I took off fast in the opposite
direction. One wrong step had me tumbling down a hill. When I came to a stop, I
laid still while I got my bearings. Screaming tourists could be heard in the
distance. I was just about to sit up when I heard a little yip and something
pounced on my chest. 


Oh, no. I raised my head in time to see a
draxuni pup try to stick his tongue in my nose. I reached up to push him off me
and he latched onto my thumb, not hard enough to break my skin, but still a
little painful. I had a split second warning growl before another pup tumbled
over my shoulder and into the first pup. They joined into a rolling, snarling ball
of fluff. As cute as they were, I was terrified; a draxuni pup is much more
frightening than an adult. A draxuni will hunt and guard his territory alone,
but a pup is never alone. Where there were pups, there were at least six adults
on high alert. 


I sat up and scanned my surroundings. Two more pups
decided I was a playmate and one jumped in my lap to try his hardest to stick
his tongue in my mouth. I couldn’t help but laugh until the parents slowly
crept out of the shadows. I was surrounded by four, but they were not
advancing. I knew from my studies that half the attack pack stayed hidden,
meaning there were eight in total in the immediate area. I could hear the one
behind me approach, but the pups continued to play. He started sniffing my head
and neck. I couldn’t have been more shocked when he nudged my head and they all
relaxed. He turned away. 


No creature is allowed around draxuni pups, and yet
this pack not only let me live, they didn’t even chase me out. They all turned,
guarding against outside forces. After my nausea settled, I stood to leave, but
as I started to pass through the protected circle, the closest draxuni batted
me back with his huge paw. 


“What did you do that for?” I asked, getting back up.
Trying again, I was swatted again, but the draxuni was being careful not to
claw me. I tried to get out the opposite side but another blocked my path. “I’m
not a puppy, let me through!” I demanded. They ignored me. 


After several more attempts, I sat down in defeat and
was immediately trampled by pups. Having been warned against returning home,
being the adopted pup in a draxuni pack was certainly not the worst fate I
could have, but it was not the one I wanted. 


For hours I sat in the puppy pile, waiting for the
adults to come to their senses and eat me. There had been no more signs of the
tourists. Perhaps they made it out alive, but I doubted it. 


Instead of worrying, I took the opportunity to learn.
The draxuni were a species powerfully built to survive that formed fierce packs
with a strict hierarchy. The coats gave away what part of the world they lived
it, because they were colored to camouflage; therefore, this pack had dark
brown and black coats to blend in with the dark forest. The mystery that no one
could get close enough to understand was the puppies; no matter what part of
the world they were from, they had red, black, white, brown, and green
multicolored coats and their ears were huge compared to their heads.


I uncovered the mystery as the pups played; their
colors blended when they tumbled together until it was impossible to see how
many there were or which way they were moving. At the barest hint of a sound in
the forest, they all froze and perked their ears until one of the adults gave
them the signal to relax. 


“Smelling like dog is one thing, but I don’t think
anyone will let you out of the forest smelling like draxuni puppy.” The last
voice I expected to hear in the Aradlin startled me. 


“Dylan!” I stood, but so did the draxuni. While my
best friend did not show them fear, he didn’t come any closer. The draxuni
formed a wall between me and Dylan. “Would you give me a little help here?” I
asked in English. Our common procedure in private was for me to speak his
mother language of English and him to speak mine of Sudo.


The draxuni growled, which Shinobu did not like at
all. Shinobu was a dangerous little creature that could kill a person with a
single bite, and she was fiercely protective of Dylan. She was at her normal
place, perched upon his shoulder, hissing and spitting at the draxuni. I
started to walk around the draxuni to Dylan. One of them broke formation to
stay in front of me, but when Shinobu jumped to the ground and advanced, he
relented to the tiny creature. 


I joined Dylan. Shinobu ran back to him, crawled up
his leg, and up snuggled around his neck. Then she reached her webbed paw out
to place on his cheek and made a clicking sound. 


“What is she doing?”


“She doesn’t like it here. There’s something bigger
close. Something she doesn’t even want to deal with.” He turned his back to the
draxuni and took off into the woods. “Come on.”


I had never met a man brave enough to turn his back
on a draxuni, let alone a pack. I hurried after him, keeping the pack in sight for
as long as I could. “What are you doing here? How did you find me? And why
aren’t you afraid?”


“I really don’t know why I’m here; I just knew I
needed to come. It was like something was calling for help. I found some lost
and scared people and got them out, but I think I may have found you by
accident. And as for being afraid… As of next week, I will have been here for
three years. Three years I have trained under Kiro’s guide. Between the magic I
know and Shinobu, I’m not worried. What I learned from Divina about the draxuni
is that I have to first show that I’m not a threat to their pups, and second
that they’re not a threat to me. I didn’t even look at the pups. They figured
out I wasn’t going to leave without you and that kind of stated the second
part. So what brings you out here?”


“I wanted to see the forest. You’ve been here before,
right?”


“Yes, when I was still new to this world. A lot has
changed, but this forest is exactly the same. It kind of takes me back. Three
years was so long ago.”


He was different than when I first met him, sneaking
around on a ship to Anoshii. Belonging to a world of a lighter gravity, he had
trouble walking right. I know it should have, but it never bothered me that he
was from another world. 


He certainly had changed, though. He walked taller
and with ease. I could smell his power and instead of acting against him like
when we met, it was in tune with him. He had bulked up, not like a warrior, but
like someone who did physical labor for a living. His voice was stronger and
Sudo fluent. 


“How did you sneak up on the draxuni?” I asked. 


“Well, I didn’t want to become a snack for anything
in here, so I was masking my sound and scent with magic. As I was not looking
for them, they probably couldn’t sense me.”


“So, other than learning powerful magic, what have
you been up to?” I asked. It had been months since we talked.


“Same old, I guess. I live half the time with Divina,
half with Kiro. Kiro’s off on some mission and was supposed to be back a week
ago. I’m a little worried about that. Divina’s off at a ‘meeting’ and was
supposed to be back two weeks ago.”


Kiro was Dylan’s mentor and Divina was Dylan’s
girlfriend. The woman was spectacular in appearance, but smelled deceitful and
ancient. While I was sure she never had any malicious intensions toward Dylan,
I felt he would do good to look elsewhere for companionship. However, he was
dreadfully in love with her. Not long after Dylan and I met, Divina had been in
an accident that left her reliant on Dylan, but last I heard, she was fully
recovered. 


“Do they often leave you alone like this?”


“No,” he frowned. “One of them would go off to do
something and leave me to tend to their chores. It’s fine, but if there is a
storm, we need two of us to take care of both territories. If two of us leave
and there’s a huge storm, that leaves one of us to take care of both places.
They should have been back by now.”


“But now you are here. Doesn’t that leave both places
unprotected?”


“I locked them down in case of a storm.”


“You’re worried about them missing?”


“Yes. I don’t feel anything from them, though. If one
of them was in trouble, I would know. Instead, it’s something in this forest
drawing me out.”


“It wasn’t me, was it?” I asked. 


He looked at me. “Not just you. I think you’re part
of it. For example, where are we going?” he asked. 


That startled me. “I figured you were leading us out
and I am following you.”


“Except you’re not following me, we’re walking
equally together, and we’re heading further into the forest.”


We stopped and I realized he was right about me not
following him. I felt a chill. “How do you know we’re heading further in?”


He pointed to the ground. “The plants. You can tell
they get less sunlight because the forest is denser here. Also, the trees are
taller, which means older. The forest grew outwards, which means that the older
trees are in the center. Plus we’re going uphill. Think of it; our natural
instinct would be to walk downhill and towards the light. So what is it we’re
looking for?” 


Dylan had grown up so much since I first met him. I
hadn’t. “Okay, whatever it is, I don’t want it. Let’s leave now.”


“What if whatever it is, is hurt?” he asked. 


I took his arm and tried to lead him back. “It lives
in the forest; it’s tough. Leave it.” 


He still hesitated. “I’m a Guardian.  We protect
those in need,” he said. 


“The Guardian of Earth, not Duran,” I argued. I was
pulling him away from the center of the forest when a loud screech of pain
froze us in our tracks. I knew that sound. I had heard it before… but from
where? The sound filled me with excitement and dread, but we both took off
for it. 


Soon we found what we were looking for. Lying in the
middle of a clearing, at the mouth of cave, was a majestic creature. Black as
the darkest night, large and lean, he had a reptile-like body with a long tail.
At the end of his tail was a sharp spike. His eyes were dark amber and his
snout was short and wide. He had long wings, one flapping in agitation and one
wrapped around himself oddly. He roared in pain and I could see every sharp
tooth. 


This was a creature my father swore again and again
didn’t exist. This was a creature I wanted to find my whole life, that I had
always been fascinated with. This was a dragon. 


“He’s hurt,” Dylan said. “Look at his wing; it
shouldn’t be bent that way.” He didn’t hesitate to go to the dragon. The dragon
in turn, backed away, trying to protect his wing. “Careful, buddy, I just want
to help. Like you did for me.”


“What?” I asked. 


“I’ve met this creature before. He helped me, Divina,
and Kiro the last time we were here. Come pet his head so I can look at his
wing.”


I approached him cautiously. Of course, I got to be
at the dangerous end. Oh, well. At worst, I will find out if I make a good
dragon snack. He let me approach him and when I held out my hands, he
sniffed me tentatively, then lowered his head to let me pet him. His hide,
leathery and tough underneath, was covered in a thick velvety coat that was too
short to see, but I could definitely feel it. When I rubbed his tough, pointed
ears, he purred. It was great until he let out a happy breath that knocked me
to the ground. His breath stank. He leaned forward and rubbed his head against
my chest. 


“Oh, hell,” Dylan said. 


The dragon and I both looked at him. He had the wing
spread out. It was still at an odd angle, but I could see why; there were huge
claw marks in it. Something had gotten this poor creature bad. Shinobu
scampered off Dylan’s shoulder as if she wanted nothing to do with the dragon. 


The dragon tried to pull his wing back, but Dylan
wouldn’t let go. When he started to get agitated, I pulled his head away. “It’s
okay. He’s just trying to help. Focus on me. Look at me.” He stopped snarling,
but sent an irritated huff of horrible breath back at me. I stroked his head
and neck as Dylan healed the wounds. His hands hovered over the gashes and
emitted a soft green glow. Soon, he stopped, but while the cuts were closed and
the wing was at a better angle, it was still damaged.


“This is all I can do right now,” Dylan said, swaying
and out of breath. I reached over and caught him before he collapsed, dragging
him over to a tree to sit down, where Shinobu curled up in his lap. 


“So we’re going to take him with us?”


“No. He can’t travel. I don’t understand, though.
I’ve seen him get attacked before and not take any damage. His hide is tough.
What could have done this?”


“Maybe the inside of his wings is tender,” I
suggested. 


“I don’t know. We’ll have to stay here to heal him.”


I looked around. “Will we live through the night?”


He wavered as if about to pass out. “Sure we will.
Could you get some wood to make a fire?” he asked. 


I nodded and went into the forest. Despite the
darkness, as the sun had set, I was able to gather a small selection of semi
dry wood. I returned to the clearing to find Dylan sleeping and the dragon
studying him. “How does your wing feel?” I asked. 


The dragon flexed his wing a bit and considered it
thoughtfully. I could smell that he was pleased, even though it still hurt. I
set the wood in a pile and sat down to try to light it. I pulled in my energy
and did as my father taught me. The wood refused to light. The harder I thought
of my father, the more my insides burned, but my fire wouldn’t come. After
trying for a while, I looked up to see the dragon frowning at me. He was
confused.


“Could you help me out here?” I asked. He leaned his
head down and blew a bit of smoke at the logs, which caught on fire. Why
does this feel familiar, like I’ve done this before? “Thank you.” I pulled
Dylan over to the fire and sat back down. 


Everything about the dragon felt weird, like I had
met him before. Why, when he set the wood on fire, I felt like he was showing
me how to do it? 


My growling stomach broke the silence and the dragon
growled back. “Hush, when Dylan wakes up, I’ll go hunt something. What do you
eat?” I asked. Instead of answering, he gazed up at the sky. 


After a few minutes of observing something, he let
out a small, concentrated burst of fire, which shot straight up with precision.
There was a squawking sound and a second later, something hit the ground not
far outside the clearing. A quick search found a large bird, burned, lying on
the ground. I brought it back and held it out to the dragon, but he turned his
head away.


“Thank you,” I said. I pulled the knife out of
Dylan’s boot and cut out a piece for him and one for me, then tossed the rest
of the bird at the dragon, who snatched it out of thin air and swallowed it
whole. I found a long stick to cook the bird with. 


Dylan woke up just in time to eat. He thanked me as
he took his and we ate in silence for a little while. 


“How is it going with you and Divina?” I asked.


He shrugged. “It’s complicated, but we love each
other.”


“Not enough to get married and have children?” 


He choked on his food and sputtered. “Like I said,
it’s complicated,” he said.


“Because she’s not sago?” I asked. He gave me
wide-eyed stare and I sighed. “Dylan, you trust me. You told me about the
books, the gods, your world, your father… everything but who Divina is. I know
she isn’t what she appears. She smells more powerful than anyone I’ve ever
met.”


“It isn’t my secret to tell.”


“Does it have something to do with why she’s missing
and you’re not searching for her?” I asked. He nodded. “Well, if you need help
when you do, I’ll be here. How much more time will it take before the dragon’s healed?”


“I healed the immediate damage. He still can’t fly,
but he’s not bleeding out anymore and I fixed the broken bones and infections.
He’s been like that for probably a week. I doubt he ate anything since his
injury. Divina told me that dragons couldn’t eat or drink when mortally injured
because they have to regulate their body to fight infection and loss of blood.”


“But when you were unconscious, he shot down a bird.
When I gave it to him, he refused until I cut off some for us.”


“He’s kind, that’s all I know.”


“Dragons are very rare. Most people do not believe in
them, and I can see why. This guy could fly around the whole world at night and
never be seen. That felt pelt of his would make him very good in the water, but
the shape of the wings would make it unnecessarily difficult to swim. The shape
of his legs indicates that he can dive in air or water very well, but he is
defiantly not a glider for the same reason he is not a swimmer.”


“How do you know so much about dragons?”


“Just because they are considered myth, doesn’t mean
I don’t believe in them. There is plenty of information out there to those who
look. I have always been fascinated in them. My father, on the other hand,
hates anything to do with them and insists they don’t exist.”


“Well, now there’s one more of them not about to die.
In the morning, we need to find him some water.”


“What if his attacker comes back?”


“It will.”


“What?!” I demanded, standing up. The dragon’s head
snapped up as well. 


“I can feel it, he’s still in danger. Can’t you smell
it?” he asked. He knew about my unusual sense of smell. 


“No. All I can smell is the forest, the dragon, and
you. And you don’t smell frightened.”


“I said it will come back, not that it’s here now.”


I sat down. “When I met you, you were the most
paranoid person on the planet. Anything that could go wrong did. And yet you
did what you had to do anyway.”


“I’m not that paranoid anymore. I spent too long
living alone with Divina and Kiro.”


“Why did you stop calling him Edward?” I asked.


He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess when he stopped
being around as much. The thing is, he isn’t an uncle or mentor so much
anymore… more like a father. And I think he thinks of me as a son. Kiro has
never been comfortable as a father. I’m afraid one day he’s going to bring
another apprentice home and tell me to live with Divina. It’s only been three
years, but I have learned so much. Maybe too much.”


I patted him on the back. “Have you talked to him
about it?”


“No. He’s always going off on missions and leaving me
with Divina.”


“Maybe the problem isn’t how he feels about you.
Maybe he feels that you don’t need him anymore. Maybe he thinks you’re better
off with her, that he’s just getting in your way.”


“But that’s silly. Even without lessons in magic, I
learn life lessons from Kiro all of the time. From Divina I just learn history
and facts.”


“When did you start calling him Kiro?” I asked again.
“Why did you call him Edward? Wasn’t that your special name for him? I’d feel
pretty sad if my future son called me a nickname all his childhood and then
suddenly stopped.”


He thought about it for a while. Before he came up
with anything else to say, I fell asleep. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to a sight I would never have expected; an
angry dragon’s face inches from mine. The dragon Dylan started to heal last
night was standing over me with his wings splayed out in what looked like an
attack position. When he roared, displaying his sharp teeth and rendering me
temporarily deaf, I tried to crawl back. To my surprise, it was Dylan, lying
next to me, who pinned me down. He tried to say something, but the dragon’s
next roar drowned Dylan’s words out. 


The dragon turned his head to shoot fire over his
shoulder. Suddenly, something came at him from the front and attacked his neck.
He was thrown off of us and I was able to see what was really going on; we were
being attacked. 


Two creatures relentlessly struck the dragon. They
were only about as tall as a draxuni, but much leaner. Black, matted fur
covered their bodies. Their heads were short with wide snouts and solid,
blood-red eyes. The fangs were so large and sharp they could barely fit in the
creature’s mouth. Their ears were pointed and sitting above their heads (much
like a draxuni’s) but they currently leaned flat in anger. They had large,
leathery black wings that were similar to the dragon’s, but somehow creepier on
these creatures.


One of them was trying to get a good grip in the
dragon’s neck with its teeth while the other was tearing at the dragon’s
injured wing. The dragon faithfully tried to cover us, even though Dylan was
now trying to get in the fight. The creatures forced the dragon to his back to
tear at his belly. In an instant, the air went from warm and humid to cold and
dry. First one, then the other creature fell over to writhe in pain. Dylan had
fierce concentration on his face. 


“What are you doing?” I asked. 


He winced. “Don’t talk.” 


The dragon let out a cry and Dylan shuddered. The two
creatures stopped writhing, gained their footing, and quickly disappeared into
the forest. Dylan slumped against the dragon, reaching for the dragon’s torn
neck, but a faint green glow was all Dylan could manage. 


“Come here,” he panted. 


When I did, he took my hand with his free one.
Instantly I felt exhausted, like I had been the one to fight in battle. Even
though the encounter had lasted mere minutes, it had felt like it lasted hours.
The green glow burst into an eerie fire and the dragon sighed, relaxing. The
wounds on the dragon began to close as I grew more and more dizzy. Dylan and
the dragon passed out and I had enough time to sit down before I did too. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke up very comfortable with the sound of a
crackling fire and the smell of food. 


“Wake up,” Dylan said insistently. 


I would have grumbled at him if my stomach hadn’t
taken that moment to growl loudly. I snuggled into the warmth and opened my
eyes. I didn’t know dragons were cuddly creatures, but this one was wrapped
around me with his front leg over me. Big eyes blinked at me as if wondering
when I was getting up. I snuggled deeper under his limb. 


“Oh, get up. You need to eat and then we need to wash
the dragon blood off us before we attract attention.”


I shifted the dragon’s paw off me to see that I was
indeed covered in blood. It was appalling. “How did that happen?” I demanded.
The dragon shrugged his paw back over me and laid his head down.


“The creatures attacked him over us and he lost a lot
of blood. He needs to drink some water so hurry and eat.” Dylan handed me a
stick with cooked meat on it. I took a bite and froze, not sure whether to chew
or spit it out. “I know it’s weird. I have no idea what the little mammal was,
just eat it,” he demanded. 


I ate the meat with a weird, reptilian texture,
crustacean flavor, and mollusk smell.


“Any idea what those creatures were?” I asked.


Dylan shook his head. “Never seen nor heard of
anything like them. I know there are many creatures in this forest that are
undiscovered, but those guys seemed a little mythological.”


The dragon snorted. 


After choking down the food, we headed for the sound
of running water. The dragon appeared to be healed and ambled along gracefully.
His wings folded safely against his back, but twitched nervously every time we
heard a particularly loud noise. We made it to the water without losing any
body parts, minus a little blood when Dylan mistook a thesper tree for an
innocent one.


“If it’s blood colored, you should probably avoid
it,” I advised.


“It’s a little more blood colored now,” he moaned.
“I’m sorry if my losing blood is inconvenient for you, but trees don’t attack
you with thorns on Earth.” 


The river was calm and didn’t look too deep. Dylan
and I stripped as the dragon pounced into the creek. Since it was midday and
the clearing had plenty of sun, it was warm enough. I hated cold baths.


“Hey, when did you get a tattoo?” Dylan asked. 


“A what?”


“A skin picture.”


“I know what a tattoo is. I just don’t have one,” I
insisted.


“Well then… that is a very nice birth mark that you
never had before.” He was staring intently at the back of my shoulder. 


I tried to see what he was talking about, but all I
could see was a smudge of emerald green. “Oh, no. It’s probably some kind of
infection from something in this forest.”


“Yeah, sure, an infection in the perfect shape of a
dragon.” 


“Really?” I tried harder to see it, but now I
couldn’t even see any green. I was interrupted by an irritated bark-like roar
and looked over to see the dragon waiting on us impatiently. Dylan and I got in
the water, which flowed calmly about waist deep. “Oh, get clean. You smell,” I
lied. 


An odd huff was the only warning I got before I was
showered with hot droplets of water. I turned to him and wiped my eyes in time
to see him gather another mouthful of water and spray it all over me. Dylan
fell down, he was laughing so hard. It wasn’t long before the smell of dragon
blood was washed away and there was a new smell. 


This was a malicious scent, a hungry scent. Something
was watching us and I could smell its anticipation. I narrowed in on the
direction the threat was coming from; the dragon and I both turned to watch at
the same time. Dylan noticed our hesitation. The creature slowly crawled out of
the cover of the ferns. 


It was a hynerpeton; one of the smaller species of
amphibians. Like all amphibians, they are carnivorous, fast, and had strong
jaws filled with sharp teeth. Large green and black bands covered the
slime-coated skin. The poisonous bristles around its neck were flared in
warning.


“If a human saw an axolotl that was two meters long,
they would freak out, but this is smaller than any amphibian I have seen in
Duran. We should probably go.”


Shinobu, previously curled up on Dylan’s clothes,
hissed, but the beast obviously had no idea what it was dealing with.
Unfortunately, when it didn’t run from her, she retreated to the edge of the
water, then looked at Dylan as if to ask for advice. Two more hynerpeton came
up beside the first one. We couldn’t outrun them and they were very hungry.


“Go away!” I yelled. I waved my arms up. “I’m bigger
and louder than you! Go away!”


Dylan joined me. “Get back! I gave food poisoning to
the last thing that tried to eat me!” he yelled. The hynerpeton stopped,
confused.


I looked at him. “You gave Divina---”


“Shut up,” Dylan demanded. 


The dragon reared up on his hind legs and let out a
deafening roar. He flapped his wings wide and brought his front legs down in a
stomp that created large waves. He displayed his tail spike above his head in
strike position. Luckily the amphibians must have decided there were easier
meals than us, and they sauntered off.


“Great. Off they go, scampering away from the bigger
monsters we have just attracted with the noise,” Dylan said. The dragon was of
like mind and quickly disappeared into the forest. We rapidly dressed and
followed.


“So is the dragon strong enough to fly?” I asked. 


We nearly had to run to keep up with the black beast.
His wings angled against his back, which made him extremely streamlined. Despite
his reptilian-shaped body, he moved more like a mammal, fluently bounding over
any objects on the ground. 


“Yeah, but whatever those were that attacked him are
still out there. That is weird, though. I’ve never heard of creatures like
them. I don’t like it. Why did they attack the dragon?”


“We need to name the dragon,” I interrupted.


“Ask him what his name is,” Dylan said.


“What? I don’t speak dragon.”


“Then let’s name him Blood. I always wanted a
dog named Blood,” Dylan said. While he spoke fluidly in Sudo, he said
the name in his mother language.


“Am I incorrect in my language lessons or does that
mean---”


“Oh, yes. Blood is blood in English. I told
you about dogs, right?”


“Yes, the little canines that are very loyal pets.
They look like draxuni. Why in the world would you want to name one of them
blood?”


“It befits a psychic dog who would gladly eat the
last woman on Earth.”


I stopped and grasped his arm. “Please tell me you
are referring to your Earth films. I can’t keep up with you when you get like
this.”


“I have not seen a movie in three years. I miss it.
Besides; being very confusing is a strong defense mechanism.” 


The dragon gave us a very irritated bark and nudged
me in the back, nearly pushing me down. We followed him quickly to another clearing
with a small lake. Beyond it was a very beautiful red rock mountain.


“Um, well, not exactly what one expects to see in the
middle of a forest of monsters,” Dylan said. I had to agree. 


The dragon flapped his wings once before shooting up
into the air and over the lake. We went around the lake but he took off again,
towards the mountain. He waited for us at the mouth of a cave, and when he
entered, we followed cautiously. While the entrance of the cave was dry and
plain, the deeper we wandered, the more fascinating it became. 


The air and walls became wetter. After the third time
I slipped, Dylan made a torch from a random stick and part of his shirt. The
walls were dripping and there was definite growth in plant matter, but
projecting from the walls were jewels. Red, green, and purple glittering walls
made this cave quite appropriate for a dragon to hide out in. Finally, we came
to a naturally formed chamber. Cluttered in the middle was a bed of scorched
rock. 


The dragon quickly blew fire at the rock and curled
up on it for a nap before the fire had completely extinguished. 


“Really?” Dylan asked the dragon. “That’s why we came
here? For a nap?”


The dragon huffed at him and settled down.


“Stupid dog,” Dylan said. 


I ignored the inaccuracy. “At least we’re safe here.
I think we should name him Miyo.”


The dragon and Dylan both looked at me in outrage.
“Absolutely not,” Dylan said. “His name is Blood.” 


The dragon settled his head down. 


Outvoted, I plopped down beside the dragon. The stone
was nice and hot. I was watching as Dylan opened his mouth to speak before he
collapsed, but I wasn’t able to catch him before he hit the floor. Fearing the
worst, I frantically tried to wake him as the dragon watched over my shoulder,
but Dylan would not stir. After making sure he was breathing, I settled down to
wait. 









Chapter 2


Dylan


 


I wasn’t really awake, and not really asleep. The nearest thing I could
compare it to was what I thought death would feel like. I found myself in
Divina’s house, but everything was wrong; there was no air from the open
window, scent of the incense that was always burning, or even sounds of the forest.
It was a very unsettling feeling; one I hoped to never feel again. 


“Hello, Dylan. I am sorry I had to contact you
this way, but I need you as my Guardian now.” 


The voice was wrong. It was hers, but not, like a
memory of her voice. The words, on the other hand, were very real in my mind.
Divina was contacting me in the way the gods do their Guardians.


“Divina?” I asked. “Where are you?”


“Away. I have found myself in a very confusing
predicament. I need to figure something out. In the meantime, there is trouble
on Earth. You must go there and deal with it.


“What about Kiro?” 


“He is dealing with other Guardian duties.”


“Is he safe?” I asked.


“A Guardian is never truly safe.”


“What am I going to Earth for?”


“There was a ripple when Vretial was destroyed.
Gods are not meant to be killed. Something older than the worlds has found a
way in. Something that is not meant to exist has found its way through a tear.
And I am sorry. I am so, so sorry. But we cannot defeat it.”


“The gods cannot kill this thing?!” I exclaimed. 


“It is as old as us. You do have an advantage on
your side.”


“And what is that?”


“You have a body and magic. This creature is not
alive, but it can control any living creature, except a dimensional traveler.”


“So, because I have traveled to Duran, I am safe?”


“Not safe, no, but it cannot take over your body.
It can still kill you, it just cannot control you.”


“How am I supposed to kill it?” I asked. 


“You cannot kill it.”


“Then what am I supposed to do, invite it for tea?”


“Bring back what was lost.”


“A weapon?”


“A child.”


“Oh, God. So there is some ancient creature on Earth,
what killing people? And instead of stopping it, I have to find a kid.”


“This creature must find a suitable body, but
being so powerful, it must assimilate in the body of a child. Not a human
child, but a very special one. Only this child is powerful enough to contain
this creature, and the creature can only assimilate when the soul is young
enough to be killed. You must get this child away from Earth. The creature will
have no choice but to return through the crack.”


“And what if I fail?”


“Then you will no longer be needed, because there
will be no Earth for you to defend. Nor will there be Duran.”


“So, no pressure or anything. Even the Doctor had
companions. Can I get anyone to help me? Are there any Guardians out there who
are willing to get in on this?”


“They will come when they can. Otherwise, you have
Mordon.”


“Mordon? He’s barely an adult! He could get killed!”


“We all will die if you fail. He is not as he
looks. He was given a second life.”


“His mother? He told me about his mother giving him
her magic.”


“That is not the life I mean. He can help you.”


“I don’t agree, but I’ll take your word for it. How
do I find the child?”


“Remember the woman you left on Earth?”


“Vivian?”


“She is the mother.”


“What?! Hell...” Of course, I had to worry.


“You are not the father, you fool. You are not
powerful enough to overcome the laws of physics.” 


Finally, I felt something; dread. My woman was angry
with me: Not very good for the health when my woman is a god. She never said
anything, but I knew she liked me having never been with anyone else. 


“Kiro never told me how to travel worlds.”


“I can do it for you. It will not be very
pleasant. You must first get Mordon to sign his name.”


“When will I see you again?” I asked.


“When I am sure.”


“Sure of what?”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke up with a start, back in the cave with Mordon
and the dragon. Mordon was lying against the dragon and I was lying on the cool
stone ground with my bag being used as a pillow. I moaned as I sat up, my
muscles stiff and bones creaky. My sudden movement woke Mordon.


“Sorry I couldn’t make you more comfortable. You kept
moving away from Blood.”


I shook my head. “It’s the heat. I do the same thing
with Divina. I’m on the floor every morning.”


“Were you speaking with her?” he asked. 


I was about to agree, when I caught myself. “I was
speaking with Tiamat,” I said instead. Not a lie, but I hated to mislead my
friend. “I have an assignment, and I would like you to go with me.” I explained
to him what I had to do.


“That sounds very dangerous,” he said slowly. Then he
grinned. “Do you have a pen?” 


I pulled my book out as well as the pencil Kiro gave
me just to use for the book. “Make it good, you can never erase it.” I handed
the book to him and there was a crackling as he gently turned the pages,
looking for a good spot to sign. He found one and signed his name in Sudo, which
I committed to memory. As he handed the book and pencil back to me, he shivered
and got a weird look on his face, then pulled up his sleeve to display Earth’s
symbol etched in red on his arm. It faded quickly and he sighed. Mordon didn’t
like cold. 


Shinobu tried to crawl up my arm, but I pushed her
away gently. “You have to stay here, Shinobu. Do you think she’ll be safe in
the forest?” I asked Mordon. 


“She is a very dangerous creature. Even the draxuni
backed down from her. Unless she tries to eat a draxuni pup, I think she will
be perfectly safe.”


Suddenly there was a tightening of the air. I
couldn’t breathe; there was too much pressure on my body and the air was
trapped in my lungs. My eyes were forced closed and I felt the falling
sensation I had not felt in a long time. Strangely enough, I could hear the
dragon screech.


 


*          *          *


 


Landing was very disorientating, not because it was
solid ground, but because we were about to drown. It was raining, not a simple
rain of Anoshi, not even the dreadful rains of Shomodii. This was a rain so
fowl I wanted to go home and never return. 


I could barely see Mordon through the water as I
grabbed him and pulled him to shelter. The only shelter was the covered outside
hallway of a motel, with doors to one side and rain to the other.


“What do we do?!” Mordon asked. He had to yell to be
heard over the rushing water. He was shaking so hard.


“Wait out the storm!” 


As we shivered there, our clothes started clinging to
our skin. It wasn’t like it was drying out, more like there was something wrong
with the water. I scrutinized the wall of rushing water. It really was raining
that hard. I reached out and let the water cup in my hand, then brought it to
my mouth to taste. I quickly spit it out.


“Something’s wrong with the rain. It’s salty,” I
said.


Ten minutes later, I really thought we were both
going to die from the cold. Suddenly there was something burning my hand, so I
opened my fingers to find a small key. Just before I dropped it, Mordon took
it, but he didn’t seem to mind that it was red-hot. There was a small number
etched into the key. Two rooms down had a door with the matching number. 


“Use it to unlock that door!” I said, pointing to the
door with a matching number on it. He didn’t waste time. The door opened easily
and he set the now cool key on the wooden table beside the door. 


I flipped on the lights, made a beeline for the
thermostat, and turned it up. Mordon was disorientated as he headed for one of
the bed, not even getting the wet clothes off. I stopped him and helped him get
his clothes off, trying hard not to jar him. Even though I was freezing, Mordon
was sensitive to the cold and was much more likely to die of hypothermia. I got
us both towels out of the bathroom, then dried Mordon’s hair because he wasn’t
able to. Once he was dry and under blankets, I was able to dry myself. I
searched the drawer under the tiny coffee maker in the bathroom and found a
packet of decaf. 


“You are going to hate this,” I said as it brewed. I
took the remaining dry towel and held it to the heating vent. Once it was
sufficiently warm, I placed it against his neck and chest, then checked his
pulse before quickly returning the blanket. His pulse was too slow. “Mordon!” I
snapped when his eyes closed.


He blinked up at me. “I’m awake,” he slurred.


“You better stay that way, too.” I didn’t know if I
should call an ambulance or not. I didn’t know what a doctor might find
differently in a sago. “If you turn blue or suddenly stop shivering, I will call
a hospital.” 


I curled up in the other bed and tried to get warm
under the covers. The motel room was fair sized, but the two beds took up most
of it. They were covered with a terrible flowered blanket that sadly matched
the walls. The carpet was a dull gray color. Besides the table next to the
door, there was a night stand between the beds, a lamp, and a large television
across from the beds. 


After a few minutes, Mordon was doing better and the
decaf coffee was done. I poured him a cup and brought it to him. After sitting
him up, he accepted the cup and went to drink. “You are not going to like the
taste,” I warned. “Don’t spit it out.”


One sip and he stuck his tongue out. “Is this
poison?” he asked.


I laughed. “No, now drink it.”


“How is your book?” he asked. 


I grabbed my bag off the floor and pulled out my dry
book. Not a drop of water wrinkled a page or blemished the black binding.
“Completely waterproof. Unlike us. It was nice of Tiamat to give us a motel
room.”


“Your goddess is quite accommodating. We can’t go
back out there in the rain,” he said, still shivering.


“Are you cold blooded?” Not sure if I was joking or
not. 


“Possibly,” he answered. “Am I still dying? I feel
too light. Or maybe it’s the bed.”


“No, you are lighter. I told you Earth is smaller
than Duran, but they have the same density; the gravity is lighter. I’m not
used to it anymore, and I don’t want to get used to it. I don’t want to feel
heavy when we get back home.”


The structure of Earth and Duran was basically
identical, but Duran was larger and had two moons. The sun in Duran’s solar
system was about the same size as Earth’s sun, but there were six planets
orbiting it. Duran was, of course, the only inhabited planet in the system.


“Would you never want to stay here?” he asked. 


“You mean if it doesn’t work out with Divina and I
get tired of Edward? Probably not. I never made anything of myself here, and I
abandoned years of college. I didn’t leave anything behind. Duran is home now, with
Divina, Shinobu, and Edward. I mean Kiro,” I corrected myself.


Mordon turned over and looked at me. “Is calling him
Edward offensive?” he asked.


“No. It started out sort of to tease him. That was
how he introduced himself to me, trying to appear human. I tried to convince
others to call him that, but it sort of became my nickname for him. I don’t
want him to think of me as his son, because he doesn’t like his children very
much.”


“But you are not his child.”


“No, I’m his nephew. But neither of us planned for
that, either. He wants me as an apprentice, not a son. He thinks his children
are better off without him, but I’m not. He and Divina are all I have on
Duran.” And Mordon, of course. Divina was the woman I loved and Edward was the
closest thing I had to a father, but Mordon was my best friend. 


“Then why not stay here?” he asked. 


I looked at him. “Because here I have nothing.” Just
to blow his mind, not to change the subject or anything, I grabbed the remote
off of the bedside table and turned the television on. “Check this out.”


To be fair, I probably should have lessened the blow,
as I nearly gave him a heart attack. Luckily, it was just the news channel. 


“Can they see us?” he whispered as soon as he could
talk. 


“No, that’s the TV I told you about. This is the
horror channel, where they do nothing but tell gory and horrifying stories
about murder and child abuse.” I let him watch while I dug through the drawer,
looking for a pamphlet. There was none. After watching the news for a few
minutes, it still hadn’t said where we were. It listed a few cities, but none
that I recognized. We were not in Texas. Just to double-blow his mind, I turned
it to the cartoon channel, where a little animated Labrador puppy tried to
teach us Japanese. “Are you warm now?” I asked, switching off the television. It
looked as if he had stopped shivering. 


“Yes. When will the rain stop?”


“I’m not sure. Probably in just a few hours. Earth
hours are shorter than Duran hours. Duran is larger, it spins slower, and has
twenty hours in a day, where Earth has twenty-four.” We talked about Earth for
a while. I told him about other countries that I wanted to see, especially
Japan, Italy, and Egypt. 


“Now that my name is in your book, maybe Edward can
show you how to travel and you can show me these countries,” he suggested. 


“Sure, but I don’t know the languages. Ancient scripture,
no problem, but I haven’t a clue on modern languages. Oh, look, the rain has
stopped.” I got up and peered out the window. Just as I turned back to Mordon,
there was a knock at the door. 


“English, Dylan,” Mordon reminded me. 


“I know.” I opened the door to reveal a young man
about my age. He had a rather unmemorable appearance with brown hair and brown
eyes. He smiled happily, though, as he wiped water off his face. 


“I was told to bring this here to Mr. Carter at this
time today,” he said, holding out a cloth bag. That wasn’t suspicious or
anything.


I took it. “Who told you to bring it here?” 


The man smiled again. “About the hottest little
red-head I’ve ever seen. No one I know, just a woman. But I’ve got to be off
now.” He left and I shut the door. 


“One of these days, things are going to have to start
making sense.” I cautiously dumped the contents of the bag onto my bed; a cell
phone and clothes. Mordon grabbed the phone, examining it. “That’s a cell
phone. Remember I told you about those?”


“Yeah,” he said, “I didn’t believe you.” 


I knew he hadn’t. I reached over and pressed the
power button. The phone lit up and vibrated, making Mordon drop it on the bed,
and I laughed at his shock. “You look like a caveman just shown fire.”


“As if you were not the same when you first explored
Duran.”


I threw the tennis shoes, dark blue, long-sleeved
shirt, one of the pairs of jeans, and one of the jackets at him. We got dressed
in the warm, dry clothes. I wore a long-sleeved, dark green shirt and jeans. I
took the phone, my bag, our wet boots, and the key and we left, abandoning our
wet clothes. 


The rain had stopped, but it left everything a dull
brown and gray. The sky and trees were gray, the ground and everything else was
brown. 


“Is this winter in your world?” Mordon asked,
clutching his coat tighter.


Mokii had a warm, dry climate where they were more
likely to have a month-long drought in the summer than a couple of snow
flurries in the winter. While Mordon had traveled to other lands, he usually
had the luxury of doing his royal duties in warm places. 


“I guess so, but this can’t be Houston. Maybe Oregon.
Let’s find the office,” I said. We went around the building to the front, where
five people stood about, looking up at the sky. “Hello,” I said. “We are
traveling from Houston and got lost. Where are we?” It felt odd to be speaking
with my own people again after so long.


One of the two women looked at us but the others were
busy having their own conversation. “Fort Smith,” she smiled. 


That wasn’t very helpful. “Fort Smith, what?”


“Arkansas.”


“The green state?”


“Well, the wet state now. This is the first time it
stopped raining in three weeks!” she said, obviously happy for the rain to have
stopped.


“Does it normally rain like this?” Mordon asked. 


The woman and I both denied it at the same time. “No
place is supposed to rain for three weeks straight. Has it been a heavy rain
like that? Or does it vary?” I asked.


“Heavy. But it’s not as bad as some places.
Everywhere is having erratic weather. California and Nevada are ranging about
twenty-five to thirty below. The rain is covering Kansas, Colorado, Oklahoma,
and Arkansas. I wouldn’t continue heading north if I were you,” she warned.


“What’s up north?”


“The flu. It’s killing everyone up there.”


“What is the flu?” Mordon whispered in my
head.


“It’s a sickness,” I answered. “Thank you for
the help. Do you happen to know Vivian Green?” 


“The lawyer?” she asked. 


I frowned. Had Vivian really become a lawyer? “Red hair
and super skinny?”


“That would be her. She’s a big-time lawyer here. I
can’t believe they know her in Texas. She works at the law firm just down the
street.”


 


*          *          *


 


Finding her office building was easy. Vivian didn’t
even see us when she walked outside, dressed in a spiffy black skirt suit. She
hadn’t aged a day, but her hair was longer and lighter. She still looked
fantastic. 


Mordon was busy gawking at the cars when she started
down the street. After I got Mordon’s attention, I pointed her out and we
followed at a distance. Everyone was outside enjoying the break from the rain,
so at least we weren’t obvious. 


“You left her? And got Divina? What did
you do so well?”


“I didn’t leave her for Divina… I left her for Duran.
I couldn’t learn magic on Earth and becoming the Guardian was… It just felt
like the right thing to do.”


“You could have taken her with you.”


I opened my mouth to argue, but I had nothing to say.
Luckily, Mordon knew me and respected me enough not to push. Vivian arrived at
a decent little two-story brick house with a one-and-a-half-car garage and a
quant, fenced-in backyard.


We waited for a while before going up to her door and
knocking. Vivian answered the door and threw herself into my arms.


“Hello, Vi,” I said. I extracted myself politely and
with great difficulty. 


She wore a very tight, light green tank top, a dark
green denim jacket, a gold belt, and tight, camouflage-patterned jeans. She was
still tall and model thin, but I didn’t feel the same attraction for her as I
used to. My insouciance wasn’t surprising; I loved Divina.


“Dylan, god, I thought I would never see you again.
How have you been? Where have you been?” She pulled me inside and Mordon
followed. 


“Far away. I took an apprenticeship. I’m sorry I
disappeared on you.”


“Don’t worry about it. You had responsibilities.
Magic and all that.”


I froze. What the hell is going on? I felt
like I was in the middle of a bad joke or B-movie and everyone on Duran and
Earth was in on it. “What do you know about that?” I asked.


Vivian sat on the couch and picked up her tea. “Not
much. I met a friend of yours who explained to me that you are learning magic
to defend people. So very you.”


I plopped down on a chair across from her, then
jumped back up in shock as I had sat on a plastic toy. I got a cold feeling as
I regarded the toy. The room was modern with off-white walls, matching carpet,
and black leather couch and chairs. The television was large and tables classy.
It was a very mature room with stuffed animals and toys strewn about. No
child’s drawings or coloring books… just baby toys.


“Do you have a baby?” I asked. Vivian smiled, got up,
and left the room. She returned a minute later holding a tiny baby.


“He’s eighteen months old.” 


Before I could object, she sat him in my lap. His shiny
hair was sort of a medium brown/copper, too dark to be ginger but definitely
more red than brown. He looked up at me with an incredible shade of purple
eyes; an eye color I have seen before. 


“He’s sago!” I declared unwisely. I glanced over at
Mordon to make sure. I had gotten used to Mordon having one purple eye and one
blue, and purple eyes was not an uncommon color on Duran.


“He’s mine,” she corrected. “His name is Samhail and
I’m his mother. That makes him half human.”


“Who is his father?” I asked. The baby let out a
giggle and head-butted my chest. 


“Sammy, stop it, that’s not your daddy. A friend of
yours. I won’t say anything more, though. I don’t want to give away any secrets
he might have. Oh, shit.” She jumped out of her chair. 


I smelled the smoke and got up, careful not to jar
the baby in case he would start crying. The back of the easy chair I was
sitting on had caught fire. 


Then, as suddenly as it had started, the flames died.
I looked at Mordon. He nodded, letting me know he put the fire out. The baby
babbled and reached for Mordon. Vivian reached behind the chair and pulled out
a candle that had fallen from the shelf. 


“You are just as unlucky as you’ve always been. I
should have expected it,” Vivian laughed. 


But it had been a long times since I was unlucky. 


“So what have you been up to?” she asked.


“Well, other than learning magic, I’m sort of
engaged.”


“That’s fantastic. Have any babies of your own?” 


“No, no, nothing like that. It’s complicated, really,”
I said. 


She looked Mordon over, then turned back to me. “Complicated?
How complicated? Who’s your friend?”


Mordon approached her and shook her hand. “I’m Mordon
and I am also single.”


She giggled. “Sorry, babe. I’m still waiting for the
baby daddy to come home,” she said. 


He frowned at me in confusion. Mordon learned every
bit of his English from me; he didn’t speak chick. “She is waiting for Sammy’s
father to come back. How long has he been gone?” I asked, repositioning the
baby. He kept trying to dive-bomb the floor.


She smiled sadly and drank down her tea. “He never
saw his son. He said he would come back before, but he had to get things ready
first. You had only been gone for six months when I met him. I still missed you
and searched for you. He found me and explained everything. How did you find
me? And why?”


“You will probably not like it.”


She smiled. “I doubt I will if you’re back. I take it
you’re here to save the world.”


“Yes, but I just have to save one person in order to
do it,” I said slowly. 


She frowned. “Who?” 


I looked at the little child, who had grown somber in
reaction to our tone. 


“Oh, Hell. You don’t mean Sammy,” she said. “He’s
just a baby. He’s too young for magic and other worlds.”


“How long has the country had erratic weather?”
Mordon asked.


“For a few months now. It started out bad and didn’t
let up. Northern U.S. is all flu. To the West is freezing temperatures, central
is rain, southern is earthquakes, and eastern is over-populated because
everyone is trying to get away from the rest of the country. Alaska, Southern
Canada, and Northern Mexico are the same, Hawaii is missing.”


“What?! How can a state be missing?” I asked.


“Planes and ships can’t get to it because of the
weather. No communication can get through. You tell me what is going on.”


I sighed. “Something has come here, that wasn’t meant
to come. It isn’t human, and it’s very powerful. In order for it to stay here,
it needs the baby. We’re here to protect him. The thing is, we were expecting
an older child.”


She gave me a deadpanned stare.


“Well, I was under a lot of stress.”


“You were wishful thinking,” she argued.


“What?” Mordon asked, confused.


“I was being stupid. I left three years ago, and I
knew she never cheated on me, but pregnancy is nine months. Obviously, there
was no way the baby was more than two years old. Tiamat said I would have to
find a child and I was thinking he was five or something.”


“Why? Why can’t you save him now?” Vivian asked. 


“In order to save him, we must take him to another
world. He can come right back after that, but we have to get him out of here.”


“That’s fine, you’ll just have to take me, too,” she
insisted.


“Only two problems: my mentor has to come so you can
sign the book, and Sammy has to be able to sign his name.”


“That’s ridiculous.”


I didn’t have an answer, so it’s just as well that
was the moment I blacked out. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was back in Divina’s place, somehow between here
and there. 


“I’m sorry, Dylan.”


“That is never a good hello,” I answered. “What is
wrong?”


“Your master is missing. Because of my brothers’
opposition, I cannot get the child and your friend to Duran without Erono’s
book. I have asked for help from other Guardians, but my brothers are hindering
my efforts.”


“Why? Why would they not want to help me stop this
creature? I helped them!”


“It is not you they are against.”


“What is going on?! Everything is messed up.”


“Yes, it is. The blood of the worlds and time is
mixing. Doors were opened that were not supposed to be opened. If we do not
tread carefully, everything will come undone. Whatever you do, do not let---”


Without a blink or a flash I was back in Vivian’s
living room. Mordon was holding the baby and Vivian was trying to get me up.
Climbing to my feet was difficult due to the vertigo, but I managed. 


“What did she say?” Mordon asked. 


“That we’re on our own. Edward is missing.”


“What are we going to do?” Vivian asked, taking her
baby.


I sighed. “Protect Sammy until the creature gives
up.”


Vivian left the room to put Sammy in his play swing
and I contemplated. “What’s wrong?” Mordon asked me. 


I shook my head. “I don’t know. I thought she was
about to tell me something very important, but she sent me back, instead.” 


 


*          *          *


 


We decided to stay at Vivian’s house instead of going
back to the motel, mostly because we didn’t have a crib in the motel. I decided
to have a little fun and introduce Mordon to the shower. Duran ranged quite a
bit in modern conveniences. Shomodii was a place most suited for wizards and
magic often interfered with too much technology, so there was no electricity or
indoor plumbing on the land. Really, I think it had more to do with older
wizards disliking technology than any magical interference. Then again, I
wasn’t going to find a laptop to test that theory. Still, Edward teased me
quite a lot when I first moved there. Anoshii, on the other hand, did have
electricity and many of the technological conveniences of Earth, including
indoor plumbing. While there were no phones, there was a form of email. 


Duran was full of magic and when I did find technology,
it was usually astounding. The lack of things such as TV and game systems
wasn’t because of a distaste for technology or deficiency of ability or
imagination, but because it was a different culture. While each of the major
islands had a strikingly different culture, with an overall resemblance to
Earth’s Japan, none of them considered technology a good tool for
entertainment. They used it for learning, making their work easier,
communicating, etc… but never to enjoy. 


It took me more than a year to fully grasp the
concept. Sure, it sounded simple enough when Edward had tried to explain it to
me, but I never really understood it until I saw it for myself. And there were
no showers. Edward and I were lucky to have the haunted springs, which also ran
through Divina’s territory. Other people of Shomodii had to heat their water
with fire or magic. Anoshii, Zendii, and other places like them with indoor
water systems had bathtubs, but no showers. Apparently, it never occurred to
them.


Mordon lived in a kingdom on Mokii which, like
Shomodii, chose not use electricity. While he had a tub that was filled and
heated by servants, he had very little exposure to the advantages of basic
indoor water systems. 


I turned on the overhead, showed him how to adjust
the temperature, and fifteen minutes later I started getting worried. Vivian
and I chatted, mostly about how she went from a tree-hugger to a lawyer in
three years. Apparently all of her cases were fighting for rights and
eighty-five percent of her clients were LGBT. She was still the peace-loving,
determined woman who was brilliant when and where it counted. She used to have
ditzy moments, but she seemed to have grown up since having Sammy.


“So do you have a job?” she asked. “I bet learning
magic is a time-consuming thing.”


I shrugged. “It’s a different lifestyle on Duran. A
few weeks before I went to Duran, I found a book lying on my lawn. I took it
inside and put it on the bookshelf.” I paused to remember the details of the
past three years and found myself smiling. “It was the luckiest thing I ever
did. If I hadn’t accepted it, I don’t know where I would be right now.”


“You never said goodbye.”


“I did, though. Kiro knocked on my door one day,
introducing himself as Edward. He was so odd, but I had to get to work. He told
me there were creatures attacking, killing people, to find this book. He was
going to take it and leave me and everyone close to me to die until he realized
I could do magic. That was why weird stuff always happened to me; I was
subconsciously doing magic my entire life. Then he decided the book chose me as
its Guardian.”


“He sounds like a jerk.”


“He isn’t. I mean, his twin brother had just died and
he was told to collect the book. He had to save as many people as possible and
that meant getting the book off Earth. Edward gave me the choice to take the
responsibility and become his apprentice in magic, and I said I would. 


“It was too dangerous to have my scent around you
again, so I called you to say goodbye. I told you I had to leave the city so you
wouldn’t come back to my apartment that had the scent of the book all over it.”


I pulled my book out of my bag.


“He explained everything to me, took me to Duran, and
started to teach me magic. He’s a great mentor and a fantastic role model. You
know none of Mother’s boyfriends or those awful step-fathers were worth the
dirt they walked on. Edward is a Guardian; it’s in his blood to protect and
help those in need. I know anything I learn from him is right and he would
never do anything to hurt me.”


“So if he’s the one who teaches you magic, where is
he?”


“He’s missing. He went on mission a few weeks ago and
I haven’t seen him since.”


“Are you worried?” 


“Of course I am. He’s so much more powerful than I
am, but I want to be there to back him up. Then there’s Divina, the first
person I met on Duran. She was just amazing off the bat. I mean, the epitome of
hotness, for both Earth and Duran.”


“Excuse me!” She threw a couch pillow at me. “You
used to think I was hot!”


“Yeah, well, you’re a mother now,” I laughed. She
grabbed the pillow off the floor and tried to smother me, but quickly relented
when I tickled her. “No, you’re really great, but Divina is perfect for me. Her
personality is… difficult for some people to handle. She will openly use her
looks to get her way. She’s cunning and stubborn, but she’s loving and just
fantastic all around. She calls me stupid, she takes me to dangerous places,
and she bribes me like a dog… but she doesn’t whine and argue for the sake of
arguing. She does the right thing for the right reason, every time.”


“You’ve been with her so long and you love her so
much, why haven’t you two had kids? I mean, you love kids. I remember one night
you asked me if we ever got married, if we could have four kids.”


“You said not a chance in Hell.”


“So when are you gonna have them? Is she making you
wait?”


“It’s complicated.” We were quiet for a few minutes.
“Anyway, you asked about my job. I live on a continent called Shomodii. It’s a
pretty wild place. We have territories, like huge properties. I live in a
little cabin in the woods with Edward and we have no electricity or plumbing. I
mean, there’s an outhouse. On Shomodii, it could be completely sunny and
warm one day, then a blizzard the next day. I have house chores. Edward and I
have to wash clothes, bathe in a hot springs, and even hunt our food. Well…
Edward hunts… and does all the skinning. I hate that part, so I normally clean
up afterwards. There are fruits and vegetables, and bark to snack on, but both
of us primarily eat meat.”


“Bark?” she asked with a look.


I pulled out a piece of Wigknot bark and handed it to
her. She stared at it like I gave her a cricket, so, with a sigh, I took it
from her hand. “Open,” I said. She opened her mouth and I put the bark inside.
“Chew it like gum.”


She chewed carefully until the taste sunk in and her
eyes widened. “It’s peppermint.”


“It’s also really good for you. Sometimes we have to
go to Anoshii to buy stuff, but Edward is very wealthy. We hardly ever need
money. I have a cute little pet that seems to be a cross between a cat and a
squirrel and defends me like a guard dog. Edward has a really creepy crow that
stares at me like he wants to eat me,” I said. She gave me a bit of a sour
frown. “What?”


“You are having such an awesome life. All I have is
Sammy, and I work so much I hardly ever see him. He’s amazing, really, but I
miss his dad. I miss my friends from Texas. All I do every day is work. I want
to go with you.”


“You’re probably going to get that chance. We have to
get Sammy to safety, but I didn’t leave you in danger the first time and I’m
not leaving you in danger this time. You two can stay with me and Edward on
Duran until Sammy’s father finds you. Only… it’s a one-bedroom cabin.”


“Do you have holidays on Duran?”


“Yes, but most of them are a little religious. Each
land has different holidays based on their religion before the reformation.
It’s a long story. Edward has really interesting accounts on how all the little
holiday traditions began, like setting our boots out on the winter and summer solstice.
Actually, it turns out he was just teasing me about that one; Edward loves
pranks.”


“Yeah, like you didn’t try to prank me every damn
Halloween.” 


“I was good at it, too. Except our last Halloween.
Remember?”


“You mean, when you found out I was going to be Red
Riding Hood and you dressed as a ‘hot’ werewolf.”


I laughed. “Let me in, Little Red, I have a package
for you.” I had a basket of her favorite cookies at the time.


“Don’t huff and puff, wolf, I’ll let you in,” she
blushed as she quoted herself. “We made out on the couch for an hour before my
dad got home. I thought you were going to die of embarrassment when he glared
at you, still standing at the door, and said you were to join us for dinner.”


“He was reaching for his gun.”


“It wasn’t loaded.”


“He was going to bludgeon me to death with it, then.”
The man had glared at me all through spaghetti, and it didn’t help that Vivian
hadn’t changed out of her costume. Then he took all the cookies and sat between
us on the couch until it was a suitable hour for me to escape. 


“You can’t kill someone for dating your daughter,”
she argued.


“It was Texas. The state gives you a shovel the day
your daughter is born.”


A few minutes later, Mordon came in with a towel
wrapped around himself, still soaking wet. He had a pathetic expression on his
face, but Vivian wasn’t looking at his face.


“The water got cold. Please fix it. Please, please,
please!” He looked so desperate. At least his pleas distracted Vivian from
checking him out. 


“That’s a forty gallon tank!” 


When she said that, I couldn’t blame him for running
out of hot water; Vivian didn’t realize just how hot he liked it. “You’ll have
to wait until more water heats up,” I said.


Vivian ordered pizza and Mountain Dew for dinner, but
I drew the line at beer. I was responsible for my younger friend and I wasn’t
going to let him drink. While Vivian puréed some vegetable-infused mac and
cheese for Sammy, Mordon sat down next to me on the couch. 


“Can we bring pizza back to Duran?” Mordon asked. 


“I wish. I know how to make it, though.”


“I get it now. I get why you didn’t take Vivian with
you,” he said. “I have seen the way you interact with Divina and everything
about you betrays your love for her. With Vivian, you act friendly and a bit
protective, but it isn’t love. Your personalities don’t fit.”


“We were great together.”


“How long were you together?”


“We met in high school, so I was fourteen. Unlike on
Duran, humans can date in school. In fact, parents usually can’t stop their
kids from dating, and they can’t force their kids to marry in this country. The
first thing she ever said to me was that smiles are contagious. I told her I
was vaccinated.”


“So you knew quickly that you wanted to be with her?”


I laughed. “Oh, no. We hated each other. I thought
she was totally superficial. She talks that way and hung out with those people.
I was no better, all sarcastic and solitary; I never found a group I fit into
and was put back into boarding school twice. I returned in the middle of my
senior year and she had just broken up with a guy. When he started stalking
her, I told her she could stay at my house after school, since my mother was
never home, but it turned out she had to take care of her family, so I walked
her home every afternoon and to school every morning. The guy got the message
and I started hanging out at her place longer and longer.”


“So you became really good friends?”


“Yes. Then we went on dates and went to college
together and everything was perfect.”


“I see. That’s why you left her.”


“What? That doesn’t make any sense.”


“Of course it doesn’t. You make no sense most of the
time, but I do understand the need for adventure. You hate perfect. If things
are going perfect, you get bored.”


Instead of arguing with him, I decided to change the
subject. “What’s your nose telling you?” I asked. I knew he had a phenomenal
sense of smell; he could smell intentions, power, moods…


“The mother is innocent, human, and powerless. Her
scent is a little off, but that’s because of Sammy. That baby… he isn’t human
or sago. He has a little bit of human in him, like you do. Your scent is like
sago with a little human, because Ronez was sago. Sammy’s mother is definitely
human, but his father is something not human or sago. I have smelled it
before.”


“From where?” I asked.


“From you. You once came in contact with either the
father or someone else from the same world.”


I let that sink in for a moment. “Well, that might
narrow things down. Vivian said he was a friend of mine. I really don’t know
many people that are not sago or human, but I might have been in contact with
one of Edward or Divina’s informants. When did you smell this?” 


“I don’t remember; it was a very long time ago. I
never forget a scent, though. Anyway, that’s not what is important. The baby is
powerful. I wouldn’t get too close to him if I were you.”


“Is he dangerous?” I asked.


“Oh, yes, but I don’t mean he will attack you. He’s
nearly as powerful as you were when I met you. You’re even more so now. I
remember how you were when we met.”


“Like a bull in a China shop.”


“Like a what? Never mind. You told me what happened
when your powerful father was around you as a baby. I think you should be
careful around him.”









Chapter 3


Mordon


 


I was woken by a scream. I sat up in the bed and listened, but there
was no sound of danger or panic. When I breathed deeply, I scented no threat.
The sound of a door opening broke the silence a moment before Dylan knocked on
my door gently. 


“I’m awake.”


Dylan and I were both given guest rooms upstairs with
a connecting bathroom. Vivian’s room was down the hall, directly across from
Sammy’s room, so my first thought was that it was Vivian who screamed… but it
sounded like it had been a little girl.


Dylan came in and shut the door quietly behind him.
“Did you hear the scream?” he asked.


“I did, but I didn’t hear anything after it. I don’t
smell fear.” 


“I thought I dreamed it, but if you heard it, too…”


“It wasn’t Vivian then? It sounded like a little
girl. Maybe a neighbor.”


“No. I’ve heard her voice before, but it wasn’t
Vivian. It had to have been a dream.”


“I think every little girl’s scream sounds the same
and it makes more sense that a little girl nearby had a nightmare than for us
both to been dreaming the same thing at the same time.”


“I don’t think we would hear a neighbor screaming.
Besides, I don’t have normal dreams; I only ever have Guardian warnings. I’m
going to look around downstairs, just because. You check the second floor.”


He left the room quietly and I heard his steps on the
stairs. I knew he would call me if he needed me, so I searched the upstairs
floor. There was nothing suspicious in either guest room, the bathroom, or the
small storage room, but when I got to Sammy’s room, there was a strange sound.
I opened the door softly so I wouldn’t scare him, but the baby wasn’t asleep. 


The first thing that struck me was how cold it was,
and I quickly realize why; the window was wide open and the white curtains were
blowing with the cold wind. The second mystery was that Sammy was sitting near
a small light attached to the wall by his crib, cuddling a stuffed toy. When he
heard me, he turned to me and held his arms up to be held. 


“How did you get out of your cradle? And who left the
window open?” I asked as I picked him up. He didn’t appear injured, but I
couldn’t see how he got out of his crib without falling. 


Now, I honestly couldn’t smell danger as much as I
could the intention of a person or creature, but nothing about this was right.
Because I used my sense of smell more than anything else to guide me, it took
me a minute to realize what was wrong; the energy. The nominal energy in the
room felt off. 


“Wheel his crib into your room. We’ll all sleep in
there and nail the window shut if it gets creepy,” Dylan said from the doorway.



“Is there anything odd downstairs?” I handed Sammy to
him.


“No. But I put Sammy to bed and I know the window was
closed when I did so. God, he’s cold.”


I crossed the room to shut the window and it slammed
a little too hard, which caused the light to flicker out. It seemed reasonable
for there to be electric lights in a child’s room instead of fire, so I really
didn’t think much of it, but to my surprise, it became cooler, as if the dim,
small light generated heat. 


Sammy started crying and buried his face against
Dylan’s arm. “Shhh,” he whispered to Sammy. “Jiggle the nightlight and press it
harder into the wall.” Dylan rocked him gently and took him out of the room
into the lit hallway. 


I moved the crib towards the door and reached for the
light, expecting it to be hot. It wasn’t even warm. I pushed it back into the
socket and it turned back on with no problem, then I made sure to shut the door
behind me before wheeling the crib into the guest room. When Dylan laid Sammy
down, the baby didn’t fuss at all.


Dylan and I lay staring at the ceiling, listening to
every sound for ten minutes before Dylan got up and left without a word, only
to return a few minutes later with a can of salt. He spread the salt on the
floor in the doorways and on the windowsill. 


“What are you doing?”


“I’m paranoid, okay? This will keep witches, ghosts,
and poltergeists out.”


“How does it do that?”


“Shut up. It’s human magic. Just go to sleep.”


I had trouble finding sleep.


 


*          *          *


 


The next morning, Vivian was out the door bright and
early, leaving us to be stared at by a quite pompous nanny. I knew exactly how
to deal with these creatures; fire. The first time she raised her voice to the
child, within the first hour and over something trivial as him throwing a toy,
I set her hat on fire. A freak accident, I insisted. Dylan didn’t help matters
by rolling on the floor with laughter. 


Sammy cried and struggled as the nanny tried to get
him dressed, as if she were being too rough with him. We didn’t interfere even
as he reached out to us, begging us to save him from the torture. 


“Does she smell safe?” Dylan whispered. 


“I wouldn’t have let her in the house if she didn’t.”
I took another sniff just for good measure. “The nanny is rude and arrogant,
but otherwise harmless.”


“Hey, did she tell us her name?” Dylan asked. I
shrugged. 


Vivian’s house was larger than most houses of Duran,
but quite a bit smaller than the castle I lived at. While my father’s was full
of antique and delicate works of art, from the paintings on the wall to the
furniture we used, it was like living in a museum. I could spend days without
seeing my father, yet he would know instantly if I escaped.


Vivian’s house had scuff marks on furniture and color
strewn about carelessly. The beds were huge and soft and the bathrooms each had
an array of bath salts, bubbles, and oils. Her house had a bit of an elegant
touch with the black leather couch and the glass tables, but I could see that
comfort came first here. 


By the front door, I found a bowl of small, edible
objects wrapped in plastic. When I asked Dylan what they were, he said that
they were Halloween Candy. What a long name for such a tiny bite of food. I
tried one and immediately spit it out. It was overwhelmingly sweet, but not
with the natural sweetness found in fruit, and it was gummy. Dylan laughed and
explained that most children loved to eat it more than anything else.


He described the tradition of Halloween as a night
when children dressed up as monsters and went to people’s houses. People at
those houses gave them candy, because otherwise the children would throw eggs
or toilet paper at their house. When I asked if people were afraid of the
children, he laughed at me as if I were an idiot. 


He explained Christmas to me, which I decided he had
made up. If he had not, children were treated as royalty here, receiving gifts
and candy at every turn. This made sense, because Sammy’s toys were everywhere
and there was Halloween Candy in the house. When I grew up, I didn’t have any
toys. I told Dylan my thoughts and he nodded sadly.


“I know. I didn’t either. It’s called neglect when
your parent is rich and you have nothing to play with as a baby. My mother had
enough money to send me to private school, just to get rid of me. I grew up in
a quiet house. Noise irritated my mother and she would usually have the
boyfriend of the week punish me if I made any noise. At least Sammy’s life will
be a happier one. That is, if we can keep the beast from possessing him. Hey,
check this out.” He pulled me into the kitchen and faced me toward a huge white
box, taller and wider than me. 


“A fridge,” I said. He gaped at me. “I don’t always
tune you out. It is in the kitchen and we have nothing like it on Duran. You
said there was a dishwasher and oven, but I think they would be smaller. So
this must be a fridge.”


He sighed dramatically. “I wanted you to be amazed.”
He reached for the handles in the middle of the box and pulled it open. I was
amazed, but I hid it. The insides were full of light and glass shelf upon glass
shelf of colorful packages of food.


“Your Earth uses a lot of glass as furniture. You
never told me that.”


“Well, this is plastic. Acrylic is much lighter than
glass and is less dangerous when it breaks.”


Duran didn’t use a lot of plastic because it was
deemed environmentally unfriendly. It was regulated and extremely expensive.
Mostly it was used for construction and indoor water plumbing.


To distract me, he turned the television on to what
he called the Animal Planet. After he assured me that the show really was
talking about Earth, not a planet of animals, I was happy to be distracted and
spent several hours learning all about wild animals. Ten minutes in, Dylan sat
down next to me with Sammy and the baby climbed into my lap. Dylan had all
kinds of interesting information on the animals we were seeing, which both
Sammy and I listened to eagerly. The jaguar was my favorite.


At lunch time, the nanny got out a jar of baby
cream-of-meat. The stuff looked disgusting. I knew babies couldn’t eat solid
food, but meat should not come in that texture or color. The fact that Sammy
kept trying to play with his food told me he definitely should have been on
solid food.


Dylan was staring at the jar in revulsion. When the
nanny tried to feed it to Sammy, Dylan grabbed the jar and threw it in the
trash. “That is the nastiest stuff I have ever seen. I wouldn’t feed it to a
dog.”


“It’s none of your business!” the nanny yelled and
stomped out. The woman’s only job was to take care of the child, but we had
spent way more time with him than she had that day. She clearly did not care
about him at all. 


Dylan rummaged through the fridge before pulling out
a bowl of fruit and a clear sack of vegetables. I tried to act dignified and
not play with the bag, but the texture was so smooth. It was strong but as
flexible as cloth. It was completely clear like glass, but not invisible. “This
is plastic too?”


“Yep. Americans use it all the time. It’s in
everything, including a lot of food we eat.” Dylan told me that he had used his
magic to examine the ingredients in the baby food and saw that it contained
many gross chemicals. He stopped cleaning the vegetables to frown at me. “Do
you think he can eat solid food?” he asked. 


His mother had given him blended food, but he looked
old enough to me that he should at least be eating soft solids. “He looks big
enough, but I’ll check first.” I washed my hands at the sink, went over to the
baby, and held my finger in front of his face. He promptly bit my finger. “Oh,
yes, he is ready. He has fangs.”


Sammy raised his hands with his fingers bent like
claws and did an adorable impression of a roar. 


I washed my hands and helped Dylan prepare the
vegetables. Dylan sat the bowl down and fed Sammy what he called a pea. They
didn’t smell very good, and apparently they didn’t taste very good either.
Dylan handed him the spoon, and the baby threw the spoon down, then spit the pea
across the room. 


“Peas are yummy. You can’t have fruit until you eat
them,” Dylan said. 


He handed Sammy a new spoon and walked away. The baby
then picked up the bowl and threw it at Dylan. I fell out of my chair laughing
and every time Dylan glared at me, it just made it worse. I easily got Sammy to
eat his peas and then gave him fruit. 


We may have been a little unkind to the nanny by
hiding the baby and pretending to be napping at the time. Instead of searching
for Sammy, she watched what Dylan informed me was a game show on TV.


The second time the nanny yelled at Sammy, I didn’t
get the chance to do anything. Dylan and I were working on a plan to get Sammy
off of Earth, when we heard the nanny yell at Sammy upstairs. Before we could
make it to the stairs, there was a scream. She ran down the stairs and out the
door, yelling that she couldn’t deal with the demon child anymore. 


We hurried upstairs to find the little angel calmly
snuggling his teddy. He looked up at us, smiled, and held his arms open to be
picked up. I picked him up and he squealed with joy. 


“Careful not to spoil him. I hear that’s bad for
babies,” Dylan warned. Baby Sammy nailed him square on his chest with the
teddy, then squealed again as I laughed. “Don’t encourage him.”


Right as I was about to say something, I heard the
front door shut quietly. I held up my finger to Dylan and even the baby stopped
babbling. Danger. There was danger in the air. I could smell it so strongly
that my eyes itched. 


“Vivian isn’t supposed to be home for hours,”
Dylan’s voice spoke in my mind. This was something we learned to do quite by
accident not long after we met. Oddly enough, it was only between the two of
us.


“That is not the mother. We have to get out of
here. Now.” 


Dylan went to the window and pointed out. There was a
very small, metal balcony with stairs leading to the ground. He slowly pushed
the window open, wincing when it creaked. “You go first and I’ll hand Sammy
to you.” 


There was a creaking on the stairs.


“You first,” I argued. Before he could argue
any further, I pushed him towards the window. He hurried through it, then
reached back for Sammy. I handed the baby to him, slammed and locked the
window, and pulled the curtains closed. 


“You prick! Get out here!” 


The door opened.


“Too late.”


The man who entered the nursery was middle aged,
wearing a business suit, and had laugh lines on his face, but there was no
mistaking what he was. The creature inside him was so powerful and malicious
that it couldn’t have been in the body for very long. Even as it stood there, I
could sense the body was slowly burning from the inside out.


“Where is the child?” he asked me, his voice raspy.


“What child? No child lives here,” I answered,
kicking a toy away.


I was slammed against the wall as if by a giant hand,
and held tightly enough that it was difficult to breath. 


“I can smell his magic.” He swaggered up to me. “You
smell like him.” He wrapped his fingers around my neck and his eyes turned
black. 


The hand against my skin was hot and his flesh was
beginning to char and boil. I could feel something pressing in on me, trying to
suppress my mind and soul. It couldn’t. It felt like I wasn’t compatible. 


“Traveler!” he yelled at me like it was a cuss word. 


Then he released me and I plummeted to the ground,
for the power emanating from him left me weak. 


He started for the door before pausing, turning
around, and heading for the window. I didn’t have time to think whether Dylan
and Sammy got away, or even try to use magic. With a burst of adrenaline, I
lunged at the creature and dug my claws down his back. Raw power flared back at
me, but my claws stuck deep. We both dropped. 


I felt like I had run far too long on a hot day with
no water.


“Since when do you have claws?” Dylan was standing at
the door. “It’s safe now,” he called out. Vivian came in, carrying Sammy. 


I looked at my hands. My fingers melted into wicked
black claws, which were shrinking and fading to flesh as my adrenaline fled.
Soon my fingers were back to normal, except for being covered in blood. 


“Mr. Jones… Why would Mr. Jones attack you? He’s a
librarian,” Vivian said, keeping the baby away. Sammy was trying to look even
as she blocked his view of the man with her hand. 


I crept closer and checked for a pulse. “He’s dead.”


“He was dead for a while,” Dylan said. “The creature
killed him and used his body. Whatever it is, it’s gone now, but it’ll be
back.” 


“Excuse me.” Vivian said, handing the baby to Dylan
and darting out of the room. I could hear her emptying her stomach in the
bathroom. She then made her way downstairs.  


I stood, shaking off the lethargy. “What are we going
to do now? He knows where we are. He said he could smell Sammy’s magic.”


“We protect Sammy until someone comes to save us. With
my magic and your claws, we can do it,” he grinned. 


I groaned. Sammy squealed and lunged himself into my
arms. I sighed, trying to hold him without getting blood on him. 


“He certainly is a bouncy little guy,” Dylan said.


“Why did Vivian come home early?” 


He pulled the cell phone out of his bag. “I couldn’t
leave Sammy alone. I called her to come home and take him so that I could help
you. You managed just fine on your own.”


“No, actually, I think the beast left willingly. I
have a new idea for anytime something like this happens. From now on, when I
get attacked, my plan is to distract the monster, wizard, beast, whatever,
until you get here.”


“I like that. Count me in,” Vivian said as she
returned. She handed Sammy a small cup with a lid. He took it and rested his
head on my shoulder, not even drinking what looked like milk. Vivian handed me
a wet cloth to clean my hands with. “Keep the enemy busy until Dylan gets here.
Sounds great to me.” 


“Wait… What? Hang on, that’s a terrible plan. You
can’t rely on me to always show up in time,” the Guardian said. 


Vivian and I shared a look. “Why not? You showed up
in time to save me from the draxuni.”


“They weren’t attacking you. The worst I saved you
from was bath time.”


“You showed up in time to save my baby from the
monster,” Vivian added. 


“If Tiamat hadn’t told me about it, I would never
have known.”


“I’m sticking to my plan,” I said. Vivian nodded her
agreement and Dylan sighed in defeat. “So, since we can’t stay here, where
should we go?” I asked.


“I have a friend we can stay with,” Vivian suggested.



Dylan shook his head. “This creature can take over
anybody to get to us. If it is tracking Sammy by his magic, then we can’t stay
in one place for very long, but being around other people is probably a bad
idea, too. 


“He couldn’t get into me. He tried,” I said. 


“You traveled between worlds. We can stay on the
road. Let’s head to Georgia,” he said. Vivian made a face. “Nothing
Earth-shattering ever happens in Georgia.” 


Sammy had fallen asleep, so we went down the stairs
quietly. Vivian started gathering stuff into a big, flowery bag. 


“Why did you leave Houston?” Dylan asked Vivian. “A
larger city would be much easier to hide out in.”


She shrugged. “Better opportunities here. I thought
Sammy should grow up in a smaller town. Besides, Texas is being destroyed with
earthquakes. Compared to Earthquakes and the flu, salty rain is nothing, so I’m
damn glad I chose Arkansas.”


“Well, the raining here stopped, so we can probably
assume the other stuff has.”


“But why has it stopped?”


“Maybe because the creature found Sammy.”


“Or because Earth’s Guardian has returned to save it.
I just wonder why Tiamat hasn’t done anything to stop it,” I said. 


“I think something major is going down with her and
the other gods.” He opened the door and checked to make sure there was nobody
out there. 


We all went outside to a big, red and black, metal
beast. I saw these transportation machines the day before on the streets, most
moving at incredible speeds. They were all different sizes, shapes, and colors,
so a person could actually leave one somewhere and then be able to find the
same one again when they needed it. Sometimes they made horrible noises and
they all seemed to stink, but they were kind of fascinating. This was the first
one I got to see up close, and one of the few that wasn’t covered in rust. 


“You went and got a Mini Cooper,” Dylan said with
approval.


“Is this a car?” I asked him. “I thought you were
lying. I really did.”


“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
than are dreamt of in your philosophy,” he said. This was a phrase he used
often when I didn’t believe something he told me about Earth. He never
explained it.


“There is no quoting Shakespeare allowed in this car,
now get in,” Vivian said, strapping Sammy into a tiny seat that was strapped to
a larger seat. 


I chose to sit next to him, while Dylan sat next to
Vivian. The car moved very quickly as I took in the views through the window.
There were tall, thin buildings, mud, and dead grass. After extremely heavy and
constant rain for so many days, the gray and brown was only to be expected. 


“We can stop by my friend’s place long enough to make
a few calls and be out of there before anything finds us,” Vivian said. “Maybe
we can take a flight to Houston and hide out there. Surely this thing can’t
keep up with a plane.”


“I wouldn’t put anything past it,” Dylan said.


I stopped listening for a moment to break down what
he said. After focusing on what each English word meant, I had to deduce that
he was using one of the many phrases he knew that made no sense. 


“What was that thing with your claws?” Dylan
asked me privately. 


I knew by the way he asked it that he was wondering
if I had kept it a secret from him. He may have wondered, but he trusted me
enough to ask and would believe my answer.


“I had never seen them before. When he went after
you two, I reacted on instinct and attacked. I didn’t even see the claws until
you said something. When I calmed down and realized I had claws, they changed
back on their own.”


“Is it like your sense of smell? Cause those kinds
of things usually go together.” 


“When I signed your book, I felt something snap
inside me.”


“You created a bond with the world. I don’t know
how it feels for someone who isn’t a Guardian, but you should actually be more
powerful now.”


My adrenaline was building the faster we drove, but
close examination of my fingers revealed no change at all. I felt no inner
magical claws ready to come out. Still, I doubted that would be the last I saw
of them. 


“Do you think Blood is okay?” I asked Dylan out loud.


“I’m sure. I don’t really think we are, though.” We
stopped in front of a large house made of stones and got out of the car. “We
really shouldn’t be involving more people. We can just keep driving across
country until I can contact one of the Guardians to help us,” he said. 


Vivian took Sammy out of his seat. “Easier said than
done. Let me call some friends; I don’t want to drive all the way to Texas and
find out they’re still having earthquakes.” 


Sammy started crying as she shut the door and started
up the walkway. 


“What’s wrong?” I asked. 


“He needs a nap,” Vivian said. 


Then direction of the wind changed. The creature was
close; I could smell its unnatural power. Before she could get any further towards
the house, I took Sammy from his mother. 


“Get back in the car! Get in and go!” 


They didn’t hesitate or ask questions. We all got
back in the car and were moving before I could shut my door. Sammy was now
crying very loudly and all I could do was pat his back.


“This creature takes over bodies?” Vivian asked.


“It does. I don’t know if it has to kill an adult to
take over or what, I just know that in order for it to take Sammy, he has to be
a child. It wants to take over Sammy permanently and can only do that when he’s
a baby.”


“What about you and Mordon? How can I know the
creature won’t take over you?”


“We have traveled from another world, making us
incompatible. That’s why we’re trying to get Sammy off Earth. 


Vivian looked at Dylan before returning her eyes to
the road. “Dylan? I know we had our day and it was great, but this is my baby.
If it even starts to take over me, you kill me immediately, you got that?”


“Oh, Hell. You just had to give the about-to-die-hero
speech. Shit.”


“What’s the plan?”


“Keep driving, don’t die, and call it a plan,” Dylan
said.


“I love your plans,” I said. 


“Drive where? I’ll run out of gas soon.”


“I don’t think we’ll make it to that point,” Dylan
said, right before the car started to make a chugging noise and slowed down. The
creature was here. When the car failed, we all got out and I handed Sammy to
Vivian.


Dylan dug through the flowered bag and pulled out a
plastic baby coat. “Cover Sammy up. Things are going to get wet.” She covered
the thrashing baby before Dylan took him and handed him to me. “Get back in the
car.” We just barely made it into the back seats before it started raining
heavy sheets of water. “Keep Sammy dry, this cold could kill him,” he
told me. 


I left the door open to help if I could, but I
doubted I would be any good with hypothermia. This was Dylan’s rain, not the
demon’s. Whether he made it rain to hide what has happening, or to create
lightning, it still left me useless in the car, holding the baby. 


The creature appeared strolling calmly up the road.
Steam rose where the water hit his body. This time the creature was in the body
of man younger than myself and the body was already nearly burned out. 


“It killed a kid,” Dylan said. 


I knew in that moment we were in trouble. As much as
Dylan wanted to defeat the beast, he would hold back because of the teenager
who was already dead. “The boy is already dead, you can’t do anything for
him now. Sammy and Vivian will be, too, if you don’t fight. More people will
die if you don’t fight.”


“Step away from me,” Dylan told Vivian. 


There was a crackling in the sky right before a bolt
of lightning shot down and struck the creature. It froze for a second before
continuing to casually walk closer. Dylan struck repeatedly until the creature
was too close. He gasped in pain and I thought he had struck himself somehow,
but he started clawing at his neck. 


Afraid to make matters worse, I stood by in shock as
Dylan dropped to his knees. The iron pentagram he always wore slipped out of
his shirt and I could see the problem: The metal was glowing with heat.
Unfortunately, to keep it from burning his chest further, he grabbed it with
his bare hand. Abruptly, the rain ended.


“Let go!” I yelled. He gasped and grunted and yelled
but his fingers stayed curled around the burning metal. I sat Sammy away from
the door and got out, closing the door behind me. It took longer than it should
have to wade through rushing, knee-high, freezing water. “Let go!” I repeated.


“I can’t!” He fell back just as I reached him. 


I pried his fingers open and took the star. It was
hot, but despite being hot enough to melt, it did not burn my skin. And then it
vanished. The solid metal disappeared right from my hand. 


But Dylan didn’t get up. “My energy…” he gasped. “It
took my energy.”


With my much more powerful friend down and the demon
closing in, I became desperate. As my adrenaline kicked in, I could feel my
fingers itch. I couldn’t risk looking, but I knew claws had replaced my nails.
I focused my fire, which was trickier when I was cold, and shot a perfectly
good orb of flames. Immune to the water, the fire struck his chest and spread
over his body. The creature went down and I thought we were safe. 


Then it got back up. Burning from the inside and now
the outside, the creature still advanced. I created an energy shield, not
electrically charged because of the water, but it didn’t even slow the creature
down. 


Dylan tried to sit up but ended up collapsing back
against me, holding onto consciousness by a thread. “Now would be a good time
to have Shinobu. Or Edward. Or anyone,” Dylan said weakly. 


I figured even my father would be of use right now. 


My father was a cruel ruler who only did what was
best for himself and never hesitated to put his servants at risk, but he never
put me at risk. For all his faults and even his hatred and disappointment for
me, he was protective of his only child. After all, I was supposed to be king
when he stepped down, and carry on his objectives. My father was not as
powerful as Dylan, but he was ruthless and knew his magic very well. 


Behind us, Vivian screamed.









Chapter 4


Edward


 


It may have been the cold that woke me, or the splitting headache. My
first response was to pull my blankets over me, but instead of soft covers, my
fingers found cold, wet stone. The gravity was slightly stronger than Duran’s.
Opening my eyes was painful, and it seemed my right eye was sticky with blood.
The room I was in was slightly blurred, but I could easily tell it was a cell.
The walls, floor, and ceiling were roughly cut dark red stone that was damp in
most areas and in front of me were bars, just slightly too narrow for me to
slip through. I was only wearing a loose, thin pair of light brown pants. I
felt around for nominal energy but the only energy to found was pulsing from
the walls too faintly to use; the stone must have been a type that absorbed
nominal energy. Even my stored supply was fading slowly. I slowly climbed to my
feet and pulled at the bars, but they didn’t bend nor break. 


Instead, my efforts attracted the guard’s attention.
The guard was a small creature of no more than four feet tall, though his wide
width made him look even shorter. He was bipedal and had relatively the same
shape as sentient beings, like sago and humans, but his skin was rough and dark
brown. He wore a dark green tunic with light brown pants and curl-toed, dark
brown boots. On his short fingers were sharp black claws. His arms were long
for his body and his shoulders and neck were broad. His chin and nose were very
flat while his head was round. Behind thin, blue lips bent in a permanent snarl
were small, sharp, stained teeth. His eyes were beady and black, showing
suspicion and frustration. Slightly higher than on a sago or human were his
ears, which were long and slightly folded like a feline’s. 


“What you doing, sago?” he inquired in his high
voice. He spoke broken Lilat, and I was so glad I bothered to learn it.
Unfortunately, he stopped about four feet in front of me, though his smell was
so ghastly I would have backed up involuntarily had he come closer. 


“Sir goblin, will you please come closer. I have
something to tell you and my voice is broken with dryness,” I said in Lilat.
Lilat was a language with grammatical rules very similar to English and vocabulary
that sounded similar to Modo.  


He sneered even wider. “Foolish other-worlder. Me not
stupid as you thinks.” 


Possibly because of their skin, goblins are highly
resistant to magical manipulation. Still, it was not impossible and with the
stone consuming my energy, reserving it would have been pointless.


“Perhaps not, but I have a secret. Unless you believe
I can hurt you, come closer so I can give you this secret and you can give it
to your boss for a reward.” As I said this, I used my remaining energy to
convince him. It was very difficult to get through to his simple thoughts, but
it helped that every goblin was essentially the same; every goblin wanted money
and their egos were easily preyed upon. The little creature looked very
confused, but as I pushed my power over him with urgency, he stumbled forward. 


When I grabbed his arm he started to thrash and
scream in fear. “Let me go! Help!” 


His arm flexed with his powerful muscles, but I held firm
as I searched his pockets for the keys. Goblins always had many pockets full of
various things. My search turned out sticks, bones, coins, moldy bread, a ruby,
a small plaque of wood, and a troll tooth. Finally I found the ring of four
keys. I set them aside, but didn’t release the goblin. I didn’t have enough
energy left to make him sleep, but I didn’t want to kill him. Fortunately,
before I had to do anything harmful, he passed out from fear and air. Goblins
were cave dwellers and sucking in enough air to scream was too much for him. 


I let him slip to the ground and put the key in the
lock. I had to jerk the key several times but it was the right one, and soon
the lock unlatched. The bars scraped loudly on the ground as I escaped my cell.



The chamber was fairly large and dim with a heavy
wooden table against the opposite wall, on which was a loaf of bread, a red
fruit of some sort, and a large knife. To my absolute relief, my bag was lying
on the stool next to it and a quick check revealed that everything was intact. 


There was a cell next to mine, and two perpendicular
to them. Across from that wall was the only door. All of the cells were empty
except the one beside mine, in which a man stood, watching me. 


He looked like any sago except for his complexion. He
had short, dirty blond hair, cold blue eyes, and pale skin. I sniffed the bread
and it smelled fresh enough. I went over to the guy, keeping out of his reach,
broke the bread in the middle, and held out half. He took it slowly, then
backed away and started eating it.


“Do you speak Lilat?” I asked. Unlike Duran, Kahún
had many languages, but I only knew Lilat.


“I speak Tzoku,” he answered in Lilat. 


Tzoku was the universal language, but the dialects
could be so different they sounded nothing alike. Every world had at least one
form of Tzoku. The fact that he knew what Tzoku was meant he either traveled
the worlds or was close to someone who did. 


“What dialect?”


“Many, but I’m best at Sudo,” he said fluently in
Sudo. 


That was suspicious. “How do you know Sudo? It’s a
Duran dialect. What’s your name?”


“Relax, I am not a traveler. My mother was sago and
she traveled many of the worlds. Did you kill him?” He indicated the goblin. 


I looked at the dirty creature. “No. He’ll wake up
any time.”


“Let me out of here.” 


I ignored him, went back to the table, and took the
knife. It had a horrible blade. No sword, no magic, and a sorry excuse for a
knife. I needed some clothes, but I was not likely to be able to buy some here,
or even find some to steal. 


I looked back at the man, leaned against the table,
and ate the bread. Whenever my brother was in a mess, he would sit back, act
relaxed, gather information, and wait for a plan to come to him. “What are you
in here for?” 


“I’m a smuggler. I was smuggling some documents, and
not even in their territory. The goblins attacked me and searched my shuttle. I
had some information on King Unis that they didn’t want reaching the
Underground.”


“So they sent you underground?”


“They figured a goblin wouldn’t care, and also, I
told them I hadn’t read it. I’ll tell you what it said if you let me out.”


“Not a chance. I don’t get wrapped up in politics if
I can help it.” I finished off the bread and started for the door. As I passed
him, he panicked.


“Wait! I have a photographic memory! I saw the maps!
I know how to get to the surface.” That made me stop. When I turned to him, he advanced
on the bars. “I know the traps in this place. I know ways around cave-ins.”


“I don’t need to get to the surface. Do you know where
the Stone of Iodus is?” I asked. 


He frowned. “The Troll King’s Heart? It’s not exactly
something they put on a map.” I started to turn. “I know someone who would
know!”


I paused and considered him. His pants were caked in
dried blood and mud and his hair was matted a little. He was naturally wiry,
but not malnourished, so he couldn’t have been in that cell for more than a few
weeks. His desperation to get out made it difficult to tell by the look in his
eyes if he was telling the truth or not. “Why should I trust you?”


“Would you really leave me here? I know the way,” he
begged. I sighed, picked up the key, and unlocked the man’s cell. “Thank you,”
he said as he stepped out. “I am Cylo.”


“I’m Kiro. Let’s go.” I went to the door, turned the
knob, and pushed. 


“Quiet,” Cylo warned. “We’re in goblin territory.
Great hearing and terrible personality.” 


He stepped out in front of me into the stone hall.
There was a torch every twenty or so feet. After looking around for a few
seconds, he turned to the left and motioned for me to follow, and we hurried
down the hall as quietly as we could. 


After only about ten minutes, we came to a corner.
Cylo moved without hesitation but I grabbed his arm to stop him, earning a
curious stare. “Two goblins are coming,” I whispered. He couldn’t hear them,
but I had much better hearing. 


“We can double back and go through the second turn
off.”


“No time. Are you good at fighting?”


“I can handle myself. I get the short one because you
have the knife,” he bargained. 


I nodded. We only had to wait a few minutes before
they came around the corner. The short one was identical to the goblin guard,
and I had faith that Cylo could at least keep him out of my way. The larger one
looked much more like a threat; he sported more muscle than fat and instead of
raggedy cloth, he wore chainmail.


 


*          *          *


 


“So, what were you locked up for?” Cylo asked. I had
to tell him to be quiet again. “No one will hear us; everyone is asleep now.”


“I want them to stay asleep.”


“And I want to know I am not helping a murderer,” he
insisted. 


The man had been helpful in the battle against two
goblins, but his mouth was going to draw many of them right to us. I sighed.
“You are hardly being helpful. I am searching for something.”


“And they threw you in jail because they did not want
it found?”


“I am from Duran and the people of Kahún dislike us.
However, deep in the heart of these mines is the Stone of Iodus. I need it to
find someone who can help me.”


“You are going to summon a demon to help you? I think
I should have stayed in the cell,” he said. 


I nodded. “You should have. Go quick, there is still time
to get back.” 


But he still followed me. I did not blame him because
we were currently creeping through tunnels which were completely black and
partial to collapsing. These were the abandoned trade tunnels; built to trade
jewels and food between cities. I was most worried about the rumor that the
tunnels were abandoned not because the poor structure, but because the shadows
kept eating the traders.


Finally, we found light seeping in through a
partially collapsed doorway. We were just able to squeeze through, but had to
step back into the shadows when we saw the sleeping guard. While it was
probably not currently guarding, I didn’t want to be seen as a threat, because
this was not a goblin guard.


“What is that thing?” Cylo asked loudly. 


I instinctively tried to do a silencing spell on him,
but there was no energy to use. No magic. And yet, I was facing a creature I
would fear battling if I were at full capacity. A creature that should not
exist. 


The beast was about twice the girth of a man and
nearly as tall if it were standing on four legs. It had the head, wings, and
talons of an Earth eagle, and the body of a majestic lion. It was a griffin; a
beast extinct on Earth and never meant to be anywhere else. Tiamat had created
it as a companion to those in power, but found them to be more trouble than
they were worth. In fact, she made them too perfect. Like the shark, they were
the perfect predator, or guard, as they were. They had to be exterminated. But
here I was, staring right at the magical beast. 


Something was wrong… very, very wrong. 


The room we found ourselves in was a library, which I
would have loved to explore in a different situation, but that was not a wise
plan. I nudged Cylo to the door and we left silently. Outside were halls, lit
well with torches. That was not to our advantage, as this was goblin territory.
While we could see, we could be seen. 


“Where are we going?” I asked. “You are leading me to
the person who knows where the stone is, right?”


“Yes. I have a friend who knows the location of every
historical treasure, especially magical artifacts like that. She’s in a small
village right outside the king’s city. What was that creature?”


“Above ground?” I asked, ignoring his question.


“Yes. Most people do not like living in the dirty
caverns,” he insisted. 


I had to contemplate how long it would take to make
it to the surface, track her down, get back into the under cities, and find the
stone. I didn’t have that much time left.


“You didn’t think the Troll King’s Heart is
underground, did you?” he finally asked.


I looked at him. “The trolls live underground, why
wouldn’t the stone be there?”


He laughed. “The troll king does not live
underground. Since you know nothing of this world, I should probably inform you
that the troll king has demon guards. You will not take the power source
easily.”


“Just get me to the person who knows where the stone
is and I will take the rest of the journey alone.” 


“No,” he said. “I will help you get to him and defeat
him, but I need something from the troll king myself.”


“And what would that be?” I asked. “Trying to raise
your own demons?”


“I want to get back something they took from me.
Something very important.” 


 


*          *          *


 


Cylo turned out to be very useful after all; he knew
a way to the surface without having to pass the goblins. It meant taking some
bad tunnels, unfortunately. While Cylo talked unnecessarily and relentlessly, I
tried to tune him out. Dylan liked to talk a lot, but he usually had something
clever or humorous if not helpful to say. 


I wondered where Dylan was, what he was doing. He
would know by now that I was missing, but at least I could trust Divina to take
care of him. When Rasik came to me for help, I wanted to run back to Dylan and
make sure he was okay… But Dylan really didn’t need me. He was an adult now, in
a relationship with a goddess. He tried to hide it from me, but I knew he
discovered some magic on his own, magic far beyond the skill of any other
Guardian. It was time to let him go. There is a line between aiding and holding
him back and I was starting to cross it. 


Still… he was more like a son to me than an
apprentice, and isn’t that confusing. I couldn’t stand most of my children. Oh,
I have lied and said I am unaccustomed to their needs, but in truth, I just do
not like being a parent. 


It wasn’t that I disliked children. Every child I had
was because the mother or Erono demanded it. A baby relies on their parent
entirely for the first four years of their life. They never do things that make
any sense and they cannot be reasoned with. Teenagers were fine, but they
wanted nothing to do with me by that age. Then when they grew up, they
complained because I did not spend enough time with them.


Dylan was already an adult when he became my
apprentice, but just barely. He acted like my brother did at his age, and looks
extremely similar, but he is my brother’s son. With my brother gone, it was my
job to teach him and protect him. As long as Divina was with him, Dylan would
be fine.


We came to an incline plane of rocks; remains of a
cave-in. At the top, there was a small body of water. We were in a cave with a
wide open, sun-filled mouth, and the smell of salt told me that there was an
ocean nearby. Stalactites hung from the mouth and looked like large teeth.
Surely Dylan would have had something to say about that.


It took us a short time of walking carefully along
the rock ledge to clear the cave. Outside I could see the island, which was
basically rock cliffs with large white buildings built into the side, and quite
a few windows. 


“Is the person we are looking for on this island?” I
asked. I took a small cloth out of my bag and a small, glass bottle of water to
clean all the blood off myself that I could. Cylo was at least presentable
enough to go into the city. 


“No. We will need transportation. I have been to this
land a few times, so I know where to go. However, they took all of my money.”


“I still have some in my bag, but it is Duran money;
I doubt it will be accepted. The first thing we need to do is find me a shirt,”
I insisted. “Boots would be nice as well.” 


He considered my lacking attire and smirked. “I am
not sure we will actually need money.” 


We trekked slowly through pathways in the mountain
until we entered a vibrant city. And by vibrant, I mean colorful and alive.
There were people everywhere. The center of the city was a small canal, where
small, thin boats littered the water. People cluttered on bridges that looked
like they were made of nets. These bridges stretched from building to building,
as the buildings were all thin, flat-walled, and at least twenty stories. The
walls were the main source of color, seeing that each and every one of the
hundreds of different structures was a different color. Windows and glass doors
were the only things lacking color, and most of those were covered with paint
and décor. On the bridges, people were selling fabrics, clothing, jewelry,
foods, and more. 


We walked along the very narrow walkway until we got
to a door. This door led to a room filled with short stalls. There were also
stairs going up on either side of the building. We pretty much walked building
to building, floor to floor until we found a small store that sold clothes. 


The woman sorting clothes looked around Dylan’s age,
which I knew rarely meant anything. Magic could retain youth, or reduce it,
depending on how skilled the wizard and how he used his talent. 


She turned to us and smiled. Her eyes were a very
appealing rust color and her hair was long and dark blue. While that was not a
terribly common hair color on Duran, I would be shocked if the people of this
land were less colorful than their homes. Her shirt hung off her shoulders,
seemingly fashionable. It was dark gray with what looked like paint splatter of
every color on it, and she had a wide gold belt wrapped around her waist. Her
skirt was short, tight, and color-splattered, too. It probably would have been
camouflage outside. 


I walked up to her, purposely invading her personal
space. “Hello. Do you speak Lilat?” I asked, my voice rough and quiet. 


“Yes,” she answered. I smiled and she shivered. 


“I need a shirt,” I said. 


She looked down at my chest, but did not step back.
“Yes.”


“And boots,” I added. She looked lower and blushed
before her eyes returned to my chest. “But my money is not Kahún currency.” I
would never tell a woman I had no money; instead it is better to say my money
is foreign. 


She frowned, glancing at my face. “We take Vaigda,
Malta---”


“Do you take Duran money?” I interrupted. She winced.
Duran was a world unfriendly to visitors because they believed only the gods
had control over planetary travel. 


“There is an extra fee for exchange.”


“That will be fine,” I said. I was very lucky that
anyone took Duran money. She grinned widely, as she probably thought I was
lacking in money, but I would show her otherwise. “So I need a shirt. Actually,
a few changes would be good.”


She led me over to the men’s clothes and I searched
diligently for the blandest clothes available. I tried a dark blue shirt on and
she decided to see if it fit by touching nearly every inch of my torso and
arms. I actually forgot about Cylo. With Dylan at home, I was rarely away long
or often enough to be with a woman. 


I picked out several shirts, pants and a nice pair of
boots. She bagged them and I gave her money. 


“I can take a break and we can go to my home,” she
said, frowning as I pulled a shirt back on. I opened my mouth to respond, but
Cylo interrupted.


“Would you like me to come back later?” he asked. 


I weighed it in my mind; work, or pretty little
woman? I finally figured there were worse things I regretted. “I am sorry, but
I am actually very busy,” I said.


She pouted. “Maybe you could come back?”


“I would love to,” I said. 


We left and Cylo waited until we did before
whistling. “You should have taken her up on her offer. You did everything from
sticking your chest in her face to letting her feel you, then you turn her
down? That was cruel.”


“Was it? I had not meant to tease her.” I tied the
sack of clothes to my book bag. 


Cylo led us to another shop, but paused to ask me not
to proposition the travel assistant. I rolled my eyes, a bothersome habit I
picked up from my brother. However, upon entering the simple, sparsely
furnished store, I realized what he meant. The woman who greeted us was
exceptionally beautiful. She had long black hair, dark green eyes, and a
flawless, porcelain complexion. She was thin, but not unhealthy, well endowed,
and wore perfectly fitted clothing. She was young, but definitely a woman. Her
red blouse was a dazzling contrast to her hair and tight black skirt, and her
open-toed shoes had sharp heels. 


She greeted Cylo fondly and by name before she turned
to me. 


“Do you speak Lilat?” I asked. 


She smiled welcomingly. “Of course. I am Meri. How
can I help you today?”


“My name is Kiro. We are trying to go somewhere. I am
not sure where, not from around here.” 


She took a couple of steps closer to me. “I could
suggest a few nice tourist spots… or I can show them to you myself.”


“That would be great,” I answered.


“We are on a timetable,” Cylo said. 


“You are interrupting,” she growled at him in perfect
Sudo.


“You speak Sudo?” I asked incredulously. 


“Oh, yes, I know many languages. I especially love
learning otherworld languages. So, about that tour.” She wrapped her arm around
mine, then sighed. “I can show you---” she started.


“Really, Meri, we have to go to Revir today.”


“How do you two know each other?” I asked. 


“Sometimes I need to change transportation in order
to get my cargo by undetected. I go to Meri when I need to go island to island
by ship,” Cylo said. 


I gently and regretfully pulled my arm out of Meri’s.
“He is right; we need to go,” I said.


“Well, maybe you can come back this way and visit me
again,” she moaned. That gave me ideas, but I knew that they most likely would
never come to pass. “There is a small ship leaving for Jre, so you can take
that and get off at Revir.”


“Does that give us time to get acquainted?” I asked.


“No. You will have just enough time if you leave now
to make it there.” She went to her glass computer and created tickets. 


I stayed back. Earth had computers similar and magic
usually made them crash, so I generally avoided any of them. She came back and
handed me the tickets. “How much?” I asked. 


She smiled, leaned up, and kissed me. She could have
taught lessons on kissing. And if normal women on this world smelled like her,
every man would be in trouble. I wrapped my arms around her small waist and
pulled her closer. I was ready at this point to wait for the next ship. Or the
next moon.


All too soon, we had to stop for air. Stupid air.



“Really? We have to go! Kiro, they took something
from me.” Cylo was getting frantic. 


“Who took it from you? What is it they took?” I
asked. 


He picked up the tickets that Meri had dropped. “I
don’t know who took it. I just know if I help you, I will find them and be able
to get it back,” he said. 


“What did they take?” I asked again. Instead of
answering, he walked out the door to street. “I am sorry, I must be off. I will
try to come back,” I promised. She said a quick goodbye before I hurried out
the door after Cylo. He was very upset, but looked like he wouldn’t talk in
public. 


After leading us down many streets, each and every
one bleeding with color and population, we came to a shipping station. These
ships were all white and black, a relief. Cylo found the right dock and spoke
with the captain. The ship was very nice, not made of wood but of some type of
plastic and metals. It was large enough for maybe a hundred people above and
below deck, but not for overnight trips. Cylo joined me and the ship started to
move soon after. There were only a few people milling about. I suppose people
who live surrounded by water and the ocean every day would not be impressed
with the view of their oceanic back yard. 


“I was minding my own business, transporting
documents. I felt off about them, like I shouldn’t have taken the job, but it
was a simple assignment. I was already halfway across the world. That is the
last thing I remember. I woke up in a cell and couldn’t even remember my name.
It has been a few weeks and half of my memories are still fuzzy. I remember my
parents and Kahún, but not specifics. When I try, I get a headache and things
get fuzzy. I almost remember my ship. I know I am missing something very, very
important. I could feel it from the moment I woke up. I dream about it… but I
cannot remember it.”


“Who do you think has it? I am going after the troll
king; you woke up in the goblin dungeons. Would the goblin king not be a better
target?” I asked. 


“He does not have it. They tried to bring me before
the goblin king to be a servant, but I ended up demanding information. They
laughed and said they did not have my ship. I just feel very strongly that
helping you will lead me in the right direction. I have always trusted my
instincts… except when I took that last shipment.”


I was not one to tell someone to argue with their
instincts. The ship sailed for a long time before we came to an island. This
was not a grand place with architecture build high into the sky; all I could
see was trees. The boat silently pulled into the port and we were the only ones
to get off. When the ship left, the only sound was the ocean. No birds. No
bugs. No people.


We walked through the silent forest. “What kind of
place is this?” I asked. 


“It is schooling city. People come here to learn and
train for things. The place is nothing but libraries, classrooms,
observatories, and laboratories. I know a woman who is a teacher here and would
know where to find the Stone of Iodus. She may want to know what you are going
to do with it before she tells you, though. You were really vague about how you
got locked up.”


“As you have figured out, I need some help from the
demons. To do this, I have to find the Stone of Iodus.”


“The Stone of Iodus can summon demons, but if you
take it, magic will return to the land.”


“Yes, and what is wrong with that?”


“Magic is not welcome on Kahún,” he said.


I stared at him. “But that makes no sense. You and
Meri know Sudo, which is a Duran language. The only way to get that language is
to get to Duran, and the only way to do that is through magic.”


“Before the magic was banned, there were travelers
who brought back information from other worlds. My mother was a traveler from
Duran. Magic users and foreigners are perfectly welcome here, except for people
from Duran, but magic is not.”


“Wizards accustomed to magic suffer when there is no
energy. What of your Noquodi?” Prolonged absence of magic would make me
physically ill. I couldn’t imagine Rasik dealt with this.


“Our Noquodi has some gift from God that gives him
power. Other magic users must suffer without. We have gotten used to it; there
has been no magic on this world for many years. Even before the magic was
banned, magic was outlawed. For many generations, using magic was grounds for
immediate death. Only with the absence of magic has the killing stopped.
Before, even the suspicion of magic was a sentence. The only one allowed magic
was the Noquodi, and only because no one could stop him.”


“The entire world is devoid of nominal energy?”


“Except for the Noquodi. It is said that trolls were
jealous of the magicians because they couldn’t use magic, so they tricked the
demons into creating the Stone of Iodus. The stone can call out demons to use
as servants, but it would break the deal and return magic to the world.”


Magic was the essence of every world. For the people
to be unable to use it was impractical. It was because of hatred like this that
I didn’t take Dylan to travel the worlds. Every world had had some degree of
prejudice and I didn’t want that anywhere near my… nephew. 


We finally cleared the woods and hesitated. All
around us was slightly unkempt, hilly land littered generously with buildings
that were low and flat, made with small, synthetic rocks and a type of mortar.
“That is the school of science,” he said, pointing to a large building before
us. “There should be people coming and going. There should be people
everywhere.” 


A brief search of the island showed no one outside.
Between twenty buildings, three observatories, and a swimming pool, there
should have been someone. Scouring the library, schools, dining halls, and even
the residential housing found more of the same. The place was completely
deserted. What was most worrisome was how quickly it appeared to have achieved
that state. Food was left on tables, books open in classrooms, and a selection
of small boats were still in the long-term port. The only evidence we found of
actual danger was blood on the rug in the library. 


“What could have happened to all of these people?” he
asked. 


“I have no idea, but I learned things in my years of
investigation and travel; stay out of the shadows, and avoid the library.”


“But it will be dark soon.” 


“In all honesty, staying and uncovering this mystery
sounds delightful, but I am running out of time.” I sat heavily in one of the
cushioned chairs. “I am getting old; I used to solve many problems at once.” I
reached inside my bag for my cards, but didn’t take them out since I couldn’t
be sure how well they would work when there was no nominal energy. 


“What is so much more important than helping all of
these people?” he asked.


Now, perhaps he did not want a real answer, but I had
one. A fine one I would say. “My nephew needs me.”


On the island of books and ships, we set out to find
our destination. We dug through book after book until I wanted to never see
Kahún again in my life. I could even hear Dylan groaning pathetically in my
mind. Perhaps that should be a punishment if he did not practice his lessons; I
would buy an obscene amount of books on the history of Duran and make him read
every one of them.


“You have a very cruel expression. I will look in
another section,” Cylo interrupted my pondering. 


“No, as I said, we should take shelter in the light.
Unless you want to sleep on the bloodied flooring, I suggest we find another
place.” What does it say about a Guardian who is wary of the shadows on an
abandoned island? I practiced magic for over two thousand years; magic was a
reflex, a warning, a weapon, and a constant. Without it, I was incomplete. It
was like I tried to go about my day and realized I was deaf and mute.


We found a residential compound with many bedrooms
and few bathrooms. Each of the rooms had two beds, a closet, and good lighting.
I took the opportunity to bathe. The goblin city was a very unsanitary place,
and I couldn’t tell how long I had been unconscious. 


Right before I entered my room, freshly washed, there
was a soft knocking. I stopped and listened and as it came again, realized it
was not a soft knocking so much as a faraway pounding. After grabbing a candle
from the bedside table, I headed down the hall in search of the noise. I could
hear Dylan in my head complaining a thousand times over about what I was doing.



Several levels up and down countless hallways, and I
was ready to turn back, but the pounding kept coming and I was getting closer.
Despite my lack of power and the possibility of death, I was a Guardian; it was
in my blood to protect those who needed protection. Finally arriving upon an
old bathroom, the pounding stopped. I opened the door and shown the light ahead
of me. The bathroom was empty, but when I turned to leave, my blood went cold. 


On the mirror, of all places, there was a message in
white paint, either hastily written or by someone with terrible Lilat
handwriting. 


 


Run


The
storm is coming back


Five
dead


Stay
away from the water


The statues
are


 


The warning was cut off with a spatter and some
fingerprints. Whatever made the pounding was gone, but the paint was still
dripping. The small window lit up with the lightning outside. 


 


*          *          *


 


The first glimpse of light was met with dread as it
was apparent I had been found. Instead of the nothingness that Erono liked to
expose me to during his presence, I was in a dream-like version of Divina’s
cabin. Whether this was because she was more sago than the other gods or
because she was not trying to intimidate me, I didn’t know. 


“Don’t worry, the others can’t find you,” she said. 


Expecting to hear her voice in my mind instead of out
loud, I turned to find her standing, nearly solid, behind me. Only a slight
fade in color and softness in shape let me see that she was not really there.
Still, what a sight. 


Even in times of peril, she had to dress to kill. Her
hair was done up in a band and she wore a dark red shirt that stretched across
her chest with a neckline hardly covering her goods. Her skirt was short and
denim and her boots only reached her calf. It wasn’t often that she wore boots
short enough to expose her legs, but she certainly had nothing to be ashamed
of. Normally her outfits were exotic and aimed specifically for driving Dylan
out of his mind; this attire looked more like she just threw something on. 


“How did you find me?” I asked. 


“I haven’t. I don’t even know how you managed to hide
from us, but I think only Dylan can find you.”


“Don’t let him. I need to do something first and if
he finds me, he will be in more danger.”


“I figured as much. He is worried for you, though.
You know he has his own mission on Earth. He’s with Mordon.” 


“I know you wouldn’t let anything happen to him.”


“We are all fighting our battles right now. He will
need you soon.”


“With any luck, I will succeed and be able to return
with some backup.” I wouldn’t say anything else in case she was wrong and
another god could hear us. Luckily, she didn’t ask for further details. 


“I cannot keep you for long, the connection is so
weak. I wanted to ask if there is anything you need me to do to help you.”


“That’s a first; a god offering their assistance. I
cannot ask you for help in my current situation, and I know you will look after
Dylan. I could use your help in the end. At the very least, can you tell me why
this is all happening?”


“Yes,” she said simply, with a sad smile. Then she
showed me. 


 


*          *          *


 


Profound information given to me in my dreams always
made me grouchy in the morning. Really chatty people who wanted to ramble about
things mundane or obvious like the weather made me murderous in the morning.
Cylo wanted to try to find the people again, convinced they were trapped in an
underground chamber of some sort. I told him he could do what he wished while I
looked for information on the Stone of Iodus. 


“Why is that stone more important than the lives of
so many people?”


“Because finding it will save the lives of more
people, and more importantly, my nephew.”


“What makes your nephew so important?”


“My nephew is special. He is the last thing I have
left of my brother. He is my apprentice, my nephew, my adopted son. I have
faced death with him and he saved everyone with his heart.”


“What do you mean, with his heart?”


“When I started training him, he was barely an adult
and he knew no magic. He had had a very difficult life and was frightfully
powerful, but he thinks with his heart. He treats everyone as his friend until
they prove otherwise. People seem to compulsively like him, and he is always
right there to help them when they need it. It is no wonder that when he is in
trouble, there are many people willing to help him.”


“Is he in trouble often?”


“No. Only rarely in the past three years. I know the
time is coming for him to change everything. I hope he has people with him when
he does.”


“You are willing to return magic to this world and
raise demons from their sleep, but how do you plan to control them?”


“When magic returns to this world, so will my magic
return to me. Besides the threat I pose, they will want what I offer in return
for their help.”


I rummaged in the library for hours while Cylo
searched for people. While the quiet was undoubtedly nice, I was getting
nowhere. I found not one book about the Stone of Iodus. I did however, notice
another incident of possible danger. 


Perched haphazardly upon a stand in front of a
bookshelf was a stone statue. This statue must have been a replica of a
mythological creature, because any beast that creepy would probably have been
killed on sight by the people of this magic-fearing world. Not only did the
beast have two reptile-shaped heads on a cat-like body, but on each of its
front paws were three of the longest and sharpest claws I had ever seen. It was
there that I found the problem; on one of the paws was fresh blood. 


I was just about to touch the blood when Cylo burst
through the door, dragging water in from the brewing storm.


“I heard people!” he declared.


I turned to follow without question, but just as I
took a step towards him, he vanished. In his place was about thirty people
milling about as if without a care in the world. I looked around, unable to
spot Cylo anywhere. No one acted as if they have been missing or attacked, and
the blood that had been dried on the floor a moment before was gone as well. I
did not want to look, but I turned to the podium again… the empty podium. The
statue of the beast was gone. 









Chapter 5


Dylan


 


Power radiated from the creature, and my body was cramping and weak.
Vivian stood helplessly behind as Mordon tried to hold me out of the freezing
water. Even on fire, the creature still advanced on us. I turned at the sound
of Vivian’s scream only to find Nano, pushing her into the car. “Get behind
me,” he said.


Mordon started to ask who Nano was, but was
interrupted as I climbed to my feet and shoved him behind Nano. Neither of us
could remain standing when the ground started to violently shake a moment
before a giant tear in the pavement opened up and swallowed the creature. It
was horrible that the teenager who the creature possessed was dead, just
because the powerful monster chose him. That creature killed a poor kid for no
reason.


The ground settled down as quickly as it had started
shaking. Nano held out his hand to help me, then Mordon off the ground, but I
ended up falling back down, huffing and puffing as if I had run for hours.


“What did you do to deplete your energy like this?”
Nano asked me. 


“It was… my father’s pentagram. It sucked out my
energy and disappeared.” It wasn’t just my nominal energy, which I could easily
pull from Earth, but my physical energy that was drained. 


I began one of the first spells I had ever learned to
replenish my energy, but it was not a superfast process. Nano put one hand on
my forehead and used his own spell to help. Our combined efforts had me back on
my feet in under a minute. 


“Thank you. How did you find us?” I asked. 


He patted my back in sort of a half hug. “Tiamat told
me you needed help. She had a difficult time getting around Zer. The gods are
all fighting each other right now; it’s not a good time to be a Guardian, as we
are cannon fodder to them. Several Guardians have gone into hiding from their
own gods.” 


“Why?” I asked. 


“Well, it’s a little bit Vretial’s fault, a little
bit Tiamat’s, and a little bit yours. Plus, of course, this demon running
around.”


“Demon?” Vivian asked, climbing out of the car.


“It is not a demon as they are now. The creatures
between the worlds are called demons, but they are not as powerful as this one.
He is as old as the gods, and while he is not as powerful, he has resources
they do not.” 


Then he did the most shocking thing; he kissed Vivian
deeply. 


After kissing for way too long without breathing,
they let go of each other. “I knew you would be back for us,” Vivian said. 


He took Sammy from her and kissed his forehead. “I
told you I would be.”


“So, wait. Nano is Sammy’s father?” I asked.


“He is the one you smelled like. Sammy smells like
him. Even Sammy’s magic smells like this man’s magic,” Mordon said, shivering
horribly. 


I had tried to keep the water warm, but I couldn’t
create lightning without rain, and I couldn’t make it not winter.


“Then what you scented must have been when we met for
the second time, when we were at Anoshii. That was the first and only time I
was around Nano.”


“So, what do you say we get off this world before
your demon comes back?” Nano asked as Vivian gathered Sammy’s things. 


“Mordon, this is Nano, another Guardian.”


“Do you trust him?” he asked.


I remembered how when we met, I was sort of kidnaped,
involved in stopping an assassination, and nearly eaten by a water creature, a
large cat, and a giant snake. “Yes, I do,” I answered. 


Nano’s eyes grew wide. “Really?”


“For the same reason as last time. Edward would eat
your entrails if anything happens to me under your watch.”


“He might have a difficult time of that, since he’s
missing.”


“He doesn’t go missing; he chooses to not be found,”
I insisted.


Nano muttered something about too much faith all
around as he pulled his book out. Mordon took it and stared flipping through
pages. He signed right next to my signature, then handed it to Vivian while
examining the new symbol glowing on his arm.


“That is odd,” he said.


“What is?”


“When I signed your book, coldness spread through
me and I felt a sort of release in my energy. This time it was warm and chased
away the chill of the water.”


“Let Vivian sign hers and Sammy’s names in your book
so they can return,” Nano said. 


“Vivian can sign Sammy’s name?”


“Of course. She gave him his name. I couldn’t sign
his name because I didn’t name him. Vivian signed my book when we were
together, but Sammy wasn’t born yet,” he said as she signed Sammy’s name beside
hers in his book. Sammy shuddered, but didn’t look particularly upset. Vivian
handed Nano his book back and he slipped it into his bag.


I pulled out my book and flipped through it to find
Nano’s name; I figured her name should be next to his. When I found Mordon’s
name, I frowned. “Did you sign on a blank page?” I asked Mordon. 


He examined it carefully. “No, there were three other
names on the page,” he said. They were gone now; his was the only name on the
page. “Does the signature disappear when the person dies?”


“Tiamat has to release them from the book’s power in
order for the dead to go where they belong,” Nano answered. “Once that happens,
the name will disappear. I can tell you this is not what happened to those
people. I hoped this wouldn’t happen to you, being a different kind of
Guardian.”


“What’s happening?” I asked. 


“Do you feel less powerful?” he asked. I shook my
head. “The names are disappearing because the people are being erased. A few
other Guardians are seeing it, too.”


“They’re dying?”


“They are being erased from all time. Those who have
disappeared have now never been born. Any and all accomplishments they made
have disappeared. Soon their children will disappear.”


“Why?” I asked.


“I don’t have all of the answers. I will answer what
I can, but we must get out of here before the beast returns.”


I gave my book to Nano to find his name for Vivian.
Since he signed it when it belonged to my father and I didn’t read or speak
Dego, I had no idea which name was his. Vivian quickly signed her and Sammy’s
name in my book. Vivian shivered and looked at the symbol of Earth as it
appeared on her arm, then clutched Sammy tighter. Sammy showed no signs of
discomfort, which I found odd. For Vivian, who had no magic, signing a book
would have little effect on her. For Sammy, who had a great wealth of
undiscovered power, it should have been monumental… yet he acted as if it was
nothing. Perhaps he was too young to understand it, but he should have felt something.
I put my book back in my bag as I filed his lack of any reaction in the back of
my mind. 


“Remember the symbol that appeared on your arm.” Nano
looked at Vivian. “It was a long time ago, do you remember?” She nodded. “Good.
You?” he asked me. 


“Yes.” I could remember the symbol for Earth, Duran,
and Dios very easily. Either it was a Guardian thing, or it was because of the
bond with the worlds. I cleared everything from my mind except Dios’s symbol.


I felt the weightless, nearly falling sensation that
I would never be used to. It was not a particularly bad feeling, even though I
couldn’t breathe, it was just really bizarre. In a moment, it was over and we
were standing in a tropical forest. 


“Since when is Dios habitable above ground?” I asked.



“We’re not above ground.”


“But we’re in a forest,” Mordon said, looking up into
the bright sun.


“Yes, we are.”


“We’re in a forest in a room, with an artificial
sun,” I surmised.


“Very good, Dylan,” Nano said, taking his baby from
Vivian. “We are in an artificially created ecosystem. The High King devised a
plan to experiment with small-range terraforming. He decided that we can create
different climates in different places in the world so that people can choose
where they want to live, above or below ground. The surface is coming along
nicely and the legal system is getting worked out, but people argue whether the
king should live above ground, below ground, or if there should be a second
High King.”


“How is Nila doing? Is his brother still after him?”


“Nila is doing well. Adre was always going after
Nila, but he was stealthy about it. So I got tired of letting him call the
shots. While you were with Nila, I confronted Adre. He confessed to murdering
his and Nila’s father, but by the time I returned after dropping you off on
Duran, he had escaped. Adre hasn’t bothered the young king since.”


“And that doesn’t seem weird to you?” I asked. 


“What could be weird about it?” he asked. When I
didn’t answer, he shrugged. “Anyway, we’re safe here, but we need to figure out
our next step. The demon should be forced back into the void since there is no
host for him. I do not know if that will put things back to normal or not.”


As Nano turned his attention to his babbling baby,
there was a sudden and familiar screech. Sammy froze, his eyes widened, and
then he started wailing. Mordon and I took off through the woods towards the
sound of the screech as Nano and Vivian tried to calm their startled baby. 


Lying on the ground under cracked and fallen foliage
was Blood. I tried to go to him in case he needed healing, but Mordon held me
back. I looked at him like he was out of his mind. 


“I really feel like we shouldn’t touch him,” he said.


“Why not?”


“I don’t know, it just doesn’t smell right. He isn’t
supposed to be here. I think we shouldn’t touch what isn’t supposed to be
here.” 


That wasn’t ominous at all.


I frowned and studied our dragon, who stared right
back at me. Blood was lying down with his wings tucked against his body, but he
didn’t look like he had any new injuries. “I guess that makes sense.”


Nano and Vivian came up beside us, Sammy calm in
Vivian’s arms. “Is that a dragon?” she asked. When she tried to reach out to
him, Nano held her back. 


Before anyone could say anything else, there was a
loud crack. It was more than a sound; I felt it in the energy. I felt it in the
planet. The creature was swooping down on Nano the instant it appeared. He
dived to cover Vivian and Sammy. 


It was one of the winged creatures that had attacked
Blood. Mordon shot a fireball at the creature and at the very same moment, a
stream of fire also shot at it from Blood. I didn’t react with fire. Instead, I
drew the moisture in the air to the beast’s wings and froze them solid with
ice. The fire hit the creature in midair, and then it dropped to the ground to
burn. As the fire burned its body, its wings remained frozen until the creature
vanished.


“Well, that wasn’t strange or anything,” Nano said.
Sammy stared at where the creature had vanished, then looked up at Mordon,
smiled, and held out his arms. “The gods are not on our side. I think we need
to find other Guardians.” 


“Why?” I asked.


“The more heads we have in this, the better. Assuming
everything doesn’t revert back to normal when the demon returns to the void.”


“Yeah, like anything ever happens the easy way,” I
said. “We also need to figure out how to get Blood home. And why is Nila called
a void when he has no magic?”


“The void is the area outside the universes. It isn’t
space. This is where the Land of the Dead is, and the Land of the Gods. When
you see ghosts, it’s a window, a shadow, a clear place between the void and the
worlds. Used to be, the void was open between the worlds. There were gateways,
instead of the books, like portals from one world to another. When the books
were created, the gateways were closed.”


“Why? Why were the books created?”


“Because the demons started to devour the worlds.”
Nano led us to a particularly large tree. High up was a wooden platform and
what looked like a tiny cabin. “Wait here while I will get a ladder.” 


Nano jumped and with a gush of wind, landed neatly on
the platform. I glanced at Mordon and he nodded, understanding that I wanted
him to protect Vivian and Sammy. I gathered the wind around me and jumped. The
wind was wet and heavier here than on Earth, but just about equal to Shomodii,
so it carried me easily. I landed gently on the platform and Nano looked at me
with startled eyes. 


“You have learned a lot in two years.” 


“I have. I’m comfortable with my magic now.”


“How does Kiro feel about that?” he asked. 


I concealed the sting of his question as best as I
could. I wanted my mentor to feel proud of me, not useless. “His name is Edward
now, remember? I renamed him,” I said instead. 


He barked out a laugh. “I had forgotten. You were a
kid back then. You reacted to danger by ducking and embarrassment with
sarcasm.”


“Oh, I’m still sarcastic. I think Edward actually got
a little bit from me. So, you and my ex-girlfriend have a little baby now.”


He started going through a wooden chest outside of
the cabin that was full of yard tools. “It was meant to be,” he said. “Just
like you and Divina.” He pulled out a ladder made of paper and wood. 


“You know who she is?”


He turned to me. “Your father was my friend. When you
were a baby, he knew you were going to become Guardian, but the gods all wanted
you dead. He tried to get me and several other Guardians to help, but he never
told Kiro about you. Kiro would have killed you to protect his brother.” He
lowered his voice. “Zer told me that Tiamat was living as a person on Duran.
Divina was sneaky and secretive, but I eventually got the answer out of Zer.
Instead of betraying her secret to Kiro, I helped Ronez convince her to spare
you. Since then, she has used me as an informant. Keeping her secrets are not
fun.”


“I know.” 


“Mordon?”


“He knows about me and Edward. He even knows about
the worlds and he is fluent in English… but I never told him Divina’s secret.”
And it was Hell keeping it from him. I imagined I was feeling what Ronez felt,
keeping the god’s secret from his brother.


Nano rolled the ladder out and secured one end to the
platform. Vivian handed Sammy to Mordon and then started to climb. Nano jumped
down, took Sammy, then jumped back up while Mordon climbed up quickly. Nano
handed the baby back to Mordon and put the ladder away.


The log cabin was very small, only about six-by-six,
with a small window beside the door that I couldn’t see in through. I was
entirely unsurprised when Nano opened the door to reveal a lavish interior that
was about twelve-by-eight. The floor was covered in soft furs, the couch was
wood and leather, and there was a nice wooden coffee table. On the far side of
the room was a hammock. It was an open floor plan to the kitchen, which was
just a sink, a white icebox, and a stove. 


“What do you think?” Nano asked Vivian. 


She smiled at him. “It’s nice.”


This from the woman who couldn’t go a week without
a trip to the mall. “Are you going to be okay missing work?” I ask.


She shrugged. “No, I’ll probably lose my job, but
Sammy is more important.”


Mordon stood over by the sink, away from Nano and
Vivian, and seeing that he wanted to talk, I went to him. “Do you really
trust Nano?” he asked in my head.


“I do. Let’s go talk outside.” Vivian and Nano
ignored us as we went out onto the platform and shut the door. “Nano seems to
be very in touch with the gods. He knows things he shouldn’t. However, he’s
never done anything to hurt me even when he could have. Vivian trusts him,
Edward didn’t have a problem with him, and neither does Divina. I’ve never
gotten a bad vibe from him. But you’re the one who can smell intentions, so you
tell me.”


He hesitated. “He’s worried about something. Not like
there’s a monster after us, but like he isn’t sure if he should tell us
something or not.”


“Well, he does have his child to worry about.”


“That’s another thing. He didn’t flinch when Vivian
handed Sammy to me, but did you notice he never went to hand Sammy to you? I
think he would be more comfortable handing his baby to a friend than a
stranger. He’s cautious around you.”


“Okay. So Nano might have the same idea as you; that
I shouldn’t get too close to Sammy in case our magic interacts badly. And maybe
he has some information about these weird occurrences that only the gods are
supposed to know. I don’t think the two are connected. I think Sammy has nothing
to do with this weirdness.”


“The demon?”


“Maybe. There’s an excess of things happening that
isn’t normal… and we can’t be sure what is connected right now. We don’t know
if the abnormal events like Blood showing up are because of the demon… or if the
demon is a side effect. What does the demon have to do with the dragon? What
opened Sammy’s window last night? Who sent that bag to us at the hotel? Why did
the draxuni not attack you?”


“Nano said that you destroying Vretial caused a
ripple. You think the strange events and the demon might be because of
that?”


“I don’t have enough information yet. But if Vretial
is the cause of everything… I’m going to be so irritated. You’re only supposed
to have to vanquish a dark god once in your lifetime.”


“Well, you’re always saying it was Tiamat who
destroyed Vretial,” he said optimistically. 


“Shut up. Is there any change in Sammy or Vivian?”


He snorted. “Vivian is very in love with Nano. Sammy
seems to recognize his father. Hey, we have company,” he said. 


I followed his gaze to the ground and froze.


There was a little girl, about seven, standing on the
ground. She was watching us. Even though I couldn’t really make out her eyes at
this distance, I would recognize her anywhere. With her white lacy nightgown
and her white-blond hair, I knew closer inspection would reveal dark blue eyes.



“I know her,” I said, my voice shaky. 


Mordon frowned at me. “Is she another person who
shouldn’t be here? I can’t really get a scent for her over the forest and
Blood.”


“No, she isn’t supposed to be here. I have seen her
twice before at the springs on Shomodii.” I looked at him. “She was dead. A
ghost, wearing the same gown she is now.”


His eyes widened. “She’s alive now.” We both looked
back at her to make sure, but she was gone. 


“Nice to see being alive hasn’t slowed her down.”


At that moment, Nano stuck his head out the door.
“What’s keeping you two? Come inside before it starts to rain. What are you two
talking about?” he asked.


Mordon and I looked at each other, then answered,
“Nothing,” at the same time. 


He looked at us suspiciously for a moment before
turning and reentering the cabin. We followed. “So, how do we get ahold of the
other Guardians?” I asked. 


Nano shrugged as I sat on the couch. “I honestly
don’t know. Some are in hiding, some are impossible to contact, and the gods
are filtering any messages between us. I was only able to get to you because of
my genetic bond with Sammy.”


I jumped up. “How? I have a genetic bond with Edward!
He’s my uncle! How do I get to him?”


“Kiro is missing or hiding. He’s also on a world you
have no access to. I signed your book when it was Ronez’s, so I had access to
Earth. You only have access to Duran, Earth, and Dios. He’s not on any of those
for sure. You could tear yourself apart trying to reach him, and the last thing
you want to do is draw attention to him.”


“But what if he needs me?”


“He’s a survivor. He’s more likely to be safe than
you.”


“But if he was safe, he would be trying to save me.
So because he isn’t here, he must not be safe.”


“Or he’s trying to save you from where he is. At this
point, I don’t want to draw any attention to us that we don’t have to while
trying to find more Guardians.”


 


*          *          *


 


I was woken by a small thump and muffled curse. My
first thought was that Vivian and Nano were getting reacquainted, but I
realized that the curse was in Sudo. I opened my eyes to see Mordon quietly
shutting the door. Sitting up, I could see that everyone else was asleep. I got
up and followed Mordon out. It had rained and, in the early morning hours
before the sun had turned on, it was cold. 


Mordon had already made it down the ladder and was
sneaking into the woods. I didn’t bother with the ladder, instead jumping from
the platform and twisting the air to cushion my fall so that I landed right
behind him. He turned to attack and I grabbed his arm to block a blow to my
neck. 


“Don’t sneak up on me,” he said.


“Don’t sneak out without me,” I answered. “Why are
you sneaking out anyway?”


He hesitated. “I guess I should have woken you up. I
just really feel like I need to check on Blood. I want to know why he’s here.”


“I don’t think he can tell you.” We hiked through the
forest to where we last saw him. He was lying there, waiting for us. “Hello,
buddy,” I said.  


After a leisurely stretch, he sat on his hunches and
regarded us with entirely too much intelligence in his eyes to be a mere
animal. Then, with no warning, he blew a stream of fire at Mordon. As the flames
licked his clothes, he didn’t react at all. “Yeah, I can do that, too,” he told
the dragon.


“Do what?” I asked. He didn’t look burned in the
slightest, and neither did his clothes.


“He just blew warm fire at me. Not hot at all. We can
regulate the temperature of our fire.”


“How?” I asked. 


He frowned. “I’m not sure. I could just always do
it.” 


I sat down. I needed to. My head hurt enough I didn’t
even care that I was sitting in mud. Mordon crouched down next to me. 


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“What isn’t? We have made like, a million discoveries
in the last few days. Things that make no sense just keep happening. The rain,
the little girl, people vanishing… My ex-girlfriend is a mother with another
Guardian. The gods have turned against their Guardians. I don’t know who to
trust. Actually, the only ones I trust are you and Edward. You seem less and
less sago every minute and Edward is missing, possibly in danger.”


“I know the claws were weird, but I am sago. My
mother was a seer, but she was sago, and my father is, too. What about Divina
and Nano? I thought you trusted them?”


“I love Divina, but I know she can’t always tell me
things. And yeah, I trust Nano not to kill us, but if he told me that you were
evil I wouldn’t believe him. If you said we needed to get away from him, I
would believe you. Despite the fact you are far more mysterious than him, and
he is a fellow Guardian, you are my best friend.”


“I’m glad to have someone at my back.”


“You really don’t even have to be in this. We could
drop you back off on Duran and you’ll be safe.”


He smirked. “I get the feeling this stuff is
happening everywhere. Besides, I have your back. If my nose, fire, and newfound
claws can help you, I’ll put them to good use. Never been much use at the…”


“Estate,” I supplied.


“Yes, the estate. Too bad you can’t use your book’s
powers to talk to Blood. Maybe he has an idea what’s happening. Do you feel
that?” he asked. 


I hadn’t until he said it.


There was a noxious presence in the forest. It was
either becoming stronger or closer because it was getting more nauseating.
Blood started growling in a direction behind us. Mordon flinched, then gasped
and covered his nose. 


“What is it? Other than radioactive.”


“It’s the demon.”


“No. No, no, no. It’s not supposed to be able to
follow us. Tiamat told me.”


“Yeah, well, nothing else is going as it should,
either. I think we should run.”


“Where?” I asked. We didn’t even know the way out of
the forest. Besides, I knew the dangerous creatures on Shomodii and how to
escape them. I knew nothing about the beasts on Dios. 


The closer it got, the shakier I felt. I could feel
the forest cringing from the malicious power of the demon. The ground started
to rumble, then build until it shook violently. The dragon was able to stay
standing, but not us.


The demon entered the dragon-made clearing in the
body of a Dios guard; a huge mountain of muscles. It actually looked strange to
see the powerful beast in a heavily muscled body. It wasn’t an Arnold Schwarzenegger
build; he was bigger and taller than that.


He grinned at us as the air started to become thin;
he was taking the oxygen out of the air. Between the nausea, the shaking
ground, and now suffocating, I couldn’t think of any magic to use. Mordon was
on the ground next to me, having just as much trouble. Fortunately, dragons
must need less oxygen than humans and sago. With a flap of his great wings, he
leaped over us to pounce on the demon. Mordon made a breathless cry, but it was
too late. The instant Blood touched the demon, he disappeared. 


Vanished without a sound.


Just as quickly as it had drained, the oxygen rushed
back into the air. Within a few moments, we were able to sit up. The broken,
painful cry brought my attention to the mountainous man on the ground. I
crawled over to him to find him grunting and bloody on the ground with a scorch
mark on his neck.


“Where did he go?!” Mordon asked. Our dragon was
gone.


“I don’t know, but he took the demon with him,” I
answered. “I think I can save this man. The demon must not have been in him for
very long. Does he smell demonic?”


Mordon sniffed and wrinkled his nose. “An aftertaste
only. He smells burnt.”


“I’m sure he would be fine with some barbeque sauce,”
I said. 


I put one hand on the man’s forehead and the other on
his chest. Divina told me this was to protect the brain and heart from energy
snapping back into them. I gathered my energy and poured it into him delicately
out through my hands. Feeling his injuries with my magic, I could map out where
and what needed to be fixed. I could even see old injuries, like his healing
rib. Most of the damage was burns, which were most severe in his organs. He
would have died without medical attention.


Forcing my nominal energy to bond with the physical
energy, I soothed and healed the burns. Edward had taught me how to do it the
Guardian way, but for me, it was much easier to use physical energy.
Unfortunately for the Guardians, I seemed to be the only one who could do that.
I learned to not talk about it.


I realigned the broken rib and healed it correctly,
not without a grunt of agony on his part. Out of breath and drained of energy,
I stood up and looked at Mordon. “I would like to go back to bed now,” I said.
Another thing I didn’t talk about; I felt phantom pains for a little while
after healing people.


“What about the demon? What if it comes back? What
about Blood? Can’t we help him?” 


I couldn’t answer him. He followed me back to the
cabin as both of us ignored the man’s calls. There was no warning before
everything went black.


 


*          *          *


 


I was once again in Divina’s dream-like,
not-really-there cabin. “Divina, can’t you find another way to talk to me? I’m
going to get a concussion.”


“When I told you that the gods are not against
you… I was wrong. You need to get off Dios. Now, Dylan. Zer is very
spontaneous. He has decided the end of all troubles is the end of you. I can
only keep him preoccupied for a little while.”


“So I need to return to Duran?”


“No! Erono has turned his blame on you now that
Kiro is missing. Avoli and Madus can protect you if you can get to Malta. Avoli
is trying to get Emrys to you, but Zer is keeping him out.”


“This is starting to sound a lot like war, but no one
is on anyone else’s side.”


“It may come to war, Dylan, but I am on your side.
So are Avoli, Madus, and all of the Guardians. But it gets worse. The creature
is no longer bound to the void. It can rip a hole into the worlds and will
destroy all life to find the child.”


“What do I do? How do I keep it away from Sammy?”


“I’m sorry. I do not know how to stop it. Only one
of my brothers knew enough of the old beasts to stop them.”


“Vretial.”


“Yes.”


Figures. “Can I trust Nano?”


 


*          *          *


 


I looked up at Mordon. “Looks like we need to get out
of here,” I said as he helped me up. “Tiamat says the god of Dios has decided
he doesn’t want me here anymore. She said to go to Malta, that Avoli and Madus
can help us. Emrys is Malta’s Guardian, and they’re trying to get him here, but
Zer is keeping him out.”


“So how are we supposed to get there? Have you signed
the book for Malta?”


“No. Let’s confer with Nano about it. Maybe Nano can
go get Emrys and bring him here.” It only took us a couple of minutes to get
back to the cabin. Nano was awake, sitting on the platform when we arrived. 


“Morning stroll?” he asked.


“Yeah, and guess who gave us a visit.”


“The demon,” he answered.


“He wasn’t supposed to be able to follow us,” Mordon
accused. 


We climbed up the ladder and he stood, then shut the
door, which he had left open, so we wouldn’t wake Vivian.


“He came at us and Blood attacked him. They both
disappeared, but the body that the demon used was left. I was able to heal him
because he wasn’t completely burned out like the other people,” I said. 


“Huh. Why would the dragon and demon vanish and not
the physical body?”


“Maybe because the man isn’t a traveler of worlds,”
Mordon suggested.


“Or maybe the universe is trying to fix itself. What
did Tiamat tell you?” Nano asked. 


“She said that Zer turned against me. She said we need
to get to Malta, but Zer is keeping Emrys away.”


“Yes. Zer told me last night that I needed to get rid
of you. Fortunately, I am not all that devoted to Zer. I would not normally go
against him, I am no traitor, but he is prone to changing his mind and making
snap decisions. You are still an apprentice, and as such, I am inclined to act
as your master in his absence, once again. I assume that you are also in
apprenticeship,” he said to Mordon, who nodded. “Then I am also responsible for
you.”


“But if your god tries to kill me---”


“Then he will succeed. Let’s get you away from here
before that happens. We’ll go to Nila’s kingdom; his guards can protect you
while I leave to bring Emrys here.”


“What if the demon attacks?”


“Then there will be plenty of food to distract it
while you get away.”


“I don’t want to go meet a king,” Mordon said. His
reluctance was nearly tangible and he frantically thought up excuses. 


“Nila is nothing like your father. He’s younger than
you. He’s goofy and playful and not mean at all.”


“He put poisonous insects in my bed. I could have
died,” Nano said.


“Yeah, well, you named him ‘nephew,’” I said, as if
that was a perfectly valid excuse.


Mordon was quick to play along. “You named him
‘nephew’? That’s horrible. Why would you do something like that?”


Nano grumbled something as he turned and entered the
cabin. Mordon and I waited outside. The sun was fading in and it was started to
warm up, but it had the chill of an early morning. Soon, Nano came outside, his
arms piled high with Sammy and baby supplies and Vivian followed, yawning. We
all climbed down from the platform except Nano, who jumped. Vivian wrapped her
arms around mine and put her head on my shoulder, which was something she had
always done when she first woke up. She trusted me to guide her with her eyes
closed. I looked at Nano and he stared right back. “It’s habit,” I defended. 


“I know,” he sighed. He handed Sammy to Mordon and
the baby bag to me. Then he pried Vivian’s arms off me (getting a few grumbles
for his troubles) and wrapped them around his own arm. It didn’t take long
before we came to a wall and large steel door, which Nano opened to reveal a
narrow alley with tall walls and a cobblestone road. 


We shuffled quietly down the alley and when we
entered the castle main, I recognized where we were. “You live in Nila’s
kingdom?” I asked.


“No, I live in a forest in a room in Nila’s kingdom.
Oh, boy, I think there’s trouble,” he said. 


Sure enough, three goblin guards where headed our way
with snarls on their faces. At least… I think they were snarling. Vivian
shrieked, fully awake now, and hid behind Nano. 


“It’s all right,” Nano told her.


The guards reached us and started speaking with Nano
briskly. Nano turned to us after a few minutes. “Apparently Nila is sick and not
receiving guests. And even more unsettling is that the guards have seemed to
forgotten who they’re talking to.”


“They don’t remember you are Nila’s uncle?” I asked.


“Oh, no, they remember that. They have just forgotten
that I am the most powerful being on this world.” With that, he faced the
guards. 


They immediately dropped to the ground and withered
in pain, but Nano walked passed them with no mercy. Townspeople watched and
guards stood off to the side as Nano led us to the large wooden doors of the
castle. It looked like a tornado blew through; there was broken furniture,
glass, and pottery strewn all over the huge, once-magnificent chamber. Nila was
sitting, curled up on his throne with his hands over his ears. There were no
guards in the room.


“Nila,” Nano said. 


Nila looked up at us with wide, hopeful eyes. He was
pale and his blond hair was messed up. Nano spoke in his language and took a
step closer to Nila.


“Stay away,” the boy-king said in English. “I do not
want any more.”


“Any more what?” Nano asked. 


In answer, Nila pushed his hands out towards us and a
great gust of wind picked up, nearly knocking us off our feet. Sammy let out a
little cry and I responded by bending the wind away from us. 


“Dylan!” he said. He jumped off his throne and bound
towards us. 


Nano moved out of his way, but Mordon stepped in
front of me. “Any more what?” Mordon asked when Nila halted. 


“Magic,” I answered for him. “You can do magic now.
How?” 


“I am no void anymore,” he said, his tone panicky.


“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,” he said. 


He looked at his uncle and I realized he probably
wanted a hug. Nano backed away. 


Vivian, however, went right up to him as if we were
being ridiculous. “Hello, Nila. I am Nano’s girlfriend, and I have no magic.”
She then hugged him with no hesitation. Adulthood was doing Vivian good. She
was also about six inches taller than him.


“How does it work? Do you get their powers? Do they
lose the power?” I asked. Vivian let go of him and he turned to me.


“I do not know. I get only one magic from each
person.”


I tried to step closer to him, but Mordon grabbed my
arm and pulled me away. He still held Sammy. “Do not let him touch you,”
he whispered in my mind. 


“Why not? What do you smell?”


“The boy himself smells innocent, but there is
something in him.”


“The demon?” I asked. I observed Nila, who was
glancing at us, but seemed to be listening to Nano.


“No, not the demon. Something else. It’s old and
powerful but not bad. Just don’t touch him. We don’t know what he might get
from you or if you will get it from him.” 


We went back to the others. Nila stayed close, but
out of reach. I think he was frightened enough of his new magic to keep away
from me. Mordon was right; I was terribly unlucky before I learned control, and
we didn’t need someone new to magic to have that power. 


Sammy cried and thrashed in Mordon’s arms. Vivian
took the baby bag from me. “I have some dried fruit in here for him to eat,”
she said. 


I tried to help her look, but the bag was bigger on
the inside and filled to bursting. “Why do you have pliers in here?” I asked,
dropping them on the floor.


“I’ve been looking for those for a month.”


Mordon sighed. “It’s in the inside pocket,” he said,
passing Sammy to me before joining the hunt.


I looked into the baby’s huge, startled eyes until I
heard a gasp. 


Nila cried something in his language before lifting
his bare foot. He had stepped on glass and his foot started bleeding profusely.
Nano moved to help, but that startled Nila. Nila tripped and Mordon barely
caught him. I saw Nila’s face as he gasped, paled, and then his eyes flashed
red. I’m sure the room hadn’t literally caught fire, but a fire tornado forming
around us was near enough. Nano took Sammy and tried to stop the fire, but I
knew it wouldn’t work. Even though Nila was causing it, that was Mordon’s fire,
and Nano wouldn’t be able to stop that. Mordon covered Vivian from the fire.


My first instinct was to stop Nila. I grabbed him and
leaned closer to speak without yelling. “You have to stop it,” I said. And just
like that, it stopped. The fire immediately died out. He looked at me confused,
but his eyes didn’t flash any magical color. I let go and he stumbled backwards
a couple of steps. “Mordon?” I asked. “Still intact?” 


Mordon help up a small ball of fire before crushing
it in his fist. “My fire is fine.”


Nila shakily looked at his hand. After a few seconds,
he smiled. “Magic is gone. I am void again!” 


He hugged his uncle until Nano started turning blue,
and when he finally let his uncle go, he rounded on me. Mordon didn’t have a
chance to stop him before he was hugging me to within an inch of my life. Tiny
boy-king with a body-builder’s strength. 


Luckily, Nila pulled away when I started making
choking sounds. “Thank you, Dylan! You made me void again!”


“I really don’t know how,” I said. Vivian, who wasn’t
injured from the fire, sat Nila down to pick the glass out of his feet. I
pulled a bandage wrap out of my bag for him. “Mordon? What’s the reading?”



“It’s gone. Whatever was in him is gone, and it’s
not in you, either. It just vanished.”


“I think that has become a recurring theme.”


“Now that things are back to normal, Nila, I need to
borrow some of your guards. I need them to watch over these guys while I try to
find someone,” Nano said. 


“Oh, I got it!” Everyone looked at Mordon, who was
holding up a bag of dried fruits. “Sorry.” 


Nano handed Sammy off to Mordon to feed. Really, the
baby never got put down. “Hey, Sammy is eighteen months? Shouldn’t he be
talking yet?” I asked. 


“He grunts, babbles, points, and understands us
sometimes, but he hasn’t said any words,” Vivian said. “The pediatrician said
it’s not anything to worry about.”


“Is he… slow in other development?” I asked.
Apparently not in motor skills, because the piece of fruit he was about to put
into his mouth instead hit me in the face. Thank god it was dry. “That wasn’t
nice, Sammy,” I scolded. “Shut up, Mordon.” He couldn’t contain his laughter. 


“How about we go get breakfast?” Nano asked. 


I took Sammy’s bag and we all headed out of the room.
Nano stopped to speak with one of the guards for a moment before taking the
lead.


The dining hall was nothing delicate or elegant; it
was huge and sturdy, just like the rest of the underground kingdom. Meats,
cheeses, fruits, and drinks were spread out along the massive table. There were
only a few people there already. Vivian was looking around with wild eyes, much
like I probably did when I arrived on Duran the first time. Mordon was more
conserved. 


“What is the dining etiquette here?” he asked in
Sudo. 


“I don’t know. I have eaten here in public only once
before, but it was with a different king. Everyone waited for the king to fill
his plate, then parents filled their children’s plates before their own.”


People stood and bowed as Nila went to the head of
the table. He sat, then Nano sat next to him and Vivian sat next to Nano. I
went to sit next to Vivian, but Nila told me to sit on the other side of him. I
wasn’t going to argue with him in front of his people. Mordon sat on the other
side of me, still holding Sammy. 


Nano did not wait for Nila, so we all just filled the
plates in front of us. I was starving. The food was about what I remembered,
not amazing but pretty good. Mordon was able to get in a few bites after giving
Sammy some fish to play with. Once I found the water, I chugged two glasses of
it.


Nila and I had a nice time catching up, and I told
him I was impressed with how much better his English was. After we were all
done, Nano said goodbye and disappeared, supposedly to Malta. Nila asked us if
we wanted to see the kingdom and, of course, we all agreed.


We walked down the alleyways, over bridges, and
around the castle. People were just starting at their jobs herding animals,
transporting goods, setting up stalls to sell food, etc… The streets were
clean, but fairly dark. Sparsely placed torches added a measure of safety, but
I didn’t think Nila, the king of the entire world, should be walking around
without his guards. 


“How are things going topside?” I asked. 


“Is good. Land is healing and I made forests and
island in under city. People fight no more. They want another High King, but
that not happen. I am only High King and I stay in under city.”


“Why wouldn’t you want to live above ground?”


“I like my kingdom. I like my guards. Goblins cannot
live above ground.” 


“So, why are we underground?” Vivian asked. 


Nila explained in great detail about the war that
destroyed the land above and made it inhabitable. I was so engrossed in the
story that I jumped when the weirdest bark I have ever heard in my life
interrupted us. I peered around in the dark hallway, but couldn’t find the
source of the noise until Vivian screamed. She screamed so loud and harshly
that I thought she had been attacked, but then I saw it. 


The small creature huddled against the wall was about
the creepiest thing I had ever seen. It had the shape of something between a
mammal and reptile, and its skin was splotchy, sandy brown with a small ridge
down its back. It had a short, stubby tail and a snout even shorter and
stubbier. Instead of teeth, it had a flat beak, but from either side of the
beak was a small, fang-like husk. Its head was fairly large compared to its
body.


“Hello, there, little guy,” I said gently, squatting
down to see it better.  “You’re such a long way from home, aren’t you?” 


It backed away with fear, then charged with a bark
and thrust of its head. I didn’t retreat, so the creature recoiled to cower. It
was shaking like a small dog, but was preparing to charge again.


“Is that a creature of Earth?” Mordon asked. 


Nila and Mordon shared an expression of shock/horror.
Vivian, on the other hand, relaxed when I proved to not be afraid of it. I looked
at Mordon and tried to keep my expression reassuring. 


“Yeah, you could say that. He is from Earth, but it’s
even worse than that. This is a Diictodon, a reptilian creature from the
Permian period. The Permian period is the last period of the Paleozoic Era,
when the world only had Pangaea. It has been dead for over two hundred fifty
million years.”


“Is it normal to know so much about extinct beasts?”
he whispered to Vivian. 


She shook her head. “That’s just Dylan. He would go
to class half dead with injury or sickness, but if there was a prehistoric
nature special or something on ancient scripture, there was nothing that could
get him away from the TV. He could tell you if it’s male or female without
looking up its skirt.”


“Skirt? I think I’m confused.”


“He’s male, thanks for asking,” I said. They all
stared at me. “Diictodons mate for life and live in pairs. Males are bigger
than females,” I explained. When they continued to stare at me, I pointed
behind them. “That one over there is smaller, so this must be the male.” They
all looked to see another of the reptiles cowering in a corner. “Why are they
not digging? Diictodon live in spiraling burrows.”


“Maybe they just arrive today,” Nila suggested, “or
maybe they cannot dig in Dios soil.”


I nodded. “That’s possible. They look healthy,
though, so they could make it.” Of course, I was by no means an expert
veterinarian of ancient, extinct animals.


“Are they dangerous? If I let them live, they kill my
people?” Nila asked. 


“No, absolutely not. They’re herbivores, and very
resilient. I think you would be fine to leave them be. If they’re the only pair
that made it here, they will probably have babies and then they will die out
without any others to breed with. They will make a few borrows and might be a
bit pesky, but they wouldn’t hurt anyone. At least this pair and their babies
can live out a comfortable life without having to hide from…” I trailed off as
I remembered what else lived in their time. 


“Dylan? What is it?” Mordon asked. 


I stood up. “This is bad. This is very, very bad.”


“You said he was an herbivore,” Mordon said. 


I looked at him and tried to school my expression,
not for his sake but for Vivian’s. I wanted to keep her from worrying, but I
didn’t want her unprepared. “The Diictodon is. However, if he’s here, what else
could have found itself here? I always thought the Gorgonopsid was fascinating,
but I don’t want to meet one.” 


“Just because these two little guys are here, that
doesn’t mean anything else from their time got here,” Mordon said. 


I nodded. “You’re right. But how did they get here?
How can a little ripple cause these two animals to be on another world, nearly
three hundred million years after their extinction? Why them and what else?”


After walking for a few hours, Vivian had to find a
rest spot. Nila left Mordan and me in a library with a guard watch over us
while he took her back to the throne room. The guard just stood at the door and
glared at us. At least I think he glared; it is hard to tell a goblin’s
expression. We looked over maps, but neither of us could read the Dios
language, Dego, so the books were useless. 


“Can you use your book to translate?”


“I have never tried it for reading. Plus, I was only
successful at it that one time and it gave me a massive headache. Is there
something you need to know about Dios? Nila told me a lot about it before.” 


Mordon sat Sammy down on the fur rug, but the child
immediately started crawling away. Mordon ran after him and pulled him back.
After a few minutes, he gave up; it wasn’t like Sammy could get out of the
room. Mordon and I sat at the table. 


“Well, I’m not much interested in the history, but we
did not get to do much on Earth. What I saw was exciting… after the rain
stopped. Here, we have seen a forest and a kingdom. I want to see more.”


“I told you this kingdom wasn’t like your father’s,”
I said.


“No. It’s darker and older. My father’s is very
extravagant and rich. I hate my father’s castle, but this place is kind of
peaceful.”


“While we’re on the subject, we will hopefully
survive this. So if you left your father for good, what are you going to do
now?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll settle down
somewhere. Or maybe I’ll travel and take jobs as I need. I want to become a
wizard, maybe work at a school. Maybe I can teach magic.”


“What about your last name? Your apprenticeship? Is
your father going to hunt you down?”


“Well, since I am his only son, he probably will.
Besides, he would never have given me my name until I took his position, which
I never planned to do. I can break my apprenticeship with him and find another
wizard to take me as his apprentice. Then I can file for an adoption name. I am
really not sure what I will do about my father. He can’t really make me go
back… I don’t think he can.” He looked less sure of himself. “I can’t go back.”


“If he tries, you can scare him off. Just speak
English and roast him with your slightly warm fire. Don’t most sago call the
Guardians ‘demons’?”


“Mama.” Sammy was standing beside Mordon, pulling at
his shirt. 


“Just a minute,” he answered. “If I go back to my
father, he will marry me to some girl just for the power. I want my own life.”


“Mama!” Sammy demanded. 


Mordon’s eyes went wide and he looked at Sammy. “Did
you just talk? Your mother said you can’t talk. Was that your first word?” He
picked Sammy up and held him. 


I couldn’t keep the laughter in anymore. I probably
should have tried to stay in my chair, but I couldn’t breathe over my laughing.



“What is your problem?” Mordon asked. 


“He called you mama!” 


“So? I guess that he can’t pronounce Mordon.”


“Mama is what babies call their mother!”


Mordon was speechless, possibly mortified. Sammy was
innocently knocking stuff over on the table. The next thing I knew, he picked
up a small quill jar and threw it at me. It hit me square on the head and it
hurt. 


“No! Sammy, that was bad!” Mordon scolded. 


Sammy looked up at him with a confused expression. 


“It’s alright,” I said as I sat back in my seat. 


“No, it’s not. Sammy needs to learn not to hurt
people. Sammy, that was bad. You hurt Dylan.”


“Mordon, he’s been throwing everything in his hands
at me since we met. This time he didn’t miss. We need to be consistent with
him. If you laugh every time he throws something at me, then you scold him when
he hits me, you’re just going to confuse him.” 


“Mama,” he cried again. 


We both looked at him and he pointed at his diaper.
Mordon looked like Sammy just slaughtered a puppy. He tried to hand him to me,
but I backed away. “You suggested I didn’t touch him.”


“I was wrong.”


“No, I think you were right. I’ll walk you through
it.” I dug through the baby bag and pulled out a diaper and wipes. “Lay him on
the table.” 


He did, and Sammy watched us expectantly. Luckily we
found a trashcan and a pitcher of drinking water for Mordon to wash his hands
with. 


“I hope he doesn’t do that often, because I’m not
doing that again.”


Mordon sat Sammy on the ground. The baby immediately
stood up and walked off. “I wonder if there’s a leash in the bag,” I said. 


This time, there was a warning; we could hear the
ground groan. Mordon ran and picked up Sammy while I tried to get the baby bag
off my shoulder, but the strap got tangled in my book bag. The goblin guard
seemed prepared. 


The ground started shaking when I felt a presence
trying to press in on me. It was like an aura of hate and hunger and heat
trying to push itself into me. My magic didn’t like that; the energy inside
heated up and formed a barrier against the intruding entity. It was effective
and the presence wasn’t able to get in. Finally, it gave up.


The guard wasn’t so lucky. Mordon brought Sammy over
to me just as the guard, now possessed by the demon, created what looked like
blue fire. The ground stopped shaking. I looked over at Mordon to see his
fingertips were slowly changing into claws and his eyes turned black. I covered
Sammy, still in Mordon’s arms. 


Why didn’t the demon just possess Sammy when he
had a chance? We have to get away. We have to get out of here.


We both held Sammy between us and waited for the
demon’s attack. Time passed… Nothing happened. “Dylan,” Mordon whispered.
“Dylan, you need to look.” 









Chapter 6


Edward


 


I sat on a bench by the water and pondered the situation for as long as
I could. I had no idea who here knew where the Stone of Iodus was, and I could
find nothing in the books. The world was too large to search and without my
magic, I couldn’t track it down. It was a rare occurrence that I couldn’t think
my way out of a situation. Many times I have dealt with people that knew
nothing of other worlds, but never had I dealt with a population that despised
magic. 


I reached into my bag to feel my deck of cards.


There was no indication it had rained at all that
day, despite the storm I saw for myself that begun the night before. The sun
was setting, but the people milling about didn’t head in out of the awakening
dark. There was a loud cracking sound and I turned to see Cylo standing behind
me, soaking wet with a confused and frightened expression. 


“What happened to you?” I asked. 


His legs gave out and he fell in the sand. “That
statue in the library attacked you when you looked away. You disappeared. I
tried to find you, but the rain… The storm got so bad and then the water got
inside… there was something in the water.” His voice was shaky with shock and
fear.


“What do you mean, something in the water?” I took
his arm and guided him to sit on the bench. He was shaking, but I didn’t think
it was from the cold water. In more than two thousand years of living, I
learned that there was more in this universe than I would ever know.


He pulled up his pant leg, showing me an awful bite
on his calf. It looked like a canine bite except for two particular punctures
which looked like a snake bite. It had already stopped bleeding, but the bite
was deep enough that it shouldn’t have. 


“Something was in the water. It broke open the door
and dragged me out of the library but all I could see was rushing water. I
heard a sound… it was like thunder but there was no lightning. It sounded like
it was coming from the flood and not the sky. I got my foot free and stood up…
and I was here.”


“Okay. Help me find your friend so we can leave this
place.”


We went back to the residential area, Cylo with an
obvious limp. When we arrived at a particular door, he knocked, and the door
opened to a petite young girl about Dylan’s age with large sapphire-blue eyes.
She only came up to my chest and looked like I could crush her with a firm
grip. Her thick, peach-colored hair flowed freely past her waist. Her white
attire was a sort of dress that covered her front and back but was held
together by thin golden belts and it did not hide her sides. Her eyes went from
me, to Cylo, and then back to me. 


“Hello, Mio,” Cylo said in Lilat. 


She frowned at him. “What brings you here, Cylo?” she
asked, her voice as delicate as she looked. “With a friend?” she added, looking
back at me. 


There was no attraction in her gaze, only curiosity. 


“We’re looking for the Stone of Iodus,” he said. She
turned and went into her room. Cylo followed quickly and I entered cautiously. 


Her room was sparsely decorated with a bed and a
desk. The walls were white and floors were wooden. It really did not suit the
girl who looked like she needed jewels and fine oils to keep her happy. She
quickly drew up a map worthy of a cartographer, stopping only to get Cylo a
towel to dry off with.


When she handed the finished map to Cylo, she had a
hesitant look in her eyes. “I need payment for this,” she said. 


To my surprise, he tilted his head to expose his
neck. She pulled him close, leaned up, and sank two glittering fangs into his
neck, then proceeded to drink the flowing blood. Anyone who walked in at that
moment would think it was an intimate affair, except that when she opened her
eyes, they had turned from beautiful dark blue to light and silvery as
moonstones.


All the beautiful girls are taken or monsters.


Before she took too much blood, Mio removed her
mouth, licked the wound closed, and let him go. “You need to leave before the
time field collapses. Stay away from the water.”


“What time field?” I asked.


“They cannot support all of us. You two should not
have come; now we all may die.”


“Why?” Cylo asked. 


“Just go,” she said. 


Mindful of her warning, I hurried Cylo out into the
hall. We went back to the docks without delay because I wanted to be away just
as much as Mio wanted us gone. At the docks, we met an old man with a friendly
smile. However, when asked to rent out a boat, he frowned. 


“I cannot let you boys take out a boat right now with
the storm.”


I looked out over the night waters. The huge moon
illuminated the still water and millions of stars lit the sky. “What storm?” I
asked.


“It is there, can you not hear it?” 


I listened but heard nothing other than gentle waves.
“No. We must go, though. Thank you for the warning, but I will leave this
island tonight with or without cooperation.” I didn’t like the fear Mio had
shown towards us. For whatever reason, she felt us being there was a danger to
them and it had something to do with this mysterious storm. 


It would have been much faster and easier with my
magic, but Cylo finally convinced the man to sell us a boat with my Duran
money. Sadly, it cost us a lot of time as well. Getting the boat into water was
easy, but we had to turn around three times until Cylo could figure out the
map. After a short, heated argument, we were on the right path. I hoped we
would get to the private island midday the next day. Cylo took the opportunity
to sleep, probably worn out from being snacked on by both a water monster and a
beautiful girl.


 


*          *          *


 


Laying five of my cards out across the wood felt like
dripping water on a wet canvas. The magic in the cards was still there, but
fading every minute. I folded them out in formation and started turning them
face-up. When I tapped the card on the upper right, I felt Dylan’s energy. I
hesitated before moving onto the others, leaving his unturned. The card on the
top was always the hardest to read; the soul. Half the time it was just a
playing face, but this time, it came through for me. It displayed what looked
like the eye of a reptile… but I couldn’t remember ever knowing a reptile with
ice-blue eyes. 


The card on the upper left was just clouds. So the
past was changing, we all knew that already. The card below that was
interesting; it displayed an empty cradle. That could have meant many things,
so I hovered my hand over it and closed my eyes. With my own self empty of
energy, I felt the ghost of magic from the card seeping into my skin. Behind my
lids I saw a dark room. I was not in this room and couldn’t feel if it were
warm or cool or even the gravity. There was no indication of what world this
was or if it was in the past, present or future, but there was a child here.
Though it was just a little too dark to see, I knew the cradle was there in
front of me. There was something else in the room.


I opened my eyes and took my hand away from the card.
The card on the lower right was something new as well. It was the image of a
storm over water. Obviously that would be helpful to understand when on a small
ship in the middle of the ocean, and the card in the lower left was always the
special card. Using these cards, I could see many things. When playing someone,
I could see their soul. This was never my real purpose for using these cards;
it was to see what was coming. Interpretation was sometimes easy, sometimes
difficult. I touched the card and felt the wetness. I thought it was the water
from the storm, but it was too warm. When I brought my fingers away, they were
wet with blood.


Something was coming tonight and someone, or
something, would die. Overall, it was a very unhelpful draw, but I could blame
that on myself; without my magic to guide them, what else could I expect?


The image on the card was fading, and when I checked,
so were the others. I held my hand over Dylan’s card, assuring myself it was
his energy I felt. I had seconds to decide whether or not to look before the
magic in the cards was gone. It was always a tossup with Dylan. I never knew
when I would regret looking or when it would save the day. 


I needed to know. I had used my cards to protect my
brother for two thousand years and Dylan for three. There has been many times
in my life that I regretted it, but for those few times that I was able to save
them, I would continue to turn that card over when it came up. I could live
with my regret.


I turned the card over.


 


*          *          *


 


Just as I was getting settled into the quiet night, a
screech came from above. Flying with stone wings was the rock creature from the
library. And it brought friends. The one in lead landed at the steer, then
reached up with its clawed paw and turned the wheel. I tried to scare the beast
off, but all I accomplished was a furious hiss from both heads. Three other
creatures had taken a grip on the edges of the boat and were trying to turn it
manually. Despite their success in turning the boat around, we continued in the
same direction.


There was a loud cracking sound, nearly drowned out
by sudden thunder. In an instant we went from having a completely clear sky to
being in the middle of one of the worst storms I had ever seen. When the ship
tried to shake apart, the beasts let go and landed on deck. One of them grabbed
a startled Cylo by the shirt and dragged him back to the others. Instead of
eating him, they formed a protective circle around him and faced the storm,
ready to strike. 


I turned the ship back in the right direction for the
little good it might do. The boat was rocking hard enough it could tip over any
moment. On reflex, I reached for energy. Nothing. No magic at all. What good is
a Guardian without magic?


I have lived my whole life with the understanding
that throughout time and evolution, the creatures in the sea were far more
dangerous than anything on land. This includes plagues and demons and magic…
everything except people. And in a two thousand-year-old user of magic, this
creates a sense of invincibility. Not a virtue, of course, but nothing has
killed me yet. The problem is that as a Guardian, I have faced beasts much
bigger and meaner and louder than me and walked away. I have even swum in the
waters of Duran that are inhabited by the largest and most fearsome beasts.


When I first discovered my powers were stilted on
Earth, I was still young and adaptive. I disliked the drag on my power, but I
was never in danger. Since I could remember, I have had magic, and it came
naturally to me. It never failed me. My entire life, eternity as it felt like
sometimes, I have faced creatures bigger, faster, but never more dangerous than
myself. Yes, I faced Vretial in a way, but it was in Tiamat’s shadow with the
supposed protection of Erono. 


But now I had no magic. I was just a man with skin
that could tear and bones that could break and blood that could spill. Without
my magic, I had no god or spells to protect me. It was the worst time to fully
grasp that, but it was the moment I stared death in the face for the first time
and saw it for what it was. 


The creature rose from the water dramatically and
slowly. It was in no hurry to devour its trapped prey. Really, I could have
gone my whole life without seeing this beast, and I very nearly did; the
creature was partially invisible. Only when water rolled off its dark brown,
leathery hide did the flesh became visible, so as it became less and less
translucent, I knew it chose to be seen. It was a water creature that was
invisible when wet. I could not see much of the body, but the four long necks
rose high above the boat. Atop every neck was a different head, each snarling
and ready to attack. 


The head on the left had a really long and narrow
snout full of jagged teeth that stuck out because they were too large for its
mouth. This head swallowed prey whole. Its eyes were on the side and fairly
small, so I assumed it relied on hearing instead of sight. I couldn’t imagine
an aquatic monster would have a good sense of smell.


The second head from the left was more flat and wide
with short spikes all over. Its eyes, set on top of the head, were big and
yellow. Its teeth were smaller but with its mouth open, I could see at least
three rows. The muscles in its neck and the sheer size of its mouth implied
that it had a very strong bite. 


The third head from the left had the distinct mouth
features of a frilled shark with a slightly more snake-shaped head. Its eyes
were large with slit pupils. Personally I thought the frilled shark, one of my
brother’s favorite sharks, had a friendly look. Somehow this beast did not pull
that off. 


The head farthest to the right was the smallest but
by no means the least dangerous. It was rounder and a short snout which ended
with two husks pointing down like fangs. The two teeth in between the husks
looked like fangs, while the rest of its teeth were more like a canine’s. This
was the one that had bitten Cylo, but I figured, after seeing the actual size
of the teeth, it must not have had a good grip.


I reached into my bag and pulled out a dagger. I knew
it would do little good, but maybe I could take out an eye before dying. The
thought came to mind that Dylan would be okay, and how glad I was that I did
not bring him with me this time. Of course, it occurred to me to think of my
children, but I couldn’t imagine a single one who would care what happened to
me. I was two thousand years old and knew only one person who would truly care
if I died. 


The two heads pondered the stone beasts while the two
on the left turned to me. The head with the narrow snout went around to the
side of me while the spiky one hung back. I held my dagger out and dropped my
bag from my shoulder to move easier. The narrow snouted head started to strike,
far too fast to get out of the way, but instead of my delicate flesh, its
jagged teeth met hard stone. One of the winged beasts had put itself in front
of me. 


The monster shook the smaller beast before letting it
go and roaring. Several of the formidable teeth were lost in the process. The
little gargoyle hobbled with a damaged front leg until it stood in front of me
once again. One good sway on the ship in the storm nearly knocked the poor
creature over. It flapped its wings for balance. 


The two heads currently trying to attack Cylo were
having similar results, as the stone creatures were not letting them get the
man. The head with the husks suddenly pulled back with a roar of anguish and
blood pooling from its eyes. 


Long-snout and Spiky took advantage of the
distraction to attack together. Instead of me, they attacked the gargoyle.
Long-snout got a good scratch on his face, but Spiky took the gargoyle by its
stone wing and slung it into the ocean. It cried out a miserable sound and sank
swiftly. Another took up in front of me, but I knew the water beast could
easily pick them off now. I tried to pull the creature away so it wouldn’t die
like its companion, but it stood its ground. 


Ice-cold, little fingers grabbed my hand in a gentle
grip. If it hadn’t startled me so much, I would not have looked. Beside me
stood a little girl with long white-blond hair and dark blue eyes. She wore a
white gown very out-dated for this day and was barefoot. The rain beaded off
her skin, hair, and clothes like she was coated with oil.


She didn’t even look at the water beasts, just at me
with her large, trust-filled eyes. She held out my hand and placed Dylan’s iron
pentagram in it. The metal was cold to the touch, but burned instantly. The
burn flowed up my arm and throughout the rest of my body until I was filled
with so much magical energy that I thought I would burst. My skin felt tight
and my muscles cramped. As the water beast moved to attack I raised the
pentagram like a shield. The little girl stepped off to the side. 


I did not think malicious thoughts or of spells I
used often… The power burst out of me, through the pentagram, at the threat.
“Burn.” The growl was ripped from my mouth as the magic was from my body. There
was no instinct or thought, just the magic destroying the enemy. It wasn’t even
fire that left the pentagram but bright white light that hit the water monster
in the spiky head. 


Every head let out the most horrifying screech and
withered in pain. The monster died in seconds and slipped back into the ocean.
The storm quickly disintegrated until it was calm and silent. 


My body was drained and my muscles sore, but I
managed to remain on my feet, barely. I went to help Cylo up, who was shaken
but unhurt. The little girl was gone and the winged beasts took flight again.
Instead of flying back to their island, each gripped a part of the destroyed
ship and guided it back. Without them, we would have sunk. 


“We could have died,” Cylo said, shaking. 


“No, we could not have,” I responded. 


He looked at me. “Why not?”


“Because then I would not have done what I needed to
do to help Dylan.”


“Why are those statues helping us? Why did that storm
appear out of nowhere? Are they never going to let us leave?” As he finished
his ranting questions, we came upon the dock. 


On the shore, about a hundred people where waiting
for us. The gargoyles let go of the boat as soon as we were safely at the dock
and flew off over the island. Mio, standing at the head of the crowd, threw
herself into Cylo’s arms. 


“You saved us!” she declared. 


“Why is no one afraid of the stone creatures?” Cylo
demanded before she covered his lips with hers. 


“Because they were not threatening the people, they
were protecting them,” I answered since she was busy. 


A small man approached me. Being half of a pair
myself, I knew instinctually that he was Mio’s twin brother. His short
peach-colored hair and vivid blue eyes matched his sisters, as did his small
frame. 


“You are correct; they have been protecting us for
months. One day, a storm came in and brought death with it. The creatures came
the next morning and chased the death off. We were scared of them, but
eventually learned they were here to help us. The storm came back, though, so
the creatures put us in an alternate time frame.”


“A what?” Cylo asked. 


“A parallel dimension of time. Like being a moment
before or after the rest of the universe. When we came and when the storm came,
we were in the same dimension as the rest of the world. So was the sea monster.
The people were in a different space, like a bubble overlapping us, which we
could not hear or see. When the water monster came, the gargoyle put me in that
bubble, but then had to chase you down to save you, too.”


“That was too much strain on them and would have
collapsed the bubble,” Mio said. “They could barely hold it with everyone
else.”


“That makes no sense. Time bubbles do not exist.”


“I agree,” I said. “These creatures are not meant to
be… but they are, so let it go.”


“Well said,” the man said. “I am Kai. Did my message
help you?” 


“The paint on the mirror?”


“It was difficult to write a message across the time
field and make the noise to draw you there,” he said. 


“I am sorry to disappoint you, but no, it did not
help at all. You should have wrote, ‘the stone creatures are your friends, stay
away from the storm.’ That would have been helpful.”


He frowned. “I will keep that in mind.”


“So how do we return to our time?” Cylo asked. 


“We are in our time. When we were in the ocean, the
stone creatures tried to turn us around because we were too close to the edge
of the time field. Once we broke through the time field, the water monster was
ready for us. Its death caused the entire bubble collapsed and everyone was set
back in the right time.”


“Oh, someone wanted to see you safe for himself,” Kai
said as if he forgot something.


Several people in the crowd moved and the little
gargoyle that had sank into the ocean hobbled forward. It wasn’t until I saw
him on the ground that I realized it really was a little gargoyle, just
slightly more than half the size that the others were. It saw me and hobbled
faster. 


I remembered the day I found Tibbit, who had been
injured by a rumbustious child that broke his wing. I made the little boy leave
the bird alone, but then the bird followed me home, hopping and walking and
flapping one wing. I healed his wing but he wouldn’t leave. Ronez suggested I
keep him, and so I did. Tibbit was named so because he was very small, but he
grew very large until it was a joke of a name. I knew Tibbit bothered Dylan, but
the bird only did it to get a reaction out of the young Guardian. He certainly
didn’t deserve the relentless attacks from Shinobu. 


The gargoyle stopped in front of me barely in time to
avoid knocking me down, and put his paws (surprisingly careful with his claws)
up on my thighs. With no idea what else to do, I pet the one of the stone heads
and then the other. 


“Most of them never act like that,” Kai said. “We
think he is a juvenile.”


“Well, we need to get going, but we destroyed this
ship and I have no money left.”


“Take one as a gift for killing the storm monster.” 


After thanking them, we took a modest little boat.
However, we were unable to leave alone. The little gargoyle clambered into the
boat right behind me and was impossibly heavy. He refused to be separated from
my side. It appeared he marked me as his to protect.


Just as the sun was rising, we spotted the small
island that was our destination. According to Mio’s map, that was the location
of the troll king and the Stone of Iodus.


“Before we get there, I want to ask what happened
with the storm monster back there,” Cylo interrupted the quiet morning.


I pulled out the iron pentagram. “A gift… from my
nephew or my brother, I’m not sure. This belonged to my brother before he died.
It is a focus tool in magic and it also stores energy and spells. I gave it to
my nephew because it seemed right. The magic that was stored in this had to
have been my nephew’s; it was remarkably dangerous and unstable.”


“You are willing to face the troll king without your
magic?”


“Yes. It might be easier to do with Hobble,
here.” I decided giving him an English name would be fitting, so Hobble sounded
good to me. 


Our boat hit the sand quietly and we got out. Cylo
tied it to the nearest tree, but I was more worried about us being caught and
imprisoned than our boat escaping. Experience has taught me that if I acted
like I belonged somewhere, people assumed I did, but I never attempted it
without magic as a backup.


The island was strangely tropical with jungle trees
and a large beach. We only had to walk a little ways through the forest to come
to the troll king’s private home. Then we had to stop and stare. 


Having met trolls on Dios, I had prejudices about
where they should live and what they should do. Ronez thought they should all
live under bridges, but I felt that was silly since they hated water. 


Perhaps trolls on this world were a more aristocratic
lot. The house was nothing short of a mansion and one tower short of a castle.
It was gothic, tall, and menacing with dark stone for walls. The windows were
dark, but there were guards on duty at the doors. Most surprisingly, the guards
were people, not trolls nor demons. 


“What are we going to do, give up?” Cylo asked.


“Don’t be silly. That would be silly,” I answered. 


“I really hate trolls and I do not want to end up in
their dungeons.” 


“Except those are people, not trolls. People are
easily fooled.”


“By magic,” he said.


“Yes.”


“But you have no magic.”


“You have a point. What about what they took from
you? Are you just going to leave that behind?”


Before he could respond, Hobble rushed out of our
hiding spot. He ran, as best as he could, towards them with his wings flapping.
The two guards took one look at the rushing gargoyle and ran, one into the
mansion the other off into the forest. The stone creature looked at us as if
asking us what we were waiting for. We entered the mansion meeting no obstacle.


I pet both heads but stopped when Hobble made an odd
purring sound. Dylan must never see this creature or we would have a new pet
that we didn’t need. 


Inside the mansion was just as large and lavish as
the outside. The floor was stone, the walls were red, the ceiling was high, the
staircase was huge, and the furniture was delicate and looked uncomfortable. We
followed the sound of people into a hallway, at the end of which were two
guards. Once again, they were not trolls, but they were dressed in smaller versions
of troll armor. They did not directly look at us until we were obviously
heading for the door they were guarding, and then they frowned at Hobble before
looking at us.


“The king is not to be disturbed at this time,” the
guard on the left said. He was older with graying hair, while the other was
pretty young and couldn’t keep his eyes off the two-headed stone creature. 


“We have an important message that he needs to get.”
I pulled a scroll out of my bag. Of course, the scroll was blank, but he couldn’t
see that and this particular lie had proved useful hundreds of times. The
scroll was very official paper with a wax seal and a red ribbon. The mystery of
the contents was half of the trick. No one could resist a secret letter. 


“What is it?”


“For the king’s eyes only.” 


“Who is it from?”


“For the king’s ears only. All I know is if he
doesn’t get this now, he will be very angry later. I would hate for you two to
be the ones that stopped him from getting this.”


“He did not say he was expecting a message.”


“He is not expecting it yet, but plans changed and
drastic measures are taking place,” I answered. Using official and dramatic
language, it was easy to pull off the confidence that was necessary for this
particular lie; I just hoped Cylo wouldn’t give it away. I couldn’t afford him
a glance. 


The older one frowned and the younger guard looked to
his companion for direction. 


“Jone, go on break now,” he said. The young guard
hesitated and then walked away. “If the king asks, I did not let you in.”


He opened the door and Hobble stumbled in ahead of
us. This room was built like the rest of the mansion, but was sparsely
furnished. A large fireplace, currently unlit, dominated the far side of the
room. On either side of it was a large bookshelf filled with old books. Three
chairs sat facing the rest of the room. The one in the middle was huge with
what looked like blue crushed velvet. The ones on either side were much smaller
and red. The middle chair was currently occupied by the largest man I had ever
seen. Standing up, he would be nearly twice my height and three times my girth
in solid muscle, and I had never been called a small man. This man had the size
of a troll but without fat or the confused, blank stare that all trolls had. 


I was not dealing with the simple-minded, slow trolls
of Dios.


Cylo bowed, as I guess was appropriate, but I
couldn’t bring myself to be smaller than I was in the troll king’s presence. I
realized the king was studying me the same as I was him, not sure what to make
of me. 


The only other person in the room, the woman in the
chair on the right, stood. She was tall for a woman, only slightly shorter than
me, with black hair to her waist and emerald green eyes. Her long, silver dress
made her appear thinner than she was, but I could see plenty of muscle
definition. She was more warrior than arm ornament. 


“Who are you?” she asked in Lilat with a tone that
demanded attention. She was clearly the queen here and knew her position well. 


“I am Cylo,” the poor man shook. “I came here to get
something back that was taken from me.”


Neither royal figure showed any change in expression.
I thought they would be angry and insulted at being accused of stealing, but
they showed no sign of such. 


“What was taken from you?”


“I lost my memory and cannot remember what it is. I
just knew if I came here that I would get it back. I could feel it the moment
this man told me where he was going.”


Then the queen turned to me. “And who are you? What
are you doing here?” she asked. 


I had a choice to make on the spot; spin a lie or
tell the truth. Certainly they would not allow me to take the Stone of Iodus.
Royal people were not reasonable like that. Just as I opened my mouth to lie,
the door burst open. A tiny little girl, no older than five, ran inside. She
didn’t even look at us, just ran to the king and tried to climb into his lap.
He picked her up and held her with an uncanny gentleness for his size. 


For how closely she resembled the queen, I knew she
was their daughter. She had shoulder-length, straight black hair and sharp
green eyes that were currently filled with tears. Oddly, she had inherited none
of her father’s size. Maybe only male trolls were that big. She wore a puffy
black dress with silver trim and red jewels. 


“What happened?” the queen asked, her voice now
gentle and kind. 


“I was eating and one of the gou took the food out of
my hand.”


“Did it hurt?” the king asked. She nodded and buried
her head in the space between his arm and chest. He held her hand and gently
kissed it. “Better?” she nodded again. 


The queen turned back to us and the softness in her
gaze quickly vanished. “Now, back to the strangers who have barged uninvited
into my home.” 


After seeing that show of emotion, I really did not
want to lie. She may be a queen and married to a troll, but she was a person
who had something to protect. “I am Kiro, the Noquodi of Duran,” I said, giving
the queen a small bow. Cylo gasped in shock and even the queen looked a little
startled for a moment. “I came here when Rasik, Noquodi of Kahún said that he
was losing his magic. He wanted my help, but I really came for selfish reasons.
You have the Stone of Iodus, capable of opening a hole into the void and
contacting the demons. I need the stone.”


“The Stone of Iodus would also bring magic to the
lands, and our people hate magic,” she said. At least it wasn’t my head she
demanded. 


“I understand that, but the matter is more important.
Your Noquodi is losing his magic because the world is losing it. Although you
can block the magic from being accessible, it still makes up the fabric of your
world. Without magic, your planet and consequently your people will die.”


“And calling up demons will save this world?”


“No, I need to make a deal with them to help my
nephew. My nephew will save this and every other world.”


She glared now. “Who is your nephew, saver of
worlds?”


“Dylan Yatunus, my brother’s son. He is the Noquodi
of Earth with more power than any other Noquodi so far. He has made a goddess
fall in love with him, and fight for him. He has power of no limits, but he
only helps others with it.”


“And why should we believe you that this world will
die without magic?” the king asked. Obviously his wife was the wiser of the
two. 


“Have you not seen odd things happen that were not
meant to be?” I asked. I pet Hobble’s left head. “This creature, for example,
and others of his species, put an entire community of people in a time bubble
to protect them from a sea creature that will not exist for many thousands of
years.”


“A sea monster?” 


“A sea monster that will evolve on Vaigda in many
generations.”


“A sea monster from another world… how do you know
this?”


“Noquodi know things. A long time ago, it came up in
a card. Right now, there are a lot of futures being taken away. I can help, but
only with the Stone of Iodus.”


The king and queen looked at each other and I knew
they were communicating silently. How they were doing it without magic, I
didn’t know. Without waiting or confirmation from her parents, the little girl
climbed off her father’s lap and pulled her necklace from where it was tucked
in. It was a large emerald on a strong gold chain. 


“The Stone of Iodus is a jewel?” Cylo asked. 


“No, it is the little girl,” I answered. 


Now the queen’s face showed shock. “How do you know
that?”


“Because the emerald is pulsing with power, but it is
the child’s power. The jewel is a diversion for anyone who would go after the
Stone of Iodus. Why else would it be called ‘the Troll King’s Heart’ if it were
not something the troll king loved?”


“This proves you are one of the Noquodi, but not that
your intentions are honorable,” the king said. 


“Oh, my intentions are not honorable,” I explained.
“While it is in my nature to help everyone and nearly impossible for me to
ignore the needs of others, I am here to help my nephew. His intentions are
honorable; I care most that he is okay when this is over. In fact, even the
success of his mission is secondary.”


“I believe you are being too honest, now,” the queen
said. 


The little girl came to me with her mother close
behind and held out her tiny hand, which I took gently. This girl was not used
to strength, especially from men. I figured men would avoid her for fear of
breaking the small girl. 


Her eyes changed from dark green to light green as
everything since the moment I woke up in the goblin cell flashed through my
mind. The little girl was looking at what I had done. Finally my short
adventure ended and then something new happened. A crack formed in the middle
of the room and grew. The only thing inside that I could see was bright white
light. This crack felt malicious and permanent; a crack formed in more than
this world, which would affect many worlds. It was jagged like jaws. 


The bright white within was a trick… a trap. It may
have looked light, but inside there was darkness. It was an end to all things.
She had opened a hole to the void.









Chapter 7


Mordon


 


When we were not immediately attacked, I opened my eyes. I had seen
something in the demon right before I closed my eyes, and I wanted another
look. Dylan, Sammy, and I were alone on a beach. No demon, no people, no
buildings or cities that I could see. To one side was a forest and to the other
was endless sea. The sky was overcast, like there was a storm, and the wind was
wet and chilly. “Dylan,” I whispered. He didn’t move. “Dylan, you need to
look.” 


He did. “Where are we?” he asked after a moment.


I sniffed the air and could smell clean, wet water,
forest, and sand with a hint of metal. “We are above ground. Even the forest
room of Dios had a smell of dirt and lack of sunlight.”


“Well, we’re not on Dios anymore; the gravity is
different.”


“Earth?” I asked. 


“No. About the same gravity as Earth, but my magic
feels funny, like it’s trying to figure out where we are. Like my magic is
trying to find a signal to narrow down our position. I don’t like it. What do
you smell?” he asked.


“The ocean, sand, the forest, and metal.” 


“Ocean? What do you smell particularly that you call
it ocean?” he asked. He didn’t ask about the metal.


I sniffed again and the cold breeze stung my nose.
“Water and salt.”


“That’s it?” He dug through the baby bag, pulled out
a small blanket, and tried to wrap Sammy up in it. Sammy frowned at Dylan like
he wasn’t sure what was going on. “What about the forest?” Dylan asked. 


“Dirt and plants.”


“Then we have a problem,” he said. Of course we did.
“Where are the fish in the ocean? The animals and bugs and birds in the
forest?”


I hadn’t thought of that… We had a problem. Sammy
started to cry and squirm until I had to set him down. “What’s wrong?” I asked
Sammy.


“His energy. Look at his energy,” Dylan said. 


I focused my energy on the energy around him.
Shocked, I confirmed it by smelling his magic. “His power is being blocked.”


“Yeah, contained. Edward had said that everyone has a
magical weakness on one or two worlds. Maybe this world is his weakness. He’s
probably crying because he isn’t used to it.” The moment I let go of Sammy, he
wrapped his tiny arms around Dylan’s knees. Dylan picked him up and he ceased
crying. 


I sniffed again. “Interesting. His magic is masked by
yours,” I said. Dylan frowned at Sammy and the little baby frowned right back. 


“Maybe we should head into the forest. I don’t like
being out in the open.”


Just as we turned, there was a disturbance behind us.
The waves grew as a large object rose out of the sea. Far larger than us, the
alien object was made of a dull black color that resembled an animal’s hide,
with solid wings that curled downward. The body of it was about as round as I
was tall and narrowed into a pointed nose. Two small ports opened above the nose
of the object, much like eyes. Dylan tried to hide Sammy between us.


“I don’t like this. Those look like a good place
to shoot from.” 


“Magic?”


“I’m forming a shield.”


Unfortunately, he was powerful enough that as his
protective shield formed, the energy became visible. It was like electricity
trapped in glass. Dylan was not subtle when it came to protection.


The ports suddenly lit up with a purple light, which
grew to encompass the entire beach. I barely felt myself hitting the ground
before I was unconscious. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to blinding lights and a baby’s wailing. After
a few seconds, the light dimmed and I could open my eyes. Everything was white;
sterile white. I was in a very small room, on a tall, narrow bed with a clean
white sheet. Someone had replaced my clothes with a pair of thin pants and a
thin, short-sleeved shirt that snapped together with four plastic snaps down my
right side. White, of course. The wall to my left was mirrored, the one to my
right was glass with a glass door, and everything else was white. Beside me an
electronic monitor showing what looked like my heartbeat. 


Through the glass wall, I could see Dylan in an
identical room. They had replaced his clothes with a white outfit matching the
one they gave me. He was just waking up, probably due to the wailing that was
coming through unseen speakers. Across from Dylan’s room was Sammy in a small
glass cradle. He was standing up and crying his head off while three men stood
with unsure looks on their faces. They were dressed in matching white uniforms
and I assumed they were some kind of personnel. One of the men gently pushed
Sammy down and started to change his diaper. The baby instantly stopped crying
and stared at the man like he was the weirdest thing in the world. When the man
sat him back up with a satisfied smile on his face, Sammy started crying again.
He stood up and tried to reach for Dylan.


Now Dylan was fully awake, likely from the increased
screaming. He was off the bed in a blink and attempting to get the connecting
door open. 


That must have been encouragement enough, for the
risk-taking man picked Sammy up and cautiously approached the door. However,
instead of opening it, he demanded something in a foreign language and waited.
Dylan did nothing until the man repeated himself, and then the Guardian slowly
backed away from the door. Just as slowly, the man opened it. The other two
followed him into Dylan’s room with the same reluctance, as if Dylan was a wild
animal. Sammy squirmed until the man set him on the floor. Sammy tumbled into
Dylan’s arms.


The man pointed to the bed and spoke calmly, but
Dylan backed away and held Sammy tighter. 


“I think he wants you back on the bed,” I said
in his mind.


“Yes, I know, but I don’t want to be lying down
with them in the room. Did they do anything to you?” he asked. 


I got out of the bed and went to the connecting wall.
The floor was freezing and smooth as glass. Dylan backed up to where I was, but
didn’t turn to look, probably able so sense me by his side. “Not that I know
of. I think this is a hospital. They gave you Sammy, so I think we should stay
calm and be nice.”


I knocked on the door gently. One of the men came to
the door and waited until I moved back to the bed. He entered and shut the
door, then softly asked something of me. I sat on the bed. As Dylan once told
me, treat everyone as your friend until they prove otherwise. 


The man looked friendly enough. He was a little
taller than me, a little thinner than me, and a lot older than me. His hair and
eyes were very shiny silver. A slight sniff uncovered no ill intentions.


Smiling politely, he indicated that I lay back and
checked the device beside the bed. The monitor disconnected from the rest of
the contraption and became a wireless, small glass screen, which he waved
slowly over my head and down towards my feet. I looked down as it was above my
stomach and saw that it was displaying all of my innards.


“Oh, yuck,” I moaned. Then I laughed. “Dylan, you
should see this.”


When the man was done, words of some language
appeared in black on the glass. He set it aside, picked up what looked like a
small plastic pencil, and held it out to my mouth. I frowned, but opened my
mouth. He stuck it under my tongue, then removed it.


The screen flashed words and the man frowned. He
asked me something, but with no indication, I had no idea what he said. I
looked over at Dylan, who had submitted to the same examination. 


The man raised a small, thin, flat object to my mouth
and said something. I opened my mouth, but he merely repeated his request. 


“I do not understand. I do not speak your language,”
I said carefully in Sudo. The object made a buzzing noise. 


“Sudo assimilated,” said the object in a small,
electronic voice. 


The man smiled. “We can finally communicate,” he said
in Sudo. While the pronunciation was perfect, his lips were moving to foreign
words. “We could not translate to your language until we knew what language you
spoke. My name is Vlen.”


“I am Mordon.”


“Can I ask for your family name for my record or does
your culture not have them?” he asked, picking up the screen again.


“No, my culture does, but I have not. I do not yet
have a family name,” I said.


“Interesting. What world are you from?”


Duran was so against foreigners, but this man seemed
like it was an everyday occurrence. “Duran. I am sago. And what world am I on?
Is this Malta?” I asked.


“You are very lost. You are on Vaigda. I wonder how
you got here. Your companion is very powerful. Did he bring you here?”


“I don’t know. He doesn’t know where we are, either.”


“Mordon? Why do they suddenly speak Sudo?”
Dylan asked me. 


“Because I spoke Sudo and apparently they have a
translator. It picked the language up. We’re on Viagda.” 


“So this guy says. He also asked me if I am the
Noquodi of Duran. I said no.”


“You didn’t say you were the Noquodi of Earth?”


“He didn’t ask about Earth. I told him I’m sago
and gave him my Sudo name. However, I’m pretty sure that thing he stuck in my
mouth took my DNA. They probably know we’re not both sago.”


“You are half sago. Surely they will see that and
assume you have no knowledge of your human lineage,” I told him. “What are
you going to do to us? How long do you plan to detain us?” I asked Vlen.


“We mean you no harm. We are simply making sure you
are healthy and free of illness. Once we are sure you do not bring a dangerous
pathogen to our citizens, you will be free to leave.”


I looked over as I heard the man in the other room
speak quietly to Dylan. He shook his head. “I’m fine. I just want to be left
alone.”


“What’s happening?” I asked him out loud. Sammy
looked at me and giggled. 


“Their scanner thing found that some of my bones had
been broken and healed wrong. They want to fix them. I’m not letting anyone
rebreak my bones.”


“I can fix your bones with no breakage or skin
tearing. It will be over very quickly,” the man with Dylan insisted.


“No. Unless something is infected, leave it alone,”
Dylan demanded stubbornly. 


I sighed. “Duran’s gravity is heavier than your
bones were built for. If they healed wrong, with the extra weight, you could be
at risk.”


“My father was sago.”


“Yes, so your bones and muscles are probably
denser than a human’s, but not as much as a full-blooded sago’s. Let them
help.”


Dylan groaned and laid back. Sammy snuggled against
his chest happy as could be. “Will it hurt?” Dylan asked. 


The man who had been watching us back and forth
hesitated before responding. “Yes.”


He took a large metal wand and the other man came
forward to hold Dylan’s leg down. The man with the wand twisted the metal and
it shot a light down into Dylan’s left thigh. He shouted with pain and Sammy
started crying. The lights flickered and the wand went flying into the wall.
All three men turned to stare at Dylan, who was trying to comfort Sammy. 


“You should have let them help you, wimp,” I told
him. Sammy stopped crying and looked at me. 


Dylan shot me a glare. “I didn’t do it.”


“Sammy did it?” I asked. He nodded and I grinned. “He
was trying to protect you. How cute.”


Sammy must have understood my tone because he giggled
and reached his arms out for me. “Mama!”


Just like that, I wasn’t grinning anymore; Dylan was.
Vlen held up a silver metal bracelet. From where, I had no clue. He snapped it
around my wrist and I tried not to freak out. “What is this?” I inquired. 


He seemed taken aback by my loud tone. “It is
identification.” He held up his own wrist, which had an identical band. “It has
your name and medical afflictions, and includes your clearance.”


“Medical afflictions? I’ll have you know I am
perfectly healthy.”


He swallowed. “Yes, of course. Your genetics are very
strong and your blood is clean, but your core body temperature is high and so
your metabolism is greater than ours. If something does infect you, something
your body cannot fight, the symptoms will incapacitate you very quickly.”


“Trust me; my body can fight any pathogen. I have
never been ill.”


“Have you been poisoned?”


“Hasn’t everyone?”


He looked startled and unsure for a moment. “This
monitors your health and alerts others if you are in danger. It also works as a
translator. This has Sudo programmed. It speaks to others around you, so when
you walk near someone, your band will tell theirs that you speak Sudo and
theirs will tell yours what they speak. Then, when you speak Sudo, they will
hear their language and---”


“How does it do that? I can see your lips are moving
with your language, but I only hear Sudo.”


“Oh… Vaigda’s technology is more advanced than
Duran’s technology, I am afraid I cannot explain how it works to someone who
did not grow up on Vaigda.” 


In other words, he thought we were dumb. I was a
failure as far as being a prince went, but I was never called slow for being
sago before. 


“It keeps track of your currency as well. Without
this, you could not get food.”


“But I have no currency of this world,” I said. 


“Every independent visitor is automatically given a
fair amount of currency in order to obtain food and housing. Your son cannot
have his own, but you and your companion have been given enough extra currency
to provide for him.”


“My what?” I asked.


“My WHAT?!” Dylan demanded at the same time, holding
his wrist out like the bracelet was a snake.


“Do not worry. We know he is not your biological son,
but we do not outlaw adoption. We know some worlds do not allow it, but we
believe adoption is honorable.”


“Wait. Dylan. If they think Sammy does not belong
to one of us, they may take him away. They think we adopted him. They cannot
think we stole him.”


“I’m more worried about the ‘we’ part. How about
you be his daddy, and I’ll be his uncle.”


Sammy reached out for me again. “Mama!”


“You are half human; they’re not going to believe
we’re brothers. I think we should just not agree or deny anything except that
we take care of Sammy.”


Dylan sighed and considered it. “I am going to
need a lot of Divina after this.”


I echoed his sigh. “Don’t rub it in my face. I
couldn’t get a girlfriend as a prince. Now I haven’t even a name.”


“Oh, but you’ll be a hero when we defeat the
demon, and the hero always gets the girl.”


“The only girl so far is Vivian and I doubt Nano
would like that.” “So I am clear of sickness? I can leave now?” I asked
Vlen.


“You are. We still need to examine the baby, though.”


“Then let me in the room while you do. I doubt Dylan
would let you near him otherwise.” The man thought about it, then went to the
door. He slid his hand against a black rubber pad and the door slid open. I
hurried through the door when he looked at me expectantly.


Dylan sat on the edge of the bed with Sammy in his
lap. The child beamed at me when I sat next to Dylan and I tried to propel
himself into my lap. I took him and he snuggled against my chest.


The three doctors faced us, obviously unsure if we
were a threat or not. 


“They want to examine Sammy,” I said.


“I know. Can we avoid it?” 


Dylan was emitting discomfort. Sammy just looked up
at us as if asking what we wanted to do. None of the men had malicious
intentions, but that didn’t mean they understood humans or babies enough not to
accidentally hurt him.


“I doubt it. The last thing they need is for him to
have a common Earth cold and it spreads like the plague here.”


“Edward said that the books keep that from happening.
We didn’t worry about it on Dios.”


“They don’t know that. And I am not sure the books
brought us here.”


“Then what did?”


“I think we know someone who could help you,” Vlen
interrupted. We all turned to look at him. “I know you are a Noquodi.”


“I prefer the term Guardian.”


“As you wish. The point is, we are much more open and
hospitable to travelers than Duran. You are not expected to know our customs,
but we are very insistent on good health. All health care is free and easily
accessible. For the Guardians, we are especially hospitable and will do what we
can to make your visit enjoyable. I must insist your child is screened for
infection, but it is for his own good as much as ours. Then our Guardian will
meet with you. I believe he will be able to explain to you why you are here.”


“Did he bring us here?” I asked. 


“I do not know. Please lay your son down to be
screened. He will not be harmed at all.” 


After a long hesitation, I laid Sammy down on the
bed. 


“What is his name?”


“Samhail Green.”


The man who examined Dylan waved the screen over
Sammy and I had to look away; I didn’t want to see his tiny baby organs. Dylan
had also looked away, with a noticeable green tint to his face. Afterwards, the
man stuck the black stick in Sammy’s mouth and then frowned at the screen.
“Interesting family you have. You are half human, half sago?” he asked Dylan.
Dylan nodded. “And the child is half dile and half human?” It was my turn to
nod. Dile must be the name of the people of Dios. He looked at me. “You are
mostly sago… but a little of something we cannot identify. What are you?” he
asked me. 


I shook my head. “Completely sago.”


“Not according to our tests. We were hoping to
identify it in the child, but his genetics are clearly and purely human and
dile.”


“Well, your tests are confused. I am purely sago.”


Dylan snorted. Sammy arched up and head-butted Dylan
in the chest. Dylan grunted. “The kid could break a rock with that skull.”


“Sammy, I told you to be nice,” I scolded the baby.
He held up his arms for Dylan to pick him up. Dylan did and Sammy rubbed his
face against Dylan’s chest in apology. 


“Either way, Samhail is perfectly healthy.” He
snapped a tiny metal bracelet on Sammy’s small wrist.


“Nice to hear it,” a voice said behind us. 


Having known Kiro and Dylan for three years, I
recognized the Guardian who entered for what he was. There was no mistaking the
ancient power of a Guardian. Even though Dylan was new to being a one, his
power was as ancient as the worlds. Every man had a different natural scent. I
thought Dylan was just unique, but I realized as I faced this man that each
Guardian also had a different power scent. 


While Kiro had the type of face where his age was
indeterminable, this man did not. He looked barely older than Dylan, which was
extremely irritating when I could smell that he was nearly as old as Kiro.


“The Guardian of Vaigda?” 


“The one and only. Nice to meet you. I am Shiloh.”
Shiloh looked friendly enough. He had short, medium brown hair done in a proper
style and medium blue eyes. His skin was just tanned enough to clash with his
brilliant white clothes.


“Dylan.”


“I have heard so much about you, Guardian of Earth.
Apprentice of Kiro Yatunus. Brought down the dark god, Vretial. There are quite
a few prophesies about you, too.”


“It was Tiamat who defeated Vretial.”


“But not without the help of her Guardian. I could
feel you drawing on the power of my world. Vaigda helped you, not Tiamat, of
its own will.”


“How does he check out?” Dylan asked me.


I drew in another, deeper breath, full of the scent
of Shiloh. Dylan smelled a lot of power and a hint of ink. I thought that was
because he was a Guardian, but Kiro and Shiloh smelled different. Shiloh
smelled of ancient power and a dusty library. He was self-aware,
self-confidant, and ambitious, but I smelled no malevolence or betrayal. 


“He smells all right.”


He turned to me and smiled. “And you are?”


“Mordon. This is Samhail.”


“Nice to meet you, Dragon Child.”


“What do you mean? I am sago,” I answered. 


“Of course you are. Would you like to know why you
are here now?” he asked Dylan.


“Then you did bring us here?”


“No, I do not have that kind of power. To bring you
to my world without your names in my book is impossible.”


“Then who did?”


“You,” he said. He walked out a solid white door and
led us through well-lit, pristine white halls. “I understand you grew up as a
human with no knowledge of the other worlds. Then you spent the duration of
your Guardianship on Duran.”


“That’s right,” Dylan said.


“A world that is quite suspicious of outsiders. A
rather close-minded world. I am afraid you have had a sheltered and narrow
experience of the universe. If you do not mind my saying, I had asked to train
you myself. Tiamat thought Kiro was better because of Ronez.”


“You know a lot about me. Do you know Kiro is my
uncle?”


The Guardian paused and considered him. “No,
actually. The gods wanted you to go to Kiro because he was the most closely
related to the last Guardian of Earth. I did not know you were actually Ronez’s
son, but you look very similar. I am sorry you lost him. Your father was a very
good man. Sometimes irresponsible, often eccentric, but always a friend.”


“So I’ve heard. Tiamat gave me the chance to say
goodbye to him, but I never really knew him. Nano knew he was my father,
though. He also said some of the gods are turning against me… again.
Apparently, they all wanted me dead when I was born.”


“Nano gets a lot of information from Zer. A lot more
than the rest of us get from our gods. I am afraid that your relationship with
Kiro does not help your case. The gods are ancient and a private species. They
have survived the death and creation of the universe, and to them, everything
they cannot control is a threat. They took a risk on Kiro and Ronez. Then you
were born. You grow more powerful every day, you are related to Kiro, and you
will stand up to a god. The more Tiamat defends you and fights for you, the
more they are suspicious of you.”


“Then why haven’t they killed me yet?” Dylan asked.
Sammy started fussing and reached out for Dylan. I handed him off and he laid
his head on Dylan’s shoulder.


“Because they need you.”


“This demon? I haven’t exactly done much good. I’ve
just been running from it.”


“Oh, this goes way deeper than the demon. You
probably know by now that the demon has torn holes in the universe. This is
causing time and space to collide. I think this will help explain.” He
indicated a doorway to a room completely devoid of light. As we walked in, I
could see from the light of the hall that we were walking on a glass bridge.
The door shut behind us and light lit the whole room. 


Surrounding us was a colorful hologram of the planets
and space. “That’s Earth!” Dylan exclaimed, pointing to a small blue and white
planet above us. 


“That’s Duran.” I indicated a bigger blue planet.
“Mine is bigger,” I said, just to bother him. 


He opened his mouth to retort, paused, and nodded.
“Yes, yes, Duran is bigger. But Earth has showers.”


Shiloh did a fancy hand movement and the worlds spun
away, leaving a dark place, littered with dim stars and areas of pure darkness.
The light bent into this darkness.


“Black holes,” Dylan said. “This is what’s left of
the outerworlds.”


“Yes. This is where you and your goddess saved all of
the other worlds. It is also where the problem started.” Suddenly, it was as if
the air was made of cool blue gridlines and bubbles. Then the space that
surrounded us flattened into a thin field waist high. “This universe was born
as two universal membranes connected for an instant. It produced an explosion
of creation. This was because of the war of the gods. However, the other two
membranes are still affecting our universe. Dark matter and dark energy are the
matter and energy from other universes affecting ours. The dark matter holds
our universe together, while the dark energy keeps it expanding. The more the
universe grows, the more dark energy there is, and the faster the universe
grows. Understand that there are more types of energy than nominal and
physical. 


“This is the universe as a two dimensional
projection. The lines are the natural function of time and space. The bubbles
are mistakes and choices, which is actually perfectly normal. Some bubbles were
created because someone messed up time. It is like an alternate universe.
Others are people born in the wrong time or decisions that affected too many
things. This is natural. But what we see here is not. Do you see it?” 


“Yes,” Dylan said. 


“See what?” I asked. He pointed off to a spot of
gridlines. There was a half-formed bubble in the middle of some tangled up
gridlines.


“It was torn. It’s like a scar now. Look, all over
the place, there are tears and scars and bubbles that are punctured or
malformed.”


It took me a while, but I could slowly see what was
right and what wasn’t. The projection moved until we were back where we
started; only now I could see the wounds in time and space clearly. Most of the
damage was to Earth, which was riddled with scars, and many of those scars
reached out to another planet.


“Why Earth?” Dylan asked, obviously nauseated.


“I cannot be sure. Most likely because of you. Pull
out your book.” 


Dylan pulled his book out, which was glowing with
blue light, opened it, and turned to the page I signed. Lines shot from the
pages to certain scars on the planet. 


“This is happening to other Guardians as well. Our
books are suffering the damage of our worlds. The more connected to our worlds
we are, the more damage to our books. The gods are in danger as are their
worlds. It is up to the Guardians, and we cannot do it without you.”


“What?” Dylan gasped. He really looked sick now.
“What can I do?” 


“Mordon?” Shiloh turned to me. “You are just as
important in this.”


I shook my head. “I’m just along for the adventure.
The only strength in magic I have is my fire.” 


He gripped my arm and turned me to face Dylan. I
didn’t like people grabbing me. “Look at him.” I did and just saw Dylan.
Unsatisfied, Shiloh twisted my arm back until it hurt. I tried to get out of
his grasp, but he held me tighter. 


“Let go,” I said. However, my voice sounded growly as
my teeth and eyes itched. When my fingers grew claws, I was able to scratch
Shiloh across the stomach. He let me go and I faced him. Shiloh was glowing the
same blue light that surrounded us. He even had scars on him. 


“We are all suffering the effects. Now look at
Dylan.” 


I did so, but this time Dylan was glowing, too. He
wasn’t glowing blue, but green. It was an eerie, alien, calming green; the same
color he emitted when healing someone. Sammy was glowing some blue, some green,
but also absorbing Dylan’s green glow. 


“What do you see?” Dylan asked me.


“I don’t know. You have no scars like Shiloh, though.
Shiloh is full of the same energy as the rest of the room, but your energy is
green.”


“No, Dylan’s magic is healing the time and space he
touches. For us, if we touch a scar or bubble, we become affected. For him, he
heals it. That is why we need him. In order to protect you, Samhail, and
himself, he used the damage already caused by the demon to construct a bubble
that transported you here. He created a tear here and then healed it behind
you. For the time being, he can travel to any world at any time. That green
energy surrounding him is not regular magic.”


“What is it?” Dylan asked. The glowing faded as my
eyes and teeth itched. I looked down to see that my hands were normal again. 


“You are a Guardian. You are entirely human and sago.
And while you use mostly nominal energy, you also produce energy that is on a
different frequency. Using this energy, you can affect the field of time and
space. You can also control physical energy directly without nominal energy.”


I could feel his mind working furiously before his
expression became a picture of devastation. “I am so stupid. How do I
even remember to breathe, I’m so stupid. It bothered me three years ago
and I forgot about it.” 


I could feel his disappointment in himself, and I
didn’t like that one bit. “What?” I asked.


“Tomie wasn’t speaking English. Three years ago, she
wasn’t speaking English, and damn me, I didn’t figure it out. I let it go. I
never let anything go!”


“Figure what out? How did you understand her back
then? You didn’t even know Sago then.”


“Because a god’s power can translate.”


“So? Vretial’s magic made you able to understand
her.”


“But you don’t understand!”


“I usually don’t. You start talking and I just nod
along with you and watch your face for clues how to react!”


“Nominal energy is not that powerful; it cannot
translate words. Edward has books he can’t read because he doesn’t know the language
and there is no magic spell to learn or translate a language. He told me, but I
was too stupid to get it!”


“I still don’t get it. Didn’t you use your book to
translate for us?”


“That’s it. I thought I did, I thought I was using
nominal energy, but I wasn’t. It doesn’t work that way.”


“So what were you using?”


“God energy,” Dylan said. 


Shiloh smiled sadly. “Yes.” 


“How did I get it?”


“No one knows, which is why the gods are so upset.
Furthermore, when you strain your power over nominal energy, you expand your
strength, but when you strain your power over physical energy, you produce more
god energy. When you connected to the worlds and drew on their power, you were
using both the energy you produced and the nominal energy you could draw.”


“Is this the magic I use to heal?” he asked.


“The energy you produce can be used for anything. You
can use the power of any world with this energy. You can contact any god and
any Guardian. You can use magic even if you are unable to use nominal energy.”


“So I can talk to Kiro?” he asked. 


I felt a chill go down my spine.


“Yes, you can, but if you do, the other gods can find
him. Kiro is hiding for a reason. Do you trust him?”


Dylan nodded. “Then trust that he’s got a good reason
to hide,” I answered for Shiloh. Dylan looked at me. “He must trust you to take
care of yourself.”


“So what exactly is it you want me to do?” Dylan
asked Shiloh. 


“I had heard that you were fairly sarcastic, not that
you were blunt. There are three things I would like you to do. One of them is
to help put the universe back together. I can help you by introducing you to
other Guardians and gods. It would be up to you to obtain their assistance. You
need to be on their world in order to heal it. We will also protect you from
the gods that want to destroy you and the demon.”


“So to clarify, you want me to convince others to
help me, like building a little magical army, and then you want me to heal all
of time and space.”


“Yes. The latter should be the easier part. We will
transport you to the places you need to be. From the scarring, you can see that
the universe is trying to heal and balance itself. When you heal pivotal places
and time fields, the universe will spread that healing.”


“And the third thing you want me to do?” he asked. 


Shiloh grinned and I decided it couldn’t be a good
thing. 


“The gods are not bad, but they have too much power
and too much suspicion. The Guardians are treated as servants with no say in
things. We need to be able to make decisions. I believe you should have been
trained by multiple Guardians, and others believe you shouldn’t have been. We
need to be able to get together and make informed, majority decisions.”


I knew where this was going. “You want to create a
council,” I said.


He smiled at me. “That is correct. I want the
Guardians to form a council that will deal with situations such as an attack,
new Guardian, or a Guardian at risk of his god. We can deal with projects
together instead of individually.”


“And you want me to be a member?” Dylan’s sour
expression portrayed what he thought of that idea. “Not that I don’t think it’s
a good idea, but I am too young to make a decision that important.”


When Shiloh took a step closer to Dylan, I stepped in
between them and disguised the move by taking the sleeping Sammy. I remained in
between them, but Shiloh pretended not to notice. “On the contrary… I want you
to be in charge of the council.”


“Why would you want that?” he asked. 


“Because you are so young, for one. You will bring a
new, modern view to us ancients. We are so old that many of us are stuck in a
mind frame. Another reason is your magic. You could be a bridge of
understanding between us and the gods.”


“You want me to be a bridge between you and the gods
when they distrust me the most?”


“I want to help you gain their trust. It will take
time. You can meet with the Guardians and the more open-minded gods first. If
you help some of the gods, word will spread.”


Dylan looked at me. “You have political
experience. I don’t want to be a politician. I doubt Edward will go for it,
either.”


I thought about it for a few moments while gazing
around at the hologram. “I know you are not interested in politics, but it
sounds more like an opportunity to have a say in things. I agree with him that
you being young will be helpful. Old people like my father tend to create
unjust laws. He didn’t say anything about rules or laws, though. I think you
could be helpful. It would also help you to have some backup the next time the
gods don’t like something about you. However, if you do not want to lead, you
shouldn’t. At least not at first.”


“So you think I should decline leadership but take
a position on the council?”


“It isn’t even a council yet. I think you should
say that you are willing to consider a seat on the council when it is further
along. That way you are not denying or agreeing to lead. This puts you in a
position where you are not necessarily a threat but not a pushover, either.”


“Sounds good to me,” he said. He looked at
Shiloh. “I am willing to consider a seat on the council when it is further
along.”


“With your advisor at your side?” Shiloh asked,
indicating me.


Dylan smirked. “Of course.”


“Not likely,” I responded. “I just escaped a similar
life.” 


“You are very important to Dylan’s success.”


“As is Kiro,” Dylan insisted. He was so protective of
his mentor. I really could see that he cared for Kiro.


“He trained you. Of course he is important. But you
are going to have times when you will disagree with your master. You need to
decide for yourself who and what to trust. However, there will be times when
you need Mordon’s advice, and you will need to trust that he has your best
interest in mind. 


“Mordon will never betray me. He will always try to
do what he feels is right.”


Sammy started fussing, still asleep, and I handed him
to Dylan. Sammy stopped fussing and the idea came to mind that the energy Dylan
was producing made Sammy feel better in the lack of the baby’s own energy. 


Shiloh led us out of the dark into the bright white
hallway. I found the sterile, silent place to be a little depressing.


“Is this a hospital compound?” Dylan asked.


Shiloh looked startled. “No, we left the clinic. We
are now heading to the residential wing.”


“So everything is in one building?” I asked. 


Shiloh reached over to a control panel that seemed to
appear out of nowhere. When he touched certain areas of the smooth, black
panel, the entire side of the hallway became transparent. Dylan backed away
from the new floor-to-ceiling window, but I moved closer. 


Looking straight out, I could only see clouds and a
huge orange moon. When I looked down, there were bright city lights far below.
“We are in the sky.”


“Of course we are. This is one of the nicest sky
cities in the world.”


“And what keeps us floating in the sky?” Dylan asked.



“Science. If you will come this way, I will show you
to your room and you can get some food.” 


We followed him on autopilot, both in semi-shock.
While neither of us were afraid of heights, we were in a floating building. 


“Dylan? If I ever want to go on an adventure with you
again, hit me,” I said. 


“I think I’m going to retire. I think I should be a
bread-maker or maybe a librarian. Scratch that, not a librarian. Books are
dangerous. I can find a nice, safe grocery store and stock shelves.”


Shiloh led us through a maze of hallways until came
upon a small room. And by small, I meant that the four of us would fit with
very little space left.


“You have an elevator? Haven’t seen one of these in
three years,” Dylan said. 


He didn’t hesitate to enter the tiny room, but I hung
back until their stares got to be more uncomfortable than the lack of oxygen I
would face. The door slid closed as soon as I entered, but then slid right back
open… Except it didn’t open to the bright white halls. Now we were in a hall
with wood and dimmer lights. 


“Well, your elevators are a little quicker than those
on Earth,” Dylan said. 


“Only one room has been prepared for you due to a
temporary increase in visitors. What better time to celebrate a holiday than
when the universe is dying,” Shiloh said.


“What holiday?” Dylan asked.


“It is the holiday of peace. Once a year, for four
days, we celebrate the goodness of the people and gods. We have been leaving
the gods out of the holiday more and more over the years. I suspect it will
someday be the holiday of people.”


“So your people know about the gods and Guardians
pretty well then?” I asked. Duran seems to be sorely mistaken on several
important aspects.


“Oh, yes. Our god has no reason to hide. I know Duran
is very much kept in the dark, and I hope that a council of Guardians can fix
that.”


“That may be unwise. I think it should be a
planet-by-planet bases,” I interrupted.


“Why?” Shiloh asked.


“Because if the people feel like their god is hiding
the truth or even lying to them, some will turn against their god. Everything I
have heard about them suggests that they will not take kindly to being so
mistrusted. Besides that, even more secluded worlds would take it as lies and
threats to their beliefs. What would happen if you told people of Earth about
you being a Guardian?” I asked Dylan. He thought about it for a moment.


“They would try to lock me up. Either in jail or an
insane asylum. Even if I showed them magic, most people would say it’s a trick.
A few people could even be convinced, but it would just become another
religion. No, I do not think Tiamat and the other gods should be revealed to
humans.”


“Well, that would make a good point to make on a
council.”


“Yes, but it can also easily be argued against. See,
most do not want to know. However, they all have the right to know the truth
and decide for themselves what to believe. Very often the right thing to do is
unclear, unfair, and seemingly wrong.”


We were now walking through a hallway lined with doors,
each with a black panel to the right side. Shiloh led us to one particular
door. “Put your identification band over the locking pad. For the duration of
your stay on Vaigda, never take your band off. It is water proof, and the doors
all lock automatically. You need them to get food, also. If you are found alone
without one, you will be arrested and taken to the nearest clinic.”


Dylan put his hand over the black panel. With a happy
beep, the door slid open to lavish chambers. The ceiling was high, the walls
were dark paneling, and the wooden floor had lush furs scattered around. A set
of cushioned chairs sat in front of a huge fireplace. Several interesting
paintings on the walls did not make a clear image so much as a pattern of
colors. There were two doorways from this room. 


Shiloh led us through one to the kitchen, which
consisted mostly of clear and black glass and silver. There was a large glass
table in the middle of the room with four chairs and a baby chair that Dylan
had called a highchair. Here were many glass panels in the wall as well as a
stove and a sink. Everything gleamed. One of the black glass panels was very
large, and the one in front of the stove actually had a small shelf built into
it. The far wall of the room consisted of a sliding glass door, which led to an
extravagant garden.


When we went back in the former room, Shiloh showed
us through another; a bedroom. The floor was wooden with furs like the entrance
room, but the furs were all white. The walls were made of layers of white fog-glass
panels. Along the ceiling were purple lights shining down on the fogged glass,
which made them glow.


The room was sparsely decorated, consisting only of a
bed and a bookshelf that took up an entire wall. The bed was high on a platform
with three wide steps all the way around it. The blankets and pillows on the
bed were dark blue.


“What about Sammy? He can’t sleep on a bed like
that,” Dylan said. 


Shiloh went to the wall to the right of the bed and
pressed on one of the glass panels. They quickly slid behind others and a small
cradle slid out of the wall, which made a clicking sound when it was fully
emerged. 


“And where’s the bathroom?” 


Right next to the exit door, Shiloh pressed another
glass panel. This time, many panels moved to reveal a doorway to a bathroom. On
the far side of the room, the wall was made of pebbles and stones. Water flowed
down the stones into a basin with very brightly colored fish swimming around.
White lights pointed down on the waterfall, illuminating the room with a soft,
comfortable glow. On the left wall was a large glass box. Opposite of it was a
solid black toilet and beside that was two black sinks. Gold spread over the
black sinks like cracks. There was a wide mirror over the sinks with glowing
light around the edges. The floor was stone, but smooth.


“Are all guest rooms like this?” I asked.


“Well, you are special guests, but for the most part,
yes. The people of this world value beauty, science, and magic. Most feel that
all three are the same thing. Are you unimpressed?” he asked. 


It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me.
“Why would I be unimpressed?”


“You haven’t touched anything. Most people touch
things they think are beautiful.”


“Oh, it is nice. I think the technology is
fascinating, but I grew up in a lavish castle, so I don’t need lavish to be
happy.”


“I think it’s cool, too, but I learned not to touch
breakable things and I haven’t really gotten out of that habit,” Dylan said. We
returned to the bedroom and Dylan laid Sammy down in the cradle. 


Shiloh touched a place on the wall to the left of the
bed and the panels moved to reveal a closet, stocked full with clothes. “In
case you want to change clothes.”


I looked down at the sterile hospital clothes. “Where
are our clothes?”


He pulled out a hanger with the green shirt Dylan had
worn. “They have been washed.”


Then I thought of my bags that I left in the Aradlin
forest. I really had nothing sentimental other than pictures, and my clothes
could be replaced, but I hoped some draxuni puppy did not try to eat something
of mine and choke. Everything should have been safe in the dragon’s cave.


“How do we get something to eat?” Dylan asked. 


Shiloh showed us to the shelf by the sink in the
kitchen. “Ask for food. Sudo has been assimilated, but you have to ask for
something we have.”


“Can I have steak medium rare?”


There was a small beep and a steak appeared on a
black glass plate. Dylan’s jaw dropped open. “That’s so futuristic it’s not
even funny. How many years ahead of Earth are you in technology?” Dylan asked. 


“There is no comparison. Vaigda is the most
technologically advanced world by far. There are many wizards here who have
signed books and learned to travel, but they are all closely monitored to
protect our information from other worlds. Nothing is exported without my
explicit permission.”


“What about technological singularity?” 


“Artificial intelligence is regulated. Vaigdans want
to be the best in the universe; we would never make something smarter than
ourselves.”


“That’s what they want you to think.”


“What is technological singularity?” I asked.


“When artificial intelligence becomes more
intelligent than people and can start creating even more intelligent
technology.”


“Like a calculator?”


“Like an android, capable of creating a virus that
can wipe out the human race, and ambitious enough to want to. If an A.I. is
independent of people and develops self-awareness, it might think it’s superior
to us and try to get rid of us. Or even make us servants. Earth already has the
technology to destroy the world, and computer systems that can reason and
predict actions, but our technology has no self-awareness.”


“Why do you have computers that can predict actions?”


“Mostly to play chess. The point is, if you simulate
of life, you lose control of it. There is a boundary crossed when technology
stops being a tool and starts making decisions on its own. There are
advantages, such as sending a robot out to explore another planet, but when you
put them in charge of the weapons systems…” he trailed off, probably imagining
horrible scenes. 


“And that is why it is regulated,” Shiloh said. 


Dylan shook his head. “Nobody ever understands until
it’s too late.” Dylan took the plate and set it on the table. A hidden cabinet
above the sink held cutlery and dishes. He cut a piece of steak with a knife
and what looked similar to a fork. 


Dylan had once made me try a knife and fork and I
used them every chance I could since. “How is it?” I asked when he tried it.


“Tastes like steak.”


Shiloh left after that and I got myself a steak. It
was good, but I thought it needed some kind of sauce. Dylan laughed and said
that humans didn’t use as much sauce on their food as sago. Then we had to take
turns holding Sammy while the other ate, because Dylan’s laugh woke the fussy
child up. Dylan tried to give him some steak, but he spit it out, so we gave
him some fruit. He glared at the foreign fruit, then threw it at Dylan when
Dylan laughed at his disgusted expression. I wanted to laugh, too, that a baby
could make such a face. 


Apparently hunger won out and he tried some. He made
happy sounds and gobbled the rest down. “Maybe we should try to get him to
talk,” I said in English. I didn’t want to teach him Sudo.


“Mama!” he screamed, as if to prove me wrong, and
reached for me. Dylan laughed, and then ducked to avoid the flying bowl.


“Sammy,” I warned gently. He frowned as he realized
his mistake and covered his eyes with his sticky hands.


I gave Sammy a bath in the sink since Dylan looked
like he was thinking hard about things. Thoughts of the present slipped away as
I started wondering about what I would do when everything was done and the
universe was saved. I never earned my last name and I couldn’t very well use it
after running away; my father would drag me back in order to sell me off. I would
have to move somewhere like Shomodii until I grew older in order to not be
found. It wasn’t like I really had to hide from everyone, it would just be
easier if my father did not know where I was. I would have to figure out how to
change my legal records. Maybe Kiro could forge me a new identity, but I really
didn’t want to live on a plot of land alone in Shomodii; I preferred the city. 


A sudden pain in my hand made me look down. Sammy
frowned up at me in confusion, and there were baby teeth prints on my hand.
“Sammy, that wasn’t nice.”


“It’s because you were staring off into space for ten
minutes. He was just worried,” Dylan said, coming up beside us.


“Well, he should have said something instead of
biting me.”


The baby made a dramatic gasp. “Dada!” he screamed,
reaching for Dylan. 


Dylan got a green look on his face. “We need to get
him to his parents ASAP before he adopts us. I’ve been thinking that if we are
going to go all over the universe, we need to put Sammy somewhere safe first.”


“What about the demon? Won’t it come after him?”


“I wasn’t really thinking of dropping him off with
Vi; I was considering leaving him with another Guardian, maybe even Edward. If
we can find Edward without revealing his location, maybe we can hide Sammy with
him.”


“Why not go higher? Tiamat?”


“I think Tiamat has enough to battle with right now.
Maybe we can find Nano.”


“I think everyone is busy now. We should ask Shiloh
who can help us.”


“Shiloh himself might be able to. We can leave Sammy
with Vivian if Shiloh can draw the demon away.”


We decided to table it for now and go to bed. 









Chapter 8


Dylan


 


I woke to Sammy having a fit, which is even worse than waking up to the
screeching of an angry crow. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I opened them to
see Mordon trying to quiet the baby. 


“He doesn’t stop crying,” Mordon whispered. “I think
his lack of magic is bothering him.” 


I sat up and Mordon set him in my arms. He cried for
a few more seconds, then started quieting down. Once he stopped completely, he
looked up at me with a confused expression and then he laid his head against my
shoulder. I glanced up to see that Mordon’s eyes had turned black. 


“Um… you okay?” I asked cautiously. Mordon closed his
eyes for a few seconds and opened them to their normal color. 


“Yeah. I could see his magic even better than I could
smell it. It interacts gently with your magic. I bet that when he’s more
powerful, as in when we’re off his planet, the interaction will turn violent.”


“Hence, why I shouldn’t hold him under normal
circumstances.”


“I would say so. But, look what I found in the
closet.” He went to said closet and pulled out a papoose. 


“No,” I said. “I’m not wearing that.” 


He rolled his eyes. “You never know when you will
need your hands free, and if he fusses every time you’re not holding him, we
will have a hard time getting anything done.”


I sighed. It was too early in the morning to argue,
so I took the papoose and put it on. Sammy had fallen asleep, but as soon as I
laid him on the bed, he started waking up. The papoose had three straps around
my waist and over my shoulders that all connected at my back. Sammy settled
into the harness effortlessly and laid his head against my chest. I sighed
again. 


Sammy woke up just as we were finished with breakfast
in order to demand his own food. After putting him in the high chair, I gave
him eggs and fruit while Mordon went to shower. I heard a nice slew of my
favorite Sudo cuss words. At one point even Sammy stopped eating to stare at
the door we could hear Mordon through. 


“Everything okay?” I asked. 


“Not sure yet!”


Sammy and I looked at each other before he went back
to eating. Eventually Mordon came back in, dry and dressed in fresh clothes.
“Gave up on the shower?”


He just shook his head. Then it was my turn. With
Mordon watching Sammy, I ventured into the glass shower. There were many nobs
and buttons, so I guessed and pushed a button. A slight misting of freezing
water came out of the sprayer at the top. When that quickly stopped, I turned a
knob. Instead of more water spraying, I could feel really cold pressure all
over. It wasn’t even air, just pressure. I gasped and pushed a different
button, causing more pressure, but it pulsed in a pattern less unbearable. I
almost didn’t notice the loud buzzing sound. 


With the hope that I was now clean as I was dry, I
turned off the horrible thing and got out. I found a nice green, button up
shirt and what closely resembled jeans. After dumping half the contents of
Sammy’s baby bag, I went back into the kitchen. Mordon and Sammy were watching me,
waiting for my response. 


“On all sci-fi shows, they say sonic showers are
awesome. That was horrible. Hydrosonic showers are horrible. If that is all
this world has, I pity these people.” I put the papoose back on, fixed my book
bag and the baby bag so they weren’t cutting off circulation, and put Sammy
back in the harness. He smiled, happy as could be. “If you head-butt me, you’ll
be eating peas for dinner,” I warned him. He just grinned, laid his head
against my chest, and clutched my shirt in his tiny fingers. God, he was cute. 


We left to wander the halls, looking for Shiloh.
Finally, we came across someone in a uniform, stopped him to ask for
directions, and were directed to a dining room. There was a large glass table
where many people ate, so it took a few minutes to spot Shiloh talking with an
older woman. When he saw us, he greeted us and asked how we enjoyed our night. 


“The sleeping part was great,” Mordon said.


“The showering part was horrible. Do you use
Hydrosonic showers because we are in the sky, or does everyone use them?” I
asked. 


“No, the land cities use both Hydrosonic and full
water showers. The water cities use only water showers.”


“There are cities in the water like there are in the
sky?” Mordon asked. 


“Of course. Now, if you are ready to go, I would like
for you to solve the damage on this world first.”


“Why?” Mordon asked with suspicion.


“Because they have so much technology and magic that
simple wounds in time and space here could be catastrophic,” I answered.


Shiloh smiled. “Exactly.” 


He led us to another elevator and just as it had
before, the door slid open a second after it shut. We stepped out into an
enclosed garden, where a clear ceiling let in light for the mass of colorful
flowers and plants. Some flowers were tiny, but several were larger than Sammy.



The dirt covered floor was stone and there was a
small pond with a waterfall in the middle of the large garden. Within the pond
were more flowers. Mordon pointed out one group of flowers hanging from the
ceiling that looked like small, purple skulls with hoods. 


Shiloh led us out into another room, which was far
too classy to have an attached garden. This was similar to places on Earth like
museums or businesses; all metal, glass, and white plaster walls. Mordon looked
like this was the weirdest place he had ever seen in his life. We came to a
third room, similar to the last except it had shelves on the walls and ropes to
keep people back. The shelves were empty.


“What is this?” I asked.


“A museum. An empty museum. Artifacts started to
disappear slowly, but things outside the museum that were related started to
disappear as well. The more I try to help, the faster the damage grows.”


“Dylan.” 


Mordon’s eyes were black again as he glanced around. 


“I can see the tearing just like that hologram
showed. This place is full of tears and bright white holes and cracks.”


“Stay away from the white,” Shiloh warned, “that is
the void.”


“How do I heal it?” I asked. 


“I have no god energy, so I have no idea,” Shiloh
answered helpfully.


I sighed and unstrapped the papoose, then handed
Sammy to Mordon. “Okay.” I sat down on the ground and cleared my mind. I first
focused on my book and my connection with Earth. Slowly I could feel the warm
presence of my world; she was hurting, but recognized me as her protector. Once
I had that stable link, I focused on Duran. 


The larger planet was harder to link to, even though
I had been using its power for three years, but my name was in Duran’s book so
I knew I could do it. I also knew when I opened the link that Erono would have
access to me, but I had to trust that he wouldn’t strike at this moment. Duran
was in better shape than Earth. The magic of the world was highly in tune with
the people because so many of the people used magic, and that gave it a stability
Earth did not have.


With both worlds linked to my mind and power, I
reached for this new world. Vaigda was not the soothing innocence of Earth or
the hot aggression of Duran. It was ambitious. The people of Vaigda would
accomplish anything they thought up simply because they could. Dangerous.
Vaigda was dangerous, and the power was unstable. The world pressed against me
with curiosity, but not malevolence. I answered with a simple pulse of power,
not aggressive, but just as dangerous. It backed off and waited for my call. 


I learned something in that moment; magic was meant
to be controlled, not used. So many people use magic without knowing how to
control it.


I pulled out the healing energy within myself and
drew magic from Duran and Earth. Vaigda’s magic tried to fight the invasion,
but I forced the world to try harder to rebuild itself. The universe is
constantly trying to fix itself, it just doesn’t work when the souls of
different worlds are in combat. Duran and Earth magic joined with Vaigda’s to
repair the damage and block the void. I couldn’t see the holes like Mordon
could, but I could feel them through my link with Vaigda. When the damage
stopped growing and started to close into jagged scars, I released my own
energy to join with the others’. The scars healed over until time and space was
how it was meant to be. 


I opened my eyes to see Mordon and Shiloh in shock
and the room full of ancient artifacts. Then, all at once, my connection
snapped and I thought my head would explode. Vaigda reached out again to try to
sooth the wild energy inside me, but he wasn’t fast enough.


 


*          *          *


 


The annoying beeping told me exactly where I was; I
had woken up to the sound of a heart monitor so many times in my life that it
should have been my theme song. I opened my eyes and the lights automatically
dimmed. That was nice. 


After a few minutes, I was able to sit up. My head
still hurt, but it wasn’t agonizing. Mordon was sitting in a chair beside the
bed with Sammy curled up against his chest. The walls were glass and I
understood that we were back at the clinic on Vaigda. I felt Vaigda’s magic
gently brush against mine like a worried pet and I attempted to send calm
thoughts back, but I wasn’t sure it worked. 


Mordon woke at the sound of the rustling bed sheet
and blinked blearily at me. When he realized I was awake, he stood. “Are you
okay? Are you still in pain?” he asked. 


“I’m okay.” Or I was until I felt a sharp pain in my
jaw. “What did you do that for?!”


“You died! You stupid fool! You died and you’re
okay?!”


I didn’t realize I had died, and for some reason that
caused me to chuckle. “It wasn’t the first time.” I wondered if it would be the
last. “Owe! Would you stop hitting me?!” I demanded when he punched me again.


“No! I will hit you until you’re not okay because I
sat here for three days knowing you could die again any moment and that was not
okay!” 


I don’t think I had ever seen him scream so much, but
he was furious. This time he nearly broke my nose. I grabbed his arm and pulled
him into a hug, a little bit because he was my best friend and upset, but a lot
because I didn’t want to get punched again. “I was asleep for three days?”


“You were in a coma for three days. When you passed
out, we brought you here, but you died right before they could get to you. You
were gone for about a minute before they could get your heart to start again.”
He would have been referring to Duran minutes; one Duran minute was about three
of Earth’s. 


Sammy started wiggling around until Mordon had to
step away, but the little child got a grip on my arm and refused to let go.
“Dada!” the baby cried. Mordon handed him over. 


“Yeah, kid, I’m not your dad. Nano’s going to be
upset. What did Shiloh say? Is Vaigda okay?” I asked. 


He crossed his arms. “I don’t care how Vaigda is. I
told Shiloh to get out and not come back.”


I had to laugh at that. “I forget you’re younger than
me sometimes, but you always remind me. Guardian’s don’t do what they’re told.”


“Of course not,” Shiloh said, the door sliding shut
behind him. “That would make us servants instead of powerful warriors. Are you
feeling better?”


“If I say yes, are you going to hit me?”


“He better not,” Mordon growled. 


Sammy looked up to see what Mordon was upset about.
Shiloh laughed and came closer. Before Mordon could do anything, I felt a jerk
in Sammy’s power and Shiloh went flying back into the glass. It looked like he
had been shoved by a really strong person.


“Mine!” the baby screamed at him. 


Shiloh stood up quickly but kept his distance. “What
is that child?” he asked, staring at Sammy like he was a monster. 


“Protective,” Mordon answered. 


Sammy must have realized Mordon was calm now so he
laid his head against my chest… hard. I would have another bruise for my
collection. 


“What’s the status on Vaigda?” I asked. 


“My intention was for you to heal three pivotal spots
on this world and the healing would spread. Instead, you healed the entire
planet with one shot. When Duran and Earth retracted, your magic returned to
you, and between the hyperactive god energy, the overload of nominal energy,
and the snapping of the link between the three worlds, it was too much for your
body. Your powers and your mind are growing and adapting, but your body is
still young and not used to magic.”


“I have practiced magic for three years now.”


“Even a Guardian is flesh and blood. You can become
stronger, but it will take time, and even when you are as old as Kiro, you will
still be vulnerable.”


“Great, you’re almost as encouraging as Kiro. Really,
love the pep talks. You can stop now.”


“Glad I could help. When you are rested, I can take
you to meet Enki, god of Vaigda.”


“Enki? As in, the Sumerian god of wisdom and water?”
I asked. Immediately, I mentally flipped through every book, article, and
website I ever read, and every documentary I ever watched on Sumerian mythology.



Shiloh nodded. “Humans have heard of him, yes. Most
of the gods can be found somewhere in your history. I am surprised you
recognized his name, though. Did you study religion on Earth?” he asked. 


“Just as a hobby. Is he going to try to kill me?
Apparently all the other gods are.”


“Enki is a kind and wise god. He is willing to hear
you out. After you convince Enki that you are not out to destroy the gods,
Madus would be willing to listen to you. Madus always agrees with his favorite
brother.”


“I am ready to meet him now,” I said. Mordon glared
at me. 


“Then please come with me. The meditation room is
best for this.” Shiloh led us through the halls again, this time into a
different dark room. 


The only light came from a circular pond in the
middle of the room. The water was blue, but it glowed. There were two
multicolored fish swimming actively in the water. The rest of the room included
a dark padded floor and four cushions sitting around the pond. We each sat on a
cushion, except for Sammy, who sat in Mordon’s lap. 


“Close your eyes and clear your mind,” Shiloh said. 


I tried, but the room had a funny smell that was hard
to ignore. 


“You can open your eyes now,” a new voice called. 


I did. We were in a large white room, sitting in the
same positions. Everything was white and there was no point of light, but the
room was well lit. I felt the same as when Divina was talking to me in her
dream cabin. 


Before us was a man. Well, he appeared as a man, and
a frail one at that. He had short, almost wild white hair and warm brown eyes.
His face had laugh lines and wrinkles that came with age. The black suit he
wore was outdated. I could have easily pictured him as a kindly butler… Except
for his power. 


There was no doubt he was a god, as his power
radiated from him like a heavy heat. He leaned gently against the open air. I
looked over at Mordon, who seemed very uncomfortable. “What’s the reading?” I
asked out loud. I thought it would be impolite to talk in our minds in front of
a god. 


“He has no smell. We’re not really here, we’re still
in that room, so I cannot smell anything from him. I can feel it, though.”


The god laughed a gentle, kind laugh. “If you look
with your dragon eyes, you can see what you cannot smell, and you would regret
it. You should never look at a god through a dragon’s eye.” 


This was not a god who wanted to intimidate us, but
he was a god of wisdom, so I predicted a load of riddles. Situation assessed,
my drafted plan was to be as blunt and straightforward as possible. Maybe that
would discourage puzzles and the runaround. 


I stood and Mordon climbed to his feet beside me. “As
I am sure you know, I’m Dylan,” I said. “This is Mordon and the little one is
Sammy. Thank you for seeing us on such short notice, I’m sure you’re busy with
the whole universe collapsing and gods turning against each other.” 


He laughed louder this time. “It is nice to meet such
a respectful Guardian. I was expecting someone like your father.”


I hesitated. “Did you dislike my father?”


“No, not quite dislike. I disagreed with his methods,
but from what Tiamat tells me, you are more responsible. Sarcastic if nothing
else, but responsible in your job. She also tells me that you will do what you
think is right, no matter what the gods demand of you. I must say, I was one of
those who thought you should be killed at birth. Then you ended up helping
Tiamat destroy Vretial.” 


Well, whether or not he was about to spout riddles,
at least he was brutally honest. I wanted that when dealing with someone so
powerful. “Yeah, I hear I’m not just a Guardian.” 


“No. At first you were potential, either good or bad.
We had no idea how far your power would reach and we do not like threats. We
may not like each other, but we are all that we have left. There was a threat
that as you created energy like us, you could become as powerful as us.” As he
spoke, he was approached me, until he stopped just a foot away. “You proved
that you are a threat by killing one of us.”


“With the help of Tiamat.” 


He smiled, and this wasn’t the kind smile he had
before. “That’s right. The goddess who fights for you. Erono believes you have
tricked her into helping you so that you can use her to destroy more of us.
Tiamat is the youngest of us, the least wise. She always trusted Vretial.”


“My turn?” I asked when he paused. 


His smile grew a little kinder. “Of course. Go ahead.
Make me believe in you as Tiamat does.”


I never prayed. That wasn’t my thing, so I had to
guess how to talk to him without being heard by Mordon. I thought really
strongly and hoped he caught it. I need privacy.


And just like that, we were alone. “Is that better?”
the god asked. 


“Are they safe? They can’t hear us?”


“Absolutely. They are back on Vaigda and we cannot be
overheard.”


“Mordon doesn’t know Tiamat is Divina, and that’s not
my secret to tell.”


“And if he knew Tiamat was your lover, he would know
she is Divina. I understand, but why do you keep that from your friend? Don’t
you trust him?”


“Of course I do, but until Divina does, he will never
know. It is her secret that she can do with what she will. Now, to my defense…
First of all, there is nothing on heaven or Earth that can change that woman’s
mind. She may act like you can change her mind, but she’s only letting you
think you’ve won. I could never make her fight for me. I couldn’t make
her love me.


“But you did. Twice.”


“Both times were her own doing. She thinks I’m cute,
so that may have been a factor, but I can’t help it.”


“And how do you know her love for you is true? She’s
been known to seduce men for selfish reasons before.”


“Because she hates that she loves me.”


He frowned, stepped back, and then wandered slowly.
It never occurred to me before that a god would pace or move around
compulsively. 


“How does someone hate loving another? I was under
the impression that love is a positive emotion.” He paused his movement and
looked at me as if waiting for me to confirm his notion.


“It isn’t always. You can actually love and hate a
person at the same time, or love someone you can never be with. I know people
on Earth who would do anything to stop loving someone.”


“I see. But that can’t be the case with Tiamat.”


“She doesn’t hate me, but of course she hates loving
me. I am a weakness. Because of me, she has to fight the other gods. I know she
loves me because of that look in her eyes the moment she wakes and looks over
at me as if to be sure I’m still there. I know she loves me because she will
ask me to open a jar for her as if she weren’t strong enough. I know she loves
me because she looks ill every time I hold a weapon. And I know she hates that
she loves me because sometimes she turns away from me when things are going so
well. I have been with her for three years; I have seen her as a goddess, as a
person, as a warrior, and as a mystery somewhere in between, but I have never
seen her as a fake.”


“But you know she is hiding something from you. Is
that her secret to keep as well?” 


“I believe she will tell me if I need to know.”


“Really. What if I told you? I know her secret.”


“Then you must need to know more than me right now.
If she wants me to know, she will tell me, and only she has that right.”


He turned and walked away. He seemed to be thinking,
but I was worried he might still decide to kill me. After pacing for a few
moments, he faced me again. “Are you as committed to being a Guardian as you
are to Tiamat?”


“Yes,” I said. 


“And you…” He looked at Mordon, who was suddenly
standing beside me. “Are you committed to helping this Guardian bring the
worlds back to peace?”


“I will stand by Dylan to protect him.”


“Why would you put your own life at risk for him?” 


“Because I know he would never abuse it. My own
father spent his whole life forcing as many people as possible to serve him.
Dylan will spend his whole life trying to make the world better for everyone,
including me. If he needs another life, I know he would only use it for good.”


“And why is that?” he asked. 


Mordon looked at me, then back at the god and smiled.
“I can smell it. I can smell the immediate intention of every person and
creature I have ever crossed paths with, but I can also smell every intention
Dylan has ever had.”


The god stared at us for a few minutes. “I will relay
this conversation to my brothers. Most of them are reasonable, so I think for
now that you will not need to fear them. As for me, if Tiamat trusts you and
you trust her as it appears, you would not hurt her by turning against the rest
of us. Make sure you sign Vaigda’s book so you can hide out here if you need
to.”


“Thank you.” 


And we were suddenly back in the dark room. 


Sammy wrapped his arms around my knees. Mordon turned
to me. “You made him send me back,” he accused.


“I had to talk about some of Tiamat’s secrets.”


“Are you okay?” he asked.


I started to respond when I saw his fist clinch and a
tick in his jaw and he ground his teeth. “No, I’m not,” I said. His fist
lowered in hesitation. I took the opportunity to pick up Sammy and get as far
away from Mordon as possible. “I am, though,” I amended. 


He growled. “Put the baby down and get over here so I
can hit you.”


“You want to teach Sammy that hitting is okay?”


“Yes! Sammy, hit Dylan.” 


“Dada!” The baby giggled and rammed his head into my
chest. I nearly fell.


“I would suggest more rest. You have had quite an
afternoon for someone who just woke from a coma,” Shiloh said. Mordon rushed to
agree before I could deny it. “But first…” He pulled out his book and a pencil
just like mine. 


Mordon signed it first, but I was hesitant because I
remembered what happened when I signed Nano’s book. On the other hand, I was
already on Vaigda. When I signed it, all I felt was the familiar cold spot on
my shoulder. I looked at the fading mark, similar to the other marks that were
faded on my shoulder but etched forever in my mind. Like battle scars. But why
had I reacted so drastically to Dios’s world?


I could feel Vaigda’s magic respond to both of us.
Mordon’s eyes went wide. “The magic is warm. That feels so weird.” 


“Vaigda has never had a person of the dragons before.
It can see that you hate the cold and wants to protect you from it.”


“What do you mean, a person of the dragons?” I asked.
That was probably the most unclear way to say what Mordon had to do with them.


“He has the power of a dragon.”


“Why?” Mordon asked. 


“That is a question you should ask your father,” he
said cryptically. 


“Well, I don’t exactly have a communication device in
my back pocket.”


“You’re supposed to say, ‘I haven’t got him on speed
dial,’” I interjected. They both stared at me until Sammy slammed his head into
my chest again as if to tell me to shut it.


“Are you saying my father is part dragon?”


“No, he was not related to the dragons, but I really
know very little. I asked Enki about you myself because I wanted to know what
you are. Unfortunately, Enki was not very clear on the matter. Most of the gods
are not very clear on things; it has to do with how they see the universe. They
can see the past, present, and future, things that should happen, things that
shouldn’t, and things that must not happen. I think that makes it difficult for
them to relay information in a way we can understand. The person you should
talk to about it is the Guardian of Skrev.


“What I know about dragons is rather limited. I do
know they are powerful, and I know that dragons are not so much a species as a
group or type of species. Just like how every god created a type of person,
some of them created a type of dragon long before people. Duran and Earth have
dragons left, but they have all died out on the other worlds.”


When Sammy started fussing, we returnedd to our room
and put him to bed. Mordon went to make himself some food while I sat down on
the bed to take my shoes off.


“Are you coming?” he called.


“In a minute.” Once I got my shoes off, I leaned back
for just a second and fell asleep.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke, once again, to the sound of Sammy fussing.
Mordon walked in before I could even sit up and removed Sammy from the crib.
When he set Sammy on the floor, the baby tried to crawl up onto the bed.
Somehow, he made it. The snuggly little worm rolled all over until he found a
comfy spot with his head on my chest and his arm in my face. 


“If you drool on me, you will have peas for dinner,”
I threatened.


“Don’t threaten him,” Mordon said, holding up a
stuffed dragon toy. “Shiloh brought this for him.” He handed it to Sammy, who
held it against the other side of my neck.


I picked him up and set him on the floor. He frowned
at me like he couldn’t believe I had just putting him down, then held up his
arms to be picked up.


“No, you can walk. You can walk with us to get
breakfast.” His face twisted up like he was going to cry. “Don’t start. If you
want to be held, you have to talk.” 


His face relaxed, he sat down on the floor, and
cuddled his dragon. I dragged a reluctant Mordon out of the room and into the
kitchen. We were halfway through our breakfast when Sammy walked in. 


He came right up to me and looked at me with pleading
eyes. “Hungry.” He didn’t cry or whine, just calmly said what he wanted.


I sat him in the highchair and gave him a little bit
of bread, eggs, and fruit. 


“Why do you think everyone keeps referring me to
dragons?” Mordon asked. 


I shrugged. “Well, you can smell intentions, your
eyes turn black, you have incredible power over fire, and you have claws. Oh,
and you have a dragon tattoo. I can’t imagine.”


“I forgot about that!” he said, running into the
bathroom. I followed him to find him looking in the mirror with his shirt off,
trying to see the tattoo. And it was there. Between his right shoulder and his
spine was a small, dark green dragon. The wings were spread out and with the
tail curled towards the front. 


“It moved,” I said.


“What? Tattoos cannot move.”


“I agree, but it did. Before, it was on your
shoulder.”


“You saw it wrong,” he insisted. 


“I didn’t, though. Its wings were closed, too. Look
at it with that eye thing you do,” I said. He stared at me through the mirror
for a minute.


“It’s hard to do sometimes.” Finally, when his eyes
opened from a blink, they were solid black. He looked back into the mirror. “I
can’t see the dragon this way,” he insisted. 


I looked at his unmarked back. “That’s because the
dragon is gone. Turn back to normal.” 


He closed his eyes and concentrated. I knew the
moment he was back to normal as the dragon reappeared, just a little closer to
his shoulder. He opened his eyes and stared at it. 


“My father hates dragons. He insists they don’t
exist. And I know neither my mother nor father had anything to do with dragons.
So I don’t know why Blood seems so familiar to me.” He put his shirt back on
and walked out. When I entered the kitchen, he was slumped in a chair, looking
really bothered by it. I wasn’t sure what to say. All I knew was that we are
what we are, whether we know it or not, so he has always been this. Nothing has
changed.


“I don’t know what you are, but I know what you
aren’t,” I grinned. “You aren’t the next-in-line king of Mokii,” I said.


He thought for a second, then smiled wide. “You’re
right. I may not be completely sago, but I am free. I have limited options as
far as a career, but it will be my choice.”


About an hour later, we were ready to leave and find
Shiloh when sirens went off. I put Sammy back in the papoose I was still forced
to wear while Mordon grabbed mine and Sammy’s bags. Outside, there were people
running about. Some were still in sleep clothes and some were fully dressed,
but everyone looked panicked. 


When Sammy started to cry, Mordon dug through the
baby bag. He finally pulled out some baby-sized ear muffs and put them on him.
As Mordon’s hands covered the tiny ear pieces, I felt energy draw into him. He
was using a powerful spell, so powerful I was worried about him using the
energy; if we were in danger, we both needed to be at our best. On the other
hand, Sammy stopped crying. 


We followed the crowd to find the majority of people
taking turns in groups to get on the elevator. These people were polite; even
though they were startled and the alarm still blared, they each waited
patiently for their turn. As soon as we got in line, the older woman in front
of us looked from Sammy, to us, and back at him, before pushing us in front of
her, quickly croaking out that children should go first. Others pushed us
further up the line as well. We were not the only ones with a kid to protect,
and soon the entire front of the line consisted of families and scared
children. Sammy just frowned at them like they were all insane, but he probably
couldn’t hear the sirens over Mordon’s spell. 


“Excuse me, do you know what’s going on? Is this a
fire drill?” I asked the frazzled woman in front of us. She was rocking one
baby, much younger than Sammy, and holding two boys by their shirts with her
other hand. The baby was absolutely screeching in her ear. 


She managed us a quick glance. “Fire? No. We are
under attack. The announcement was made on our media screens right before the
alarm went off.” 


When the families were all carted away, a group of
three men in uniform stepped in. Seeing as how the people got in groups of
about six, and we were next in line, we moved forward. The young couple behind
us stopped us hesitantly. 


“You do not want to go with them. They are going to
fight. You need to wait for the next lift,” the man explained gently. The woman
held onto his arm, looking worriedly at Sammy.


I was unsnapping the papoose before they were done
talking. When I handed Sammy to Mordon, he grabbed my arm hard enough to leave
distinct finger marks. “Don’t you dare!” he demanded in English. 


“Protect Sammy, it could be the demon,” I replied. He
couldn’t hold onto me and Sammy, who was squirming, so I broke his hold and
went to the elevator. Right before I reached it, there was an electric crackle
and a blue energy barrier went up over the door. I slammed my palm into it to
test its power and found it as steady as a brick wall. The elevator doors slid
shut and the barrier went down. 


I turned to Mordon, glaring with everything I had.
Though I tried to remind myself that he was my friend, I wanted to hit him.


“You forget that while you are older and more
powerful than me, I have been practicing magic much longer than you,” he said
quietly. 


“It has always been unspoken between us that we would
never use our powers against each other.” My words were more growl than voice,
something Edward did when he was truly angry. I found out that it was actually
a sago thing, and I had gotten it from my father. 


Mordon glared back. “You brought me with you to help
you, and I will, even if I have to fight you to do it. I will get you back to
that girlfriend of yours alive. We fight together, or run together.”


“And leave Sammy defenseless?” 


“He is hardly defenseless. Now get in the lift.” He
pushed by me and entered the elevator. 


I followed and we were both pushed to the back as
people piled on. When the doors reopened, we were back in the garden room in
the museum. Finally, there were no alarms, so I put Sammy’s earmuffs back in
the baby bag.


While everyone else filed out of the museum, Mordon
and I explored. It was very much like a history museum on Earth. There was a
room full of pottery and rough tools made of stone and wood, and another room
full of skulls showing the progression of the ancient Vaigdan people, which
included several mummies. 


Of course, we couldn’t read any of the writing, but
it was fairly self-explanatory. Sammy listened to us tell him what we were
looking at, but who knows how much he actually understood. He appeared
fascinated at least. 


“We should let him walk more,” I insisted as we found
ourselves in a room displaying gems. 


“Not in a strange place with many hiding places like
this. Children can escape fast.”


After exploring a room full of science gadgets, one
with books, and one with maps, Sammy got fussy again. I stood him on the floor,
crouched down, and asked him what he wanted. He gave me a confused expression.
“What do you want? Talk,” I said. 


He looked from me to Mordon and squirmed around like
his skin itched. “Hide.”


That was about the last word I expected from him, but
as soon as it was out of his mouth, my skin started to tingle. Vaigda’s magic
brushed against me, no longer soothing but actually wild and a little
aggressive. 


“Let’s get out of here,” Mordon said. 


We headed for the exit, but when we rounded the
corner to face the doors, we both froze. Outside it was raining, just like it
had been on Earth. It was an unnatural rain. 


“I can’t…” 


“I know,” I said. I adjusted Sammy, grabbed Mordon’s
arm, and pulled him back towards the elevator. We made it through the garden,
only to find the elevator doors wouldn’t open. 


Mordon moaned mournfully as the temperature suddenly
dived. It dropped from about twenty-five Celsius to twenty in about ten seconds
and kept sinking. Mordon’s silver band started making a loud beeping rhythm and
flashed with tiny blue lights. In less than a minute, the plants and water
around us started to freeze. Mordon was wearing a thicker shirt than me, but
was doing much worse; he was struggling to breathe. 


“Use your fire.” I pulled in the energy around me,
heated it, and pushed it into him, which was difficult to do while I was
freezing. His breathing did improve, though. I didn’t feel him pull energy into
himself; the fire was already there inside him. It lit his skin like in a
horror movie, but it was only relief on his face. His clothes scorched but did
not burn into ash, so his fire must not have been too hot. His fingers turned
to claws and eyes became black. 


The sharp crack in the air was similar to thunder,
but more sudden, like something breaking from a fall.


“Look!” Mordon demanded. 


He grabbed my hand and heat rose up my arm before
spreading all over. The colors of the world around me dulled, but the empty
space in front of me lit up with an intense white light. The confusing image
sharpened into a thick, eerie, jagged crack of bright light suspended in air.
The crack opened like jaws and I could see the faint image of the demon that
hounded us. 


It was more a reflex from fear than a conscious
action that I pulled energy from deep inside. Normally when I did magic, I had
to draw in energy and think of what I wanted it to do. Some things were easy,
some were difficult, and it all took control. When I healed, on the other hand,
it was more like instinct. I wanted someone to heal, I knew how the bones and
organs and flesh were supposed to look, and my energy made it happen. Energy
that felt more a part of me than the energy I took from the worlds. 


What I drew out of me was my energy; I created it.
The intention I created it with was healing, but there was no way to shape it.
I wanted the tear to heal, and I needed it now. What startled me even more than
the demon, was that my energy shot at it like green fire. It wasn’t like when I
healed people, the dragon, or even Vaigda. It was aggressive healing magic.
Half my healing magic, half Mordon’s fire. 


The strange magic hit the gaping tear, eliciting a
roar inside from the demon as the crack violently closed, actually burning.
Finally, the flames died as the wound in space was healed. My energy did not
return to me but was absorbed into the wound. Mordon let my hand go, the heat
rushed out, and my vision returned to normal.


With the demon gone, the temperature quickly rose to
the previous twenty-five degrees. Mordon slumped against the elevator doors
even as his wristband stopped beeping. 


“Are you okay?” I asked.


“Yeah. Just tired.”


I sat down next to him and took Sammy out of the
papoose. “The face we saw…”


“I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to think
about it,” he insisted. Sammy snuggled in between us. 


I glanced over soon to find them both asleep, which
meant that I needed to stay awake. Dealing with demons was exhausting, and with
the adrenaline draining, it became harder and harder to keep my head up. I
tried to stand, but Sammy started to stir and wrapped his arms around mine. My
body sank like a sack of sand and I was asleep before my head fell back against
the elevator. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of foreign whispers. Before
opening my eyes or moving, I tried to get a feel for what was happening. I
never needed to pull energy into myself anymore because I absorbed it
naturally. It was second nature to feel out my surroundings with nominal
energy. Sammy was next to me, awake and alert, but not scared. Mordon was
waking up and liable to go on the offense when he came aware.


The whispering came from two people in front of us.
My magic didn’t find them threatening. I really hated reading someone’s mind
because I always got a lot more than I was looking for, so I preferred to
listen to someone’s flowing thoughts. 


It was easy to get into the alpha state, half asleep,
half awake. It was more difficult to listen to their voices because I hadn’t
heard it before. Within seconds, I knew what was wrong with this strategy; the
translators did not work on their thoughts. Fortunately, the voices I heard did
tell me one thing. I opened my eyes to see two young boys, watching us with
curiosity. 


Mordon let out a low growl. 


“Calm down. Open your eyes and use your nose.” 


Mordon woke completely at my voice in his head.


The children became frightened from the growl and
took off for the door. I glared at Mordon, but he just shrugged and strapped
Sammy back into the papoose. Sammy allowed it without a fuss, but wouldn’t let
go of Mordon’s shirt. 


“Since the door will not open, I think we should be
moving.”


“Great. I was hoping we would get a chance to
explore,” I said. 


“Maybe Kiro will teach you to travel worlds.”


“He always says it’s too dangerous. Shiloh said I
would be able to travel wherever I want for now. Maybe I’ll still be able to do
it after we defeat the demon and save all life.” Even as I said it, I really
didn’t want the ability. It was great for escapes, but the void sounded like
something I did not want to mess with. 


Although, finding the exit was easy, we stood in the
doorway for about ten minutes just taking in the sight. The rain had ended and
the sky was clear. Outside was a city of fantasy. Cutting through the city was
a long canal, crystal blue with jets and lights. Surrounding the canal were
tall buildings that could have passed for artwork. Some were made of glass and
shiny metal, some were made of molded stone, and some were made of something
translucent and colorful. I couldn’t identify everything I saw, but it was
beautiful. The sun glittered off vibrant colors. There were circular patterns
on some of the buildings.


To accent the buildings were statues that consisted
of everything from people to animals and made of an array of materials in
outstanding colors and exquisite detail. The men wore clothing of little detail
for such an artistic place; the majority being a uniform of slacks, a fitted,
long-sleeved shirt, and a belt. The colors were simple. The women, however;
wore Celtic-styled dresses of rich colors and glittering hair pieces. All of
the women and girls had long hair.


Despite the rain from moments before, nothing was
damaged or muddy. If anything, it was more beautiful with the droplets of water
everywhere. Unlike in major cities on Earth, there was no trash or unidentified
muck anywhere in sight. It was a very clean place.


We picked a random direction and walked along the
river. The path was made of large, flat, polished stones. Some of the stones
were a solid color, some were swirls of color. On either side of the trail was
grass greener than I had ever seen it. Water flowed loudly, but the stone,
waist-high barrier prevented people from getting too close. 


When Sammy started wiggling around, I stopped Mordon
to dig through the baby bag. Finally accomplishing the goal of my hunt, I
pulled out the tiny pair of baby shoes. Sammy immediately froze when he saw the
shoes. With his shoes on, he squealed with joy when I set him down. He ran
straight for the canal. 


“Stop,” I said. He did and turned, nearly stumbling.
“Stay on the path.” He looked down at the stones, then at the grass he was
standing on. Then he looked back at the water and took a slow step. “No.” 


That was the extent of the boy’s rebellion as he ran
back to ram into Mordon’s legs. A young couple smiled at Sammy as they passed
us, but the baby hid behind Mordon. Since he didn’t speak, I assumed he didn’t
understand what we said, but Sammy definitely understood more than I had
thought. 


“I bet Vivian is having a heart attack,” Mordon said.



The city was beautiful. There were several café-styled
restaurants where people sat outside enjoying a meal in the sun, overlooking
the canal. Many of the glass buildings displayed richly colored and styled
clothing. Many of the older, stone buildings sported things like travel
souvenirs, floral plants, and sweets. As we walked through the city, it became
apparent how significant the canal actually was; many of the taller buildings
had glass bridges reaching out over it. The fountains were quite active and
Sammy loved the colored lights in the water. 


After an hour or so of wandering around the streets,
we stopped at a shaded courtyard, where several elegant stalls were selling
sweets to children. I was carrying Sammy, but he wasn’t interested in napping.


“Do you think an eighteen-month-old would appreciate
sweets?” Mordon asked.


I shrugged. “Sure. I think kids are born with a sweet
tooth.” 


Mordon went to pick something out. Seeing others
doing it, I sat down on the stone barrier between the water and the street. The
water was low enough that I only got mild splashing. I picked Sammy up and let
him see the water, just short of touching it, which he tried desperately to do.


Mordon returned with a small, white cup of
peach-colored cream. “What is that?” I asked. 


“I have no idea. It’s what most the kids wanted.” He
then handed me one of three plastic, flat sticks, which resembled white
popsicle sticks. He scooped some of the cream up and tried it, but immediately
made a face. 


“What?” I asked.


“Too sweet. Like a sweet fruit with sugar added,” he
said. 


I handed Sammy to him and used the second stick to
taste the cream. His description was accurate, but the fruit tasted somewhere
between passion-fruit, and grapefruit. While the texture was like yogurt, it
didn’t have the same sourness. I dipped the third stick in it, and Sammy made a
dive for the sweet cream before I could even offer it to him. 


The squeal of delight was a pretty positive review. I
fed Sammy the sweet while Mordon found a trash bin for the two extra sticks.
With Sammy pacified, we continued our walk. Finally after arguing about our
next step, we stopped a group of five women to ask for assistance. 


“Excuse me. We’re lost. We were at the sky city, but
the door was locked to the elevator,” I said. 


Mordon nudged me. “That made no sense at all.”


One of the girls smiled indulgently. “Which sky city
are you from?”


“There is more than one? We are from the one where
the Noquodi, Shiloh lives,” I said. The Guardian had said that people here knew
who he was.


She nodded. “Casten. That is the city called Casten.
The news is that they were attacked by a magical monster, but that Shiloh
scared it off. The city will be closed until any damage can be repaired. Safety
comes first with the sky cities. I am sorry to say it will likely take days.
Repairing damage takes only a short time, but they have to test the repairs.
Shiloh will likely oversee all of the work done.”


“Is there a hotel we can stay at?” Mordan asked. 


“Unfortunately, hotels must be reserved in advance
here. You can go to the water city; their hotels are available without
reservations. Come with us and we will show you how to get to the water city.”


“What do you think?” I asked Mordon.


“I would prefer not to wait around. Besides, I
don’t want to be underwater. Fire and water are not friends, and I cannot
breathe underwater.”


“I don’t know how to travel worlds, even if I have
the ability. We could wait around here with no place to sleep or sleep there
for a few days until we can find Shiloh.” We followed the girls to another
elevator. 


“The lifts use a psychic command to transport you.”
Only one of the girls entered the elevator. 


As soon as the door slid closed, it slid back open.
It looked like we stepped into a huge aquarium, except we were the exhibit. The
ceiling and most of the walls were clear, and I could see large and small fish
swimming freely in the sea above us.


The girl went back into the elevator, leaving the
three of us alone. Sammy squirmed to get down, then ran up to the walls to
watch the fish. The room we were in was a large glass dome with small white
lights illuminating the area. Despite the lights, the room had an eerie blue
color because of the sun shining through the ocean. The only way out was a
glass hallway. 


“Fish!” Sammy cried with delight. 


What he was referring to did not look like a fish to
me; it looked very much like a giant Octopus, but it had more than eight legs.
It was also paying close attention to Sammy; with its large eyes against the
glass, it reached out to hug the glass like it was trying to grab Sammy. The baby
wasn’t afraid, more excited than anything else. 


A man and woman entered through the tunnel. They were
quietly speaking to each other, but stopped when they saw us. Mordon picked
Sammy up.


“Hello,” the woman said. 


She was a tall woman who looked to be in her thirties
with long, dirty-blond hair. She wore a dress much like a Greek costume, which
went to the floor and revealed a lot of skin above her waist. The man wore a
more conservative tunic and pants. Every strip of clothes the man and woman
wore was immaculate white, but the blue of the ocean cast an eerie glow on
them. If they went out in the sun, people would be snow-blinded. 


“Welcome to our city. I am Kela, and this is Jos. We
were not expecting guests, but how can we help you?” the woman asked. 


“Hi. My name is Dylan, this is Mordon, and Samhail.
We were visiting someone in Casten, but the city was attacked. We were hoping
that you have a hotel room available.”


Jos smiled. “Of course. Please remove your boots and
follow me.” 


Mordon and I understood the tradition; there were
plenty of places on Duran where shoes were taken off before entering a business
or home as a remnant of the old religion. We pulled off our boots and followed
after. The white floor was plastic, but cushioned. We followed him through the
tunnel while Kela stayed behind. The long tunnel branched off to several more
tunnels on the way. 


“That is the shopping district, in case you want
souvenirs or need anything,” he said, indicating one hallway. “This is the
technical business district. Over there is the industrial business district; I
would avoid it if I were you, as it can be dangerous if you cannot read the
signs. This is our childcare district. There is a playground, a music center,
schools, academic activities for all ages, and daycare.”


“We will have to take Sammy to the playground,” I
told Mordon. “I think he needs more exercise.”


“He gets carried around too much,” Mordon agreed.


Jos laughed and led us through to another hallway.
“This is our residential district. We have an apartment available with child
accommodations.” 


“That would be great if we can afford it. We have no
idea what the currency system is or how much we were given,” I said. 


“I can scan your identification band to check your
account. If you are low on money, I will still let you use the room.” 


When we both stared at him, he laughed and pulled a
black metal band, resembling a watch, off of his white belt. The length of his
tunic had hidden the tools he had on his belt. 


“You run a business, yet you would offer your
services for free?” Mordon asked.


“Not normally, but this is during a holiday of peace,
and it would be wrong of me to turn down travelers in need to let a room go to
waste. Especially a Noquodi, his companion, and a baby.”


“How did you know?” I asked.


“I can feel your magic. No wizard could be so
powerful. The way energy reacts to you is like it is seeking you out… I also
felt you earlier, when you healed this world from its wounds. I travel, too,
and so my name is in Shiloh’s book; therefore, I felt your magic when you dug
into the magic of this world.”


“Wow. Learn something new every hour.”


“After the aid you provided to our world, how could I
turn you away when all you need is a room?” He waved the little screen over my
band. “Shiloh should have left you with enough…” He stopped talking as he
looked at the screen. “Oh. Shiloh made sure to provide you with enough funding
to live like kings for months. If you would prefer, we have lavish rooms far
superior to this one.”


Mordon and I shook our heads in unison. “The less
lavish apartment with the child accommodations would do great, as long as it is
clean.”


He laughed hard at this. “Clean!” he declared. “This
must be your first time to the water cities. Nothing in this city is unclean.
Every room, every hallway, every scrap of clothes or food is always clean. Now,
I do not want to worry you, as I know your own culture is important, but if you
would allow us to clean your clothes, you would be much better received by the
residents. If you wish to go to the playground, I suggest you dress your child
in an outfit we provide. Clothes other than white is considered unclean and
other children would not want to play with him if he is wearing something
colorful.”


Sammy looked from me to Jos, then did something he
never did before; stuck his thumb into his mouth. I went to remove Sammy’s hand
when Jos shuddered, but the baby had already reached out to touch the man with
his wet hand. Jos jumped back, uttering a frightened whimper. 


“Sammy!” Mordon yelled. 


The baby giggled, then gazed up at me innocently. 


I gave Sammy a glare. “I am so sorry!” I told Jos,
who had composed himself. “He’s never done anything like that; I think he was
just teasing you. He might be high on sugar. Sammy, say you’re sorry.”


The baby pouted like he was going to cry, but I just
glared harder. He looked at Jos. “Sorry.” He at least sounded sincere, and Jos
gave him a small smile. 


“It is okay. I know how children like to play. I
think you have a prankster in your future.”


“Well, that will be his mother’s problem,” I
answered. 


“Mama!” Sammy screamed, reaching out for Mordon with
delight. 


It really was difficult to stay on my feet with how
hard I was laughing. I couldn’t even breathe because I was laughing so hard. 


“You laugh now, but Vivian will be furious,” Mordon
warned. 


Once I finally calmed down, Jos showed us to our
room. Every room door was bright white and had no doorknob. He put his palm on
a black panel and the door slid open. 


I couldn’t imagine what the lavish suite looked like
if it was nicer than this. The spacious room was about twenty-four by
thirty-six feet, but looked larger on account of the transparent ceiling. Fur
rugs placed sporadically around the wooden floor seemed more like an
afterthought and replacement for carpet. The wall opposite of the door was
crystal-clear and curved into the see-through ceiling, divided only by a small
bar with spotlights, while the other three walls were white and smooth like
plastic. The bed against this wall was huge and covered high with white
blankets and pillows. 


To the left of the door was the kitchen. A black
stone breakfast bar divided the main room and kitchen. This kitchen had
high-end technology, but most of it I had no idea how to operate. “We do not
have a food generator, so you can either buy food to prepare yourself at the
shopping district, or you can use the vending machines placed conveniently
around residential district. The machines placed outside the playground contain
healthy snacks for children.”


He went to another door in the kitchen, which slid
open as he approached and revealed an amazing bathroom. Except for the bathtub,
which was huge, round, and had a metal shower feature above it, the rest of the
bathroom equipment was normal, though it was all sparkling white and stone.
Shining from the small spotlights placed randomly about the room, the walls
were pure white. As in the previous rooms, the ceiling was transparent. Jos
showed us how to control the shower and bath, which both worked by verbal
commands.


Next, we went back into the main room and Jos showed
us to the door on the other side of the entrance. This was obviously the
child’s room; it had a soft carpet covering the floor and to the far side of
the room was a rocking chair and a crib. A small bookshelf was stacked with
what I assumed were children’s stories, and there was one more shelf full of
toys. Sammy tried to get down, but I didn’t let him go. Jos said Sammy’s
clothes were considered dirty, and they might have been since he wore them all
day. 


“Dragon!” Sammy cried in frustration. 


I frowned in confusion, but Mordon went to the box of
toys. When he pulled out a stuffed toy that looked like a winged T-Rex, Sammy
stopped squirming and held out his hands patiently. Mordon tossed it to the
baby, who hugged it so fiercely that I thought the stuffing would pop out. 


Kela entered the room holding a thin, white folder.
“How long will you be staying?” she asked. 


Mordon and I looked at each other. “We’re not sure.
It may only be a day, or it could be several days,” Mordon said. 


“Well, how about we do this by day, then?” she asked.
She shuffled through the folder and then showed us a page. Of course, the
writing looked like intricate circles, not words. “I know electronic documents
are more modern, but we prefer this method because it is more private. This is
an agreement document. This declares that you will not damage property on
purpose,” she said, pointing to a section of circles. She pointed to another
section. “This declares that there will be no sex in the room, due to it being
unsanitary. This part declares that you will not practice magic that can damage
the facility. Safety is important to us, and the pressure due to the depth of
the city makes it vital that we use caution. No fire, no water bending, and no
magic that is meant to infuriate the sea animals. This section declares that if
you are injured, you will seek assistance no matter what.”


“In our culture, blood is the most unsanitary
substance,” Jos explained. “If you get even the smallest of scratches, we request
that you report to the medical center to have it healed and tell us where you
were at the time so we can have it sanitized. Even though you can heal
yourself, we have measures in place that are traditional.”


“His heart rate is increasing just talking about
it. Either he is afraid we won’t believe him, which is unlikely, or they have a
very real phobia of blood,” Mordon said. “If they become our enemy, we should have
no problem; we can just threaten to bleed on them and they’ll run screaming.”


“Mordon, let’s just assume for today that they’re
not going to turn on us.”


“Okay. For today. Tomorrow, we prepare for them
turning on us.”


“If you are in agreement with these stipulations,
please sign your name in your native script.”


Since she said our native script, I signed in English
cursive. Mordon signed in Sudo, even though Modo was his native language,
because it was more common on Duran to sign in Sudo. 


She then turned to another page. “This is to verify
the payment for… one night…” she wrote it down in a blank place. “At the price
of…” She said a price, which didn’t translate because there was no Sudo word
for their money system. 


I signed this form and let her scan my wristband with
a metal wand. It made a happy beeping sound, and she signed under my name. Her
signature was two overlapping circles with lines and loops through it. Kela
left for a moment, then returned with three sealed bags of clothes, one smaller
than the other two. She also handed us a small mesh sack. 


“If you place your dirty clothes in this bag and put
it outside your door, they will be returned to you clean by the end of the day.
If you need anything else, we are located at the end of the hallway. Our door
has a sign on it stating that it is the residential office. Please enjoy your
stay.” 


They left. Trying to adhere to their culture, Mordon
gave Sammy a bath in the sink while I took a shower. After getting undressed, I
stood outside of the tub in case the water came out too hot or cold. “Shower
on,” I said. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, water felt from the
metal disk like heavy rain. I held my hand out and felt that the water was
warm. “Hotter,” I said. The water quickly grew hotter until I told it to stop.
It was so much better than hydrosonic showers.


All too soon, Mordon was pounding on the door.
“You’ve been in there an hour! I want a shower, too!” 


I got out and dried, but didn’t shut off the water. I
quickly dressed in the white clothes, which were similar to scrubs and made me
feel like a mental patient. “Shower, scolding,” I said, opening the door before
Mordon could break it down.


I found Sammy sitting on the floor in his room,
playing with toys. It was odd seeing him in white clothes. He looked up at me
and smiled. 


“Sammy? Do you understand when people are talking
around you?” I asked, mostly curious. 


His eyes darted away as if checking for Mordon, then
he looked me right in the eyes. “Yes,” he said.


“What about when we speak in Sudo?” I asked in Sudo.
Half of the time, Mordon and I spoke in Sudo, especially on Vaigda, but Sammy
always appeared to be listening. When he tried to scare Jos, we had been
speaking in Sudo. I couldn’t imagine where he had heard it before. 


“Yes,” he said again. He went back to playing. A
moment later, he looked up at me and beamed. My breath caught as his Byzantium
purple eyes flashed with a bright purple glow. “Play,” he insisted, holding up
a red block. There really wasn’t anything else to do until Mordon was finished
and we could get some food. 


Mordon found us making block castles. “Want to get
some food?” he asked, leaning against the doorframe. Sammy jumped up and held
his arms up to be picked up. Mordon started to reach down but I shook my head.
“Talk if you want something,” he said. 


“Up!” Sammy begged. 


Mordon picked him up and frowned at me. “Is there
anyone who looks good in white?” he asked. 


His skin was just a little more tanned than mine, but
the outfits looked like they were designed to be unfashionable. I wasn’t a guy
who cared about matching the colors and patterns of my clothes, unless I was
trying to look good for Divina, but I didn’t like looking like a mental
patient. And I couldn’t imagine white was anyone’s color. 


“A woman with very pale skin. Divina,” I said after
thinking about it. 


“Divina looks good in anything.”


“Without anything, too.”


We left the room in search of the vending machines.
Our boots were left behind because while socks were provided in the bags, shoes
were not. It only took us a couple of minutes to find one of the big machines,
and we were lucky that there was a small family there. Dressed in Greek attire,
a middle aged woman, a little boy about twelve, and a little girl about the
same age stood discussing what they wanted. They were looking through one of
the three menus. I grabbed one of the remaining menus and opened it. Inside
there were about twenty-five pictures of food, along with many symbols. While
many things looked appetizing, I had no idea how to order. 


“Excuse me, can you help us?” Mordon asked the lady.
“We can’t understand the menu.”


“Of course,” she smiled. “Do you have anything in
specific you want?”


Mordon pointed to the noodle dish. “This looked
really good,” he answered. 


“This here is the price,” she pointed to a symbol.
“This is a description, and this is the number you type in for your selection.
Pass your identification band over the scan-plate and I will enter the number
for you,” she volunteered.


There was a keypad with symbols on it and a black
slit above it. In the middle of the machine was a shelf like the food maker in
the kitchen at Casten. Mordon waved his bracelet over the slit and the woman
pushed several buttons. The devise made a happy beeping sound and a loud click.
A black shield came down over the small shelf for a second, then lifted to
reveal a large bowl of steaming noodles with chunks of meat in it. It smelled
really good, but I wanted to try what looked like chicken wings covered in a
thick red sauce. 


I showed the lady which one I wanted and then waved
my hand over the slit. I memorized which buttons she pushed and in what order.
“Is this stuff okay for babies?” I asked.


Sammy twisted around to peer up at me like I was nuts
for asking, as if I would ever consider not sharing with him. 


“Yes, but I would only feed him the noodles, because
yours is a little spicy,” she warned. 


We thanked her and headed back to our room. A young
man passed right by our room and nothing happened, but when we reached it, it
slid open. “Technology out the wazoo,” I declared to myself. 


“The what?” Mordon asked. 


I just shook my head. We ended up sharing all the
food between the three of us, as Sammy demanded some of the meat. It may not
have been chicken, but it definitely tasted like poultry. The sauce was rich,
sweet, and spicy like a good barbeque sauce. The noodles were also a little
sweet, but it was more of an aftertaste. They had more depth to their flavor. 


After eating, we found our way to the child district.
There were more colors in the walls and toys around here, but everyone wore
white. Most of the men wore clothes like scrubs, while most of the women wore
the white, Greek-style dresses that bordered on slutty.


The playground had soft flooring material, colorful
toys, and many climbing structures. There were even slides and swings. I sat
Sammy on the kiddy slide, but he just frowned at me in confusion so I nudged
him until he slid down. He giggled happily and hit the ground running back for
more. He slid a few more times before I took him to the swing and pushed him. 


After a while, I looked up to see Mordon sitting on a
bench seat, chatting with a woman. She looked to be in her late thirties and
was still in her prime, but I didn’t like the way she smiled at him. She wanted
something from him that she shouldn’t. I was actually surprised that he didn’t
realize her intentions were unkind; he was normally so good at reading people.
A few minutes later, he still hadn’t picked up on her bad vibes. Maybe we were
so deep underwater that it was messing with his senses. 


I stopped the swing and leaned down to whisper in
Sammy’s ear. “Mama’s not paying any attention to you. You should go play with
him.”


Sammy didn’t miss a beat; he climbed from the seat
and ran full baby-force at Mordon, screaming “mama” at the top of his lungs.
Mordon looked surprised, but picked Sammy up without hesitation. The woman got
up and left, but he didn’t even give her a second look. 


“Who was that?” I asked.


I didn’t like his upset expression. “Later,” he
answered quietly. 


I assumed he needed to collect his own thoughts
before talking about it, since he could have just told me telepathically if he
wanted to talk in private about it. We went back to the room soon after that
and luckily, we didn’t run into the woman again. Sammy went right to sleep when
I laid him down. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke up to a happy giggling. From the lack of
sunlight in the water, I guessed that it hadn’t risen yet. When the giggling
got louder, I sat up. Mordon was still asleep, so I tried to be quiet as I got
up and found my way in the dark until I came to Sammy’s room. There were lights
shining in the water outside, possibly for security reasons. Pressed against
Sammy’s ceiling was one of the octopus creatures we had seen before. It wiggled
its legs and pressed them against the glass, almost as if dancing. It didn’t
look like it had malicious intentions, but I wouldn’t be letting Sammy around
any open waters for a while.


I really did want kids of my own. I hadn’t worried
about it before I met Divina; I always thought it would just happen. Divina
would make a great mother; she was loving and sweet, but also strict and
willing to put everything on the line to protect her loved ones. Unfortunately,
it seemed that I was her only loved one. 


A baby girl with her silky black hair and deep blue
eyes would be the cutest child in the world. She would play pranks on her
classmates and break tiny boy hearts every day. With my sarcasm and Divina’s
stubbornness, there would be no stopping the child, good or bad. 


But Divina was a god, and her body was created, not
grown. I knew she couldn’t have kids, and she knew I wanted them. Every time we
were in town and would pass children, she would distract me. Listening to
Sammy’s giggling and thinking I would never have one made my chest hurt.


However… there were always other means, like adoption
or surrogacy. I could never give Divina up, not even for children. We had only
been together for three years, but I couldn’t imagine life without her. I asked
her twice to marry me, and she never gave me an answer. Now this stuff is
happening with the gods and the balance of magic…


If the gods tried to take Divina from me, I will
use my magic like I never have before and put up one Hell of a fight. 


 


*          *          *


 


This time I woke up to Mordon throwing my clothes at
me. I rolled over and grumbled as he nagged about me sleeping in. “Breakfast in
bed works, too,” I complained, sitting up. 


“I’m not your girlfriend. Tell Divina to wake you
with up like that.”


“Actually, when Divina wakes me up, it’s usually an
hour before I get breakfast,” I bragged. He threw one of Sammy’s shoes at my
face, but I caught it in time. 


“Shut up. I don’t have a girlfriend to wake me up so
just shut up.” 


“If you did have one, you wouldn’t be so crabby in
the morning,” I suggested. 


Mordon stomped out of the room and I was a little
worried I had actually upset him. Soon he returned, though, carrying two bowls
of noodles. He set them on the breakfast bar as I pulled on my regular clothes,
since he was wearing his. We let Sammy feed himself noodles while we ate ours,
then I cleaned up his mess. 


As Mordon washed the dishes, he stared off into empty
space. Normally, I would respect his right to be lost in his own head, but I
was worried about him beating himself up over leaving his father. I knew my
friend was driven by honor, and his loyalties were now split between protecting
his abusive father and helping me. 


“What are you thinking about?” I asked. His blush
surprised me.


“Nothing.”


“Are you worried about your father?”


“What? No.”


“Then what are you thinking so hard about?”


“Nothing important… You know Divina is more powerful
than you, right? I know you keep her secrets, but she doesn’t tell you
everything. Do you really trust her?”


“Absolutely. You can smell that she has secrets and
even I know she lies to me, but have you ever scented a bad intention from
her?”


He thought about it before shaking her head. “No. I
think she loves you and would never hurt you. Not of purpose, anyway.” He
thought for a moment, then turned back to me. “How do you two even… do that?”


“How do we do… Oh, god.” I sighed. “I’m… I’ve never
had to explain it… Just hold your questions until the end. When a man and woman
are very drunk, or in love, they meet each other in a bar. See, a woman has a
hole that men don’t. It’s located in the same place that---”


“God, Dylan, no! I understand how sex works! I mean
that Divina is so dominating and you’re not. I’m asking how your relationship
works.”


“Oh. That is easier to explain. Divina is all about
power and control, and I’m usually happy to go with whatever she wants, because
I know she wouldn’t hurt me or my friends. But in the bedroom, I take control.
She enjoys that time when she doesn’t have to make decisions or fight for her
control. We don’t really have defined boundaries or expectations for each
other. It sucks when one of use feels like we can’t talk to the other about
something, but eventually we argue about it, and everything gets worked out.”


“I used to argue with Jedes.”


“Do you miss her?”


He shrugged. “She was my childhood friend. I never
wanted a deeper, or different relationship with her. Maybe she was too young.”


“And that woman yesterday?” I prompted. 


He sighed. “I think she was using magic.” I didn’t
say anything for a minute, so he went on. “She had a really strong herbal scent
that I really didn’t like, but that I wanted to keep smelling. I didn’t find
her attractive, but my body did. In fact, I could smell that she was a
manipulative witch, but I kept talking to her. The more she talked, the more I
wanted to go back to her room, but I don’t remember what she said.”


“Sounds like magic to me. I would stay away from her
if I were you.”


“Yeah, that might be difficult,” he said, looking
worried. “When I was coming back from getting breakfast, I felt someone staring
at me. I turned to see her just a few doors down, grinning at me in a real
creepy way.”


We talked about going to the playground again, but we
didn’t want to risk running into the woman. Instead, we decided to go to the
shopping district and see if we could find Sammy a toy octopus-like creature.
As we gathered our stuff, we were discussing ways to contact Shiloh when there
was an urgent tugging on my left leg. We looked down at Sammy, who was clearly
panicking. 


“What’s wrong, honey?” I asked. 


He stuttered out some letters and then paused for a
second. “Hide,” he said. 


I looked up at Mordon and we both understood what he
was saying, so we put on a burst of speed. If the demon was attacking us again,
we couldn’t be in this underwater city. If the demon attacked here, everyone
could drown. 


We were out in the hall, heading for the entrance as
fast as we could move. “What if it attacks here after we get up there?” I
panted.


“It’s after Sammy! We have to risk it.” When we got
to the elevator, it was sealed. Mordon pounded on the door. “I can’t fight down
here. I need my fire,” he said. 


As soon as he said it, there was a creaking in the
structure around us. Sammy hid his head in my neck. “It’s psychic. Think at
it,” I said. 


“Open!” Mordon shouted at the door. I knew his fear
of freezing water had to do with his unnatural power over fire. 


The clear dome around us started to cover with ice
and the sudden gust of air was the only warning before water began to pour out
of thin air like rain. With magic, I pulled that water into the tunnel and
froze it solid. Nothing was getting through that five-foot thick wall of ice
without melting it. Hopefully, it would prevent any damage to the structure
beyond that point. The water finally settled, but the energy in the room began
to crackle. Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Mordon’s claws shift and eyes
turn black. 


“It’s trying to take Sammy!” Mordon warned. 


While my senses were overwhelmed by the energy, I
trusted Mordon’s. I felt inside for the same energy I use to heal. This time I
needed it to protect. I imagined the energy flowing into Sammy, filling him,
and then pulsing out until it formed a barrier. No other energy or entity could
pass through this barrier and I knew that because this newfound magic in me was
far stronger than any demon. 


As this energy, so similar and different than nominal
energy swirled inside me, I felt the confidence that I could defeat any enemy.
This was like concentrated nominal and physical exploding together inside me.
Pure, unparalleled power poured through me until my body burned and my thoughts
clouded. This power would obey my emotions and instincts when I could not think.



About the time the crack of light appeared, I
realized that I really was filled with clashing nominal and physical energy. As
my body started to burn, I knew what was happening; when nominal and physical
energy conflicted, it created lightning.


I tried aiming my energy towards the expanding crack,
but my nominal and physical energy were unstable. My body burned, my head
pounded, and my new energy wanted to kill something to stop the pain. A small
object shot out of the light like a spark, but fell short of reaching either of
us.


I saw the face in the bright white light at the same
time I felt Mordon push me from behind. It was like an epiphany when his fire
burst through me. My swirling, unstable, and dangerous magic took the lead it
was given; without my conscious thought, lightning burst from me. It was a
blinding mix of eerie green, cold blue, and fiery yellow. The power attacked
the crack and the creature inside and closed the threat with a snap. The
leftover energy flashed through the room and out the clear walls, which then
started to crack. 


I knew if I didn’t stop the energy, it would cause
the room to collapse, so I pulled the energy into myself, careful not to hurt
Sammy. It still burned. It burned so badly, but as I forced myself to think of calming
thoughts and slow my breathing, the energy slowly settled down. I looked up to
see Mordon holding Sammy, both watching me worriedly. I couldn’t gather enough
strength to speak.









Chapter 9


Edward


 


I started towards the door, but the little girl still held my hand. The
crack grew until the light was nearly blinding. This time, the child advanced
with me and the light reached out wrapped around us. 


“Janus.” The little girl’s voice was laced with
power. What started as a wisp of smoke slowly grew thicker and darker until it
formed a blinding fog around us. The girl let go of my hand and the darkness
became black. 


I stood in the dark, but not alone. I could feel the
demon, like a thick, cold, wet pressure. Gently it wrapped around me,
threatening, but more curious than anything else. The demon tried to press in
on my mind. As weakened as I had become in days without magic, I could still
prevent the creature from getting inside me. I knew what I would see if he did
get inside my mind. 


“Janus,” I whispered. There was something dangerous
about shouting in the dark.


The presence ceased his intended possession. The area
around me grew lighter until I found myself in a forest. It was not a cheery
forest, of course; with snow on the ground and a cold bite in the air, the
bareness of the trees was to be expected, but not the twisted mangled limbs.
The trees looked dead and mutated. 


“I could say it is nice to see you again, Kiro, but I
would be lying.” As he spoke in a scratchy, whispery voice, the smoke formed a man.
Portrayed in human mythology to be a wise and kindly god, the demon Janus was
hardly someone I enjoyed meeting. All demons used scare tactics, as they fed on
fear. Janus was in fact, not a full-blooded demon, but something of a mystery.
He was plenty powerful for what I needed of him, though. 


Janus appeared as he did the last time I met him. He
was no taller than me with dark brown hair and matching eyes. Despite being
known as the god of time and transition, he chose to appear rough and dark
instead of old and wise. While he was no god, he was the demon who controlled
the passing though the Land of the Dead and the void. People, demons, and the
dead all had to be protected from the void. While some people were born on
every world with the power to guard any passage to the void, Janus guarded from
this side. 


“I am glad you would never lie to me.”


“For no other reason than that your brother would
complain. He does like to talk too much.”


“He likes the sound of his own voice. He did make it
to the spirit world, I take it?” I had to ask. Even though Divina said she
would not try to bring him back again, I worried he would never rest in peace.


“He has found a pleasant, if unorthodox resting
place.” The demon rolled his eyes and examined one of the most gnarled trees.
“His hobbies include bothering my demons and influencing the living. If I
cannot get him under control, we will soon have Noquodi-demon hybrid babies
running around the void.”


He turned to me as if I would help him control my
dead brother. I couldn’t stop the man from trying to overpopulate Earth, how
would I stop him from doing so to the Land of the Dead? Then it occurred to me.



“He is trying to take over the realm.” 


The demon sighed. “I know. He ranted something about
ruling Hell or Heaven when I told him he could not lay with my daughter.” He
rubbed his thin hand upwards on the charred bark of the tree. The bark gained
some healthy brown color and the branches slowly untwisted to look less
menacing. “I hate this forest. I am tired of this realm. I want to be involved
with the living again.”


“You want the gates reopened,” I surmised. 


There was hope in his eyes, but I knew Janus was a
tricky one. “I would control the demons this time, lay down rules and
consequences. My demons would be more vulnerable to the gods and Noquodi.”


“But they would also kill the living.”


“Rules,” he said simply. “I suppose you are here for
information again. The realm of the abyss gets stronger as the membranes on the
other side of the void whither.”


“A beautiful image, thank you. Actually, I want
something from you,” I said. There was a greedy glint in his eyes, for I paid
well. “I want help from you to protect my nephew. He will give you the demon that
escaped to the other side.”


The demon snarled. “He is a wild beast, far more
rabid than me. All of the Ancients are.”


“I know. And you cannot get him back here yourself
because you aren’t allowed through the void. But your demons are.”


“You want me to send a demon to protect your nephew,
and in exchange he will send the Ancient back here.”


“Something like that.” 


“There was something else, yes? Something you need to
know?” he asked. I reached into my bag and pulled the card out that I had set
aside from the others. 


“I need to know what this means.” 


He took the card and studied it, then leaned forward
to smell it. “Not yours. Who is this card for? Whose scent is this?”


“Dylan’s. That’s my nephew’s card. What does it
mean?”


He looked at me with pity. A demon’s pity. “It means
that I need to prepare for one more Guardian in the Land of the Dead.”


I took the card back and put it in my bag without
looking at it. “Just follow my plan and Dylan will be fine.”


He stared at me suspiciously. “And my insurance plan?”


“The same as last time; myself.” With that deal in
place, we discussed the details. 


 


*          *          *


 


The void closed behind me, returning me to the troll
king’s castle.


“Are the demons coming?” Cylo asked me. 


I shook my head. “Magic is slowly flooding the land;
you have enough to deal with without demons invading.” While I said this, I
soaked up the energy around me like air. It was like having a limb back after
having to live life without it. Maybe I was too dependent on it, but it was all
I had other than Dylan. And it wasn’t like Dylan needed me anymore anyway.


“You have forced us to break a ban on magic that had
been in place for years,” the queen said, holding her daughter tightly in her
arms. “I hope your nephew is worthy of your faith.”


“My nephew has more potential than any Guardian ever
born. If you cannot believe that, you should meet his mate.” 


“His mate?” she asked. 


Instead of answering, I gave a small bow. “I have
done what I can to help him. Thank you for your assistance, but I must leave
now.”


“What about what was taken from me?” Cylo asked. “I
have not found what was taken from me.” He looked from me to the royal family
in despair. 


“What was taken from you?” the queen asked.


“I cannot remember, but it is so important.” He looked
like he was going to cry. “It is the most important thing in the whole world
and it was taken and I need it back.” 


I reached out with my energy to see what I could
about him, but my magic recoiled. It was normal for me to scan someone before
trusting them, but I couldn’t when I first met Cylo, and I wouldn’t be able to
when he was having a mental breakdown. Every person in the entire universe was
capable of breakdowns, but I always felt awkward around them. 


Normally when someone was about to breakdown, I
reacted in the best way I could think of to stop it; I pushed my energy inside
him. Adapting the magic I used to read someone’s mind, I started searching
through his memories. I dug in about the time he was a young adult and started
flipping through nearly every day of his life from that point on. I was able to
pull myself mostly out of his mind. While he was remembering every day of his
adult life, it would drive me insane to see that much of someone. Still, I knew
he would see a few of my memories because it was my magic. I hated to do this,
but he needed his memories back.


The man dropped to his knees in a daze. He made a few
unintelligible noises, but most were happy sounds. The royal family watched in
apparent fascination until I felt the man’s mind return to the present. I
became worried as I pulled away my magic and he continued to stare into space. 


“Cylo.” He looked up at me. “Are you okay?” I asked.


“They took my---” The rest of his sentence was
drowned out by a horrible screech. 


I was becoming too familiar with screeches lately.
The solid wooden doors burst open and two huge griffins surged in. I had never
been attacked by an extinct beast before, but it was a day for firsts. In fact,
getting attacked by a water monster that did not exist yet had also been a new
experience. 


The queen snatched her daughter up and ran from the
room while the king shielded them. One griffin tried to distract him while the
other went after the fleeing mother and child. Griffins were created to be the
powerful companions and guardians of wizards. They were nearly impervious to
all magic, as strong as an elephant, as smart as a dolphin, and as
temperamental as a bull shark. Their wings, though covered in feathers, could
not be pierced by any metal. 


Trying to head off the one going after the queen and
child, I passed a metal pole holding a decorative vase. I doubled back to grab
it, not even considering my luck that it was not attached to the floor. There
was a small crash as the vase hit the floor. I did manage to get in front of
the beasts, but only because the troll king was large enough to occupy them
both. He was wielding a sword like a warrior, which every king should be able
to do, but still, the weapon did no more than irritate the creatures.


I smashed the metal pole into the face of my
shrieking opponent, aiming for the eyes. In an instant, it had the pole firmly
in its beak. Besides in magic, Guardians were also physically stronger than
regular people; I broke the pole in half. Now I had to get closer to the beast,
but I had two weapons and better control over them. When I stabbed it in the
left eye with the free pole, it let go of the other one. The pole was bent from
the strength in the griffin’s beak. 


Hobble, missing so far, came barreling clumsily into
the room, straight for the griffin attacking me. 


Meanwhile, Cylo had found a decorative sword and went
after the other griffin. I yelled for him to get back, but he didn’t listen. He
ran to stab the griffin in the back of the neck, but the creature swatted at Cylo
with his massive paw. The instant the beast’s talons touched Cylo, both the
griffin and Cylo disappeared.


The small gargoyle fared much better in his attack.
He dove under the large griffin as it turned to strike, then latched onto its
neck with both heads. The gargoyle dugs its claws into the griffin’s underbelly
and with several flaps of its wings, flipped the gargoyle onto its back. Sharp
talons scratched at the stone wings but the gargoyle was too small and quick
for the griffin’s talons to catch any real stone flesh. Unfortunately for the
griffin, the gargoyle’s cat-like claws were perfect for digging at sensitive
eyes. With a painful screech, the blinded griffin took off. 


I felt sorrow for the beast. Griffins were extremely
territorial but mated for life. Because they both attacked together, I had to
conclude that they were a mated pair. The griffin had to suffer the loss of his
or her mate and its own blindness. However, with their great healing power, the
blindness may be temporary; the lost mate was a much worse blow. Still, I had
to feel more regret for Cylo. I had no idea where he was, but I would find him.


A soft whimpering warned me that there was more
trouble to come. Turning back to the troll king, I saw a young woman huddled on
the floor in a fetal position. “Who is that?” I asked the king. He shrugged his
massive shoulders.


“When the beast and your friend disappeared, she
appeared in their place.” 


I crouched down beside her and she slowly looked up
at me. The woman was absolutely beautiful, with rich, dark red hair, light
green eyes, and perfect skin. “Are you hurt?” I asked in Lilat. When she stared
at me blankly, I tried again in Sudo, and then a third time in English. She
shook her head. When I held out my hand, she took it and let me help her to her
feet. “Do you speak English?” I asked in English. 


“Yes. Where am I?”


Since she spoke English, I had to assume she was
human and knew nothing about other worlds. “Very far from home.” She was pretty
tall for a human woman. 


I heard a weird purring sound and felt a nudge
against my hand. I looked down to see the little gargoyle, covered in blood,
but looking so proud of himself. Unfortunately, the woman didn’t see it that
way, and screamed. Hobble scrambled behind me to hide from the loud woman. 


It took several tries to shush her, but then I made
sure to pet both of Hobble’s heads to tell him I was proud of him. 


“What is that thing?” she asked, her voice wobbly. 


“Some gargoyle creature, probably from another
world,” I answered. I don’t think she liked that answer, but got over her fear
of Hobble and joined him behind me when she saw the troll king. I sighed. “The
day is never over for the Noquodi,” I said to the confused king.


“Am I still on Dios?” the woman asked. I turned to
her and frowned. 


“What do you know about Dios? Aren’t you human?” 


“I knew you weren’t human!” she declared. “That
language isn’t human! I am a human, but my boyfriend is from Dios, and that’s
where I was. He left to find someone and then my baby and friends disappeared.
Everyone helped me search for them, but there was some sort of attack. One
minute I’m talking to a grouchy goblin, and the next I’m here. Sammy’s not even
two years old!”


Something felt off about that. “The Dios people are
not very friendly with humans. What city were you in?” I asked.


She shrugged. “I can’t pronounce much of their
language. All I know is that the king is my boyfriend’s nephew.”


“Which king?”


“How do you know English if we’re not on Earth?”


“I have been there. Which king? What was his name?
What did he look like?”


“He was really young; too young to be a king. His
name was Nila.”


Nila was the High King of Dios, the one who presided
over all the city kings. She said he was her boyfriend’s nephew. The only uncle
Nila had was Nano. But there was no way this woman was the Guardian’s
companion. As I studied her, it occurred to me that she was exactly Nano’s
type. She was Dylan’s too. I never went for the tall, thin women myself. Her
relationship with Nano explained why she was on Dios. 


“Your boyfriend is Nano?”


“You know him?!”


“And this baby of yours?” 


“How do you know Nano?” she asked instead. 


It was like pulling teeth to get any answers out of
her. I realized at that point that the troll king had lost interest and was no
longer in the room. “I am a friend of his. What is your name?”


“Vivian. What world is this?”


Why did Vivian sound so familiar? “We are on Kahún,
but I am from Duran.”


“Small universe. My friend lives on Duran. I mean,
he’s human, but he’s been living there for three years.”


“Oh, Hell. You’re Vivian.” I groaned, for I
remembered why the name was so familiar. I had heard more than I ever wanted
about the red-headed woman. 


She frowned. “Yes, I told you that.”


“You’re Dylan’s ex-girlfriend.”


Her eyes widened. “You know Dylan?”


I really didn’t know what to say, because I didn’t
know what she knew. Did she know about the Guardians? That her boyfriend and
Dylan are Guardians? Did she know that Dylan was learning magic? Nano may have
told her everything or nothing.


“When was the last time you saw Dylan?” 


“He disappeared yesterday.”


“And you know that he has…” 


She rolled her eyes. “I know he has magic, yeah. My
boyfriend is a Guardian.” 


“You shouldn’t talk about that to strangers. You
can’t be sure that I wouldn’t hunt Nano down and kill him for being a
Guardian.” Apparently he had not explained things well enough. On the other
hand, things worked differently on Dios and everyone there knew he was the
Guardian. “I know Dylan because I was the one who taught him magic.”


Her jaw dropped. “You’re the Guardian of Duran,
right? That’s how you have been to Earth and know Dylan?”


Dylan told me she was very smart, but I had less than
a complete picture yet. She did not wait for me to answer.


“You are one of the Guardians.” She dropped to her knees.
“Please take me to Dios. I need to be with Nano.”


“I can’t,” I sighed. It was hard for me to explain to
her she was now as trapped here as me.


“Why not?” she demanded.


“My book is missing.”


 


*          *          *


 


The troll king and his wife turned out to be very polite
royals, who invited us to eat with their people. While sitting at the table,
spread wide with meats, bread, fruit, vegetables, and drinks, the young man
sitting to the right of me tried to retain my sole attention. He asked numerous
questions about magic. I could feel that he was a naturally powerful wizard and
felt sorrow that he spent his entire life unable to use the skill that he was
born with. Most likely, he felt like there was something very wrong with him
but never knew what it was. 


Meanwhile, the queen tried to steer attention away
from me and Vivian. I could understand that she wanted us gone. Vivian wanted
to leave as well, and seemed very troubled that she couldn’t understand the
language. 


“What do we do now?” Vivian asked me.


I set down the small berry that I had in my hand.
“While I would like to help you get home, there is nothing I can do for the
time being. I cannot travel with my book gone. Wizards and Guardians can travel
to a world without its book as long as their name is in it. Guardians do not
need their book on their person to travel, however; our magic is bonded with
our book. My book is not just away from me, there is something blocking my
connection with it. With that connection broken, I cannot travel anywhere.”


“That has to be horrible for you,” she said quietly. 


“It is, but at least I can use magic again. However,
I think it is also the only thing keeping me safe,” I said. 


“Your magic is?”


“My book missing is.”


“How is your being trapped and missing a book keeping
you safe?” she asked. 


I lowered my voice, even though none of the others
could understand English. “Because with my book missing I am essentially not a
Guardian, which makes it much easier to hide from those looking for a
Guardian.”


“Who’s looking for you?”


“Do you have a place in mind to sleep tonight?” the
king asked. The rest of the table fell silent. “You helped to defend my wife
and child against those winged beasts, the least I can do is offer a place to
sleep.”


“You are very kind, but I was thinking of hunting
down those creatures instead of sleep. That is the job of the Noquodi, and
yours is unavailable. However, if the man I came here with returns, he will
likely need a rest.”


“I still do not understand how a man could disappear
and a woman could appear in his place. Was it magic done by those creatures?”


“No. While they are magical creatures, they cannot
perform magic. The displacement of my friend was actually a much darker
circumstance. I can tell you that once people learn to use the magic now
available here, they will be much better prepared. Until then, I feel it is my
responsibility to hunt down the beasts that were displaced here.”


“Especially since he caused us to break tradition,”
the wife glared.


“Mother, it was justified,” their daughter interjected
gently.


“I warn you to be careful about using magic here.”
The queen didn’t acknowledge her daughter. “Word travels slowly in these lands
and people will be confused as to why they can suddenly use magic again.
Children born since magic was banished will not know how to control it.”


“I understand this world has its own traditions, and
I don’t know the reasons you saw fit to block magic, but most worlds rely on
magic and live in peace with it. I will not advise you to continue allowing
magic to be, but I will ask that consider it. Give the people a few months to
figure it out and see what happens. Besides, you rule the trolls. Do you have
the right to decide for the entire world whether or not they can use magic?”


“We are not the ones who started this,” the king
said. 


“Magic has been outlawed by the consensus of all
ruling families generations ago. People feared magic and those who used it.
However, outlawing it did not stop people from using it; only caused more
people to die because of it. Between suspicions, accusations, and false
witnesses, more innocent people have been killed in the war against magic than
anything else. We made a bargain with the demons to keep magic from being
usable to anyone but those Azenoth deemed worthy. This included our Noquodi and
my daughter.”


“In that case, I respect your decision. But people
change. They grow up. If people are not being killed for their inborn
abilities, maybe they will not fear it. For some, magic is not a choice. Let
them use it or take it away, it is still a part of who they are.”


“I assume you refer to your nephew again?” the queen
asked. I paused. Of course, I hadn’t realized it, but she was right. 


“My nephew was born with more magic than he could
handle. For that reason, he grew up alone and many wanted him dead. He used it
his entire life without understanding what it was or that he was even doing it.
Despite that, he learned to use magic as a tool to help people instead of an
obstacle to overcome. Some people would use magic as a weapon, but at least as
many people would use it to help others.”


“We will consider your advice after you defeat the
winged beast. And you will take this very young woman with you on this
dangerous trip?” the king asked. 


“She just wants to get home. Honestly, I would not
want to be standing between her and her mate when he hunts her down. The
Noquodi of Dios will be looking for her very soon and I doubt anything can stop
him from finding her. He knows me and would make fewer assumptions if he finds
her safe with me than hidden away somewhere.”


“You’re talking about me,” Vivian interrupted. 


“How did you know that?” I asked. 


“I’m a woman; we know when someone is talking about
us.”


I thought back over a couple of conversations with
Divina and gave up on my argument. “Fair enough. If I asked you to stay here,
safe in the castle while I went out to fight mythological monsters, would you?”


“Dylan never said you were stupid,” she answered. I
stared at her until she rolled her eyes. “Not a chance in Hell.”


“Nano is probably looking for you, and he can track
you better if you stay in one place. Besides, do you want him to find you
dead?”


She made a rude and disbelieving sound that I hoped
Dylan never learned to do. “Nano would eat your entrails if you let anything
happen to me under your watch. Besides, Dylan told me about you. You wouldn’t
let me be injured. You are probably the most powerful person on this planet,
how could I be safer than being glued to your side?”


“I really do not expect to make it off this planet
unscathed if at all.”


She seemed stunned silent. Unfortunately, that only
lasted a moment. “You are nothing how Dylan described you. He was going on and
on about how brave and strong and smart you are, the things you’ve taught him,
especially that there is always a way. A way to win, a way to save the world,
and a way to stay alive… He talks about you like you’re Doctor Who. He’s so
worried that you’re missing and he can’t do anything, and here you are like you
don’t even care if you die!” The last few sentences got louder as she ranted.
She stood quickly, knocking over her chair. “Well he cares!”


She stomped out of the room, forcing people to dive
out of her way to avoid getting run over. I got up and picked up the chair. “It
was nice meeting you,” I said to the royal family. I found Vivian standing on
the beach, looking out over the ocean, and was reminded why I rarely took
females as my apprentices. 


“When Dylan disappeared three years ago, I didn’t
know what to think. I thought he would never leave me. Then I met Nano and he
explained that the universe was bigger than I ever knew. But he left me, too.
He said that he couldn’t be around when Sammy was born for safety reasons.
Sammy was all I had until I answered the door one day to see Dylan standing
there. Dylan used to be like me; disappointed in everyone. He never knew his
father, his mother was neglectful, and the people that were supposed to love
and protect him were abusive. We had a bond over that loneliness.


“The Dylan at my door was not the same one who left.
He has friends and loved ones now that mean something to him. You are family to
him. I can see it and hear it when he talks about you. Then you act like you
dying is inevitable and unimportant.” She then did something I was not prepared
for; she turned around and punched me in the face. “Your life is important to
him and you have no right to throw it away!”


She tried to punch me again but I caught her fist. As
small as her hands were, I was going to have a bruised eye. “I get it. I
understand. It’s not like I don’t want to live, I do,” I explained. “I will
fight to live, but there are more important lives at stake, particularly
Dylan’s.”


“You taught him to survive.”


“I taught him something, I hope. Anyway, we should
not be at sea after dark.” I turned my attention to Hobble, who had followed me
outside like a faithful puppy. “Hey, little guy.” I pet both heads. “Can you
find the griffin that you injured? Can you hunt it down?” I asked. At first I
thought he didn’t understand, but then he started flapping his wings and lifted
a little ways off the ground. I easily found the boat we had left abandoned and
once we were in the water, Hobble flew a little ahead, leading the way.


 


*          *          *


 


It was hours before we came to a populated city. By
then, the sun was getting very low in the sky, which made the gloomy place look
even more desolate. Built in the water, this city was shaped like the first
one; it was colorful with tall buildings and a distinct lack of a walkway.
Unlike the other city, however, this one was in ruins. Upon seeing the damaged
buildings, downed bridges, and confused people, I concluded that they had
recently been attacked. 


“Looks like Italy after a tsunami,” Vivian said. “Is
this water damage?”


“In a city built in the ocean, I would think that
they were better prepared for water damage. I think this is the result of the
griffin that got away. Griffins were protectors and guards of magical and
powerful people, but a griffin without a master was often irrational. This one
lost its mate; it’s probably feral.”


“But they attacked you. How can it be angry that you
defended yourself?”


“I’m not sure attacking me was their intention. They
actually ignored me and the troll king and went after the queen and the little
girl. Perhaps they do have a master, who sent them after those the king cared
about. I am not sure of the politics on this world.”


“That sounds too far-fetched for me.”


“We’re talking about creatures that are extinct on
Earth and never even existed on this world. The thing I wonder is, if there was
no nominal energy to use, which I can attest to, how could there be a wizard
with a mated pair of griffins?”


“Could he have been a wizard with no magic?” 


“Yes, but griffins are only loyal to the most
powerful.”


After Hobble led us to a working dock, I told him to
fly off and hide in case the people were not friendly to the little gargoyle.
While the damage was extensive and wide-spread, there was a definite path of
destruction. People were milling about in their buildings, some trying to call
for help over crumbled bridges and blocked pathways. Alarms blared, warning of
fire or other destruction. The crying of children was the worse sound. 


One in particular could be heard above all else. On a
ledge pathway, just a foot above the water, Vivian and I were across the canal
from the wail. “Stay here,” I told Vivian. With a wave of my hands, I calmed
the water enough to freeze the surface. In the middle of the ocean, I knew it
would be easier to rebuild the bridge, but freezing water used less energy and
I wasn’t sure what I would soon face.


I gingerly crossed the frozen walkway, intensely
aware that many people were watching. Stepping up on the ledge of solid stone,
I came to a doorway. Instead of the glass door that should have been there,
shattered glass littered the floor and stone debris blocked the way. In between
the cries I could hear the whispered voice of another child trying to give
comfort.


Inside was dark, previously a family room, cluttered
with broken furniture and decorative objects. The wailing led me right to the
only table left standing, where three little children and a baby were hiding.
The oldest child, a girl about ten years of age, snuggled the baby closer and
tried to push her small brother behind her. 


“I will not hurt you,” I said in Lilat. I hoped she
understood my intention even if she couldn’t understand the language. Before
she could say anything, I saw that the blanket the baby was covered in had
blood on it. “Give him here.” I held out my arms but she clutched the bundle
tighter. The baby’s wail became even louder. “I need to check if he is hurt!” I
barked. The girl jumped a little, but held him out.


Supporting the head, I gently unwrapped the blanket.
The baby couldn’t have been more than a few months old. There was a small
scratch on his left cheek and a large cut down his belly, but it wasn’t fatal
by any means. I pulled the jar of healing cream out of my bag and dug out a
little. When I rubbed the cream on his cut, he stopped crying and watched me.
Just to make sure I did not miss any real damage, I pushed my energy into him
in search of anything that wasn’t supposed to be there. Like eco-location, I
could see that there were no broken bones or internal bleeding. I handed him
back to his sister. 


“Are any of you hurt?” I asked. 


After a short hesitation, she pushed the other little
girl towards me. She looked up at me with deep copper eyes, then held out her
arm. Her hand was at an odd angle and her wrist was swollen and bruised.
Hovering my hands around her wrist, I pulled my energy gently down my hands to
trickle into her wrist. The bone was cracked, but reparable. I cooled my energy
to create a numbing effect and got to work. Mostly, I used my energy to increase
her own body’s ability to heal. She squirmed as it warmed and itched, but
otherwise did not move. It only took a few minutes before the bone was healed.
I had healed many bones before, but not often in a child.


When I realized the room was starting to smell like
smoke, I saw that a fire had been started from a broken lamp. It was not large
at the moment, but within a few minutes, the room with an unusually low ceiling
and only one escape route would be full of smoke.


I sat back, a little tired; I no longer had my book’s
support. Before I could stand back up, the little girl launched herself on me
and wrapped her tiny arms around my neck. Then the older girl and the little
boy joined in. I pried the little boy off and the older girl let go, but the little
girl refused to be removed, so I carried her back out through the doorway.
Putting out a hand to hold the little boy back from the water while carrying
another child with my other hand, it was more difficult to form an ice bridge.


I looked at the older girl. “Hold him back, I will
take her across and come back for you,” I said. She pushed the baby into my
other arm and grabbed her little brother around the waist. I carefully crossed
the ice-bridge and someone in the building across the way took the children. I
froze more of the water before crossing back to the remaining children. I
grabbed the boy and carried him to the other side. When I turned back, the
older girl was trying to cross the bridge on her own. Unfortunately, she was
barefoot and there was water on the bridge. 


She slipped. I reached her before she went over, but
my sudden weight caused the bridge to break and we were instantly dragged off
into the rushing water. 


I tried to protect her body as we were swept into the
canal walls, though it was difficult enough keeping her face above water while
she thrashed. I used my shoulders to bear the brunt of the hard, wet stone of
the canal walls. People reached out to us, but we were moving too fast, and
every time I nearly got a grip, I would end up busting my arm on the stone
instead. 


After a few minutes, the little girl stopped
thrashing. 


I saw the boat, but could do nothing to avoid it, so
I held up my damaged are in order to prevent as much damage to my head as
possible. Even when the shearing pain tore up my back, my hand caught the firm
edge of the boat. After a few seconds, I realized I had a true grip. People
jumped in the small boat and pulled first the little girl, then me out of the
water. 


They shouted directions around me but I wasn’t
listening. My energy swirled soothingly inside me, so I settled down in the
boat, closed my eyes, and I let it speed up my natural healing. Energy could
only go so far, unfortunately; I sat up slowly, angled myself carefully, and
slammed my shoulder into the wooden seat to fix my dislocated shoulder. 


Then I turned over and coughed up as much water as I
could by pushing my chest into my knees. Sago had strong lungs and actual death
from downing was extremely rare. Assured I would survive just fine, I let
myself drift and my energy heal my torn flesh and muscles. 


 


*          *          *


 


“Kiro. Wake up!” 


It was very grueling to be woken by an irritated
woman’s voice. It was almost as if nothing good could possibly happen all day
if a woman was irritated at the start.


I opened my eyes to see Vivan looking at me
worriedly. I was still lying in the boat and the little girl was curled up
beside me. When I reached over and gently shook her, her eyes popped open and I
sighed with relief. 


Even as the townspeople were trying to talk me out of
the boat, the two other children were crawling into it to create a puppy pile
around me. Vivian pulled at my arm until I stood up, taking the younger girl
with me as she put her arms around my neck again. The little boy planted his
arms firmly around my leg and the older girl wrapped her arms around my waist. 


Luckily, the boat was parked right outside another
door, which led to an undamaged room. The room was a library if the
wall-to-wall bookshelves were anything to go by, with a large sofa sitting by a
window. I settled the children on the sofa and turned to listen to the
townspeople for the first time. 


Most of them rattled on about thanking me and how it
would have taken days for them to get the children out, how the fire got out of
control… I was really too tired to listen. One woman in a drab, cream-colored
shift tried to dry me off with a towel. If she felt a little too much, I wasn’t
going to berate her. Really, I was tired, not blind, and her clothes did her no
justice. Her cream-colored hair was a gorgeous combination with her light blue
eyes. Her skin was soft and her features were womanly enough without being
abrasive. I found myself staring at her as she tried to ring out my shirt, out of
tiredness more than anything. Still, she smiled shyly when she saw me looking.


Fortunately, or unfortunately, my paternal instincts
dominated baser needs. I took the other towel she had and focused on drying the
little girl. The younger girl used that as an excuse to clamp her arms around
mine. Her deep copper eyes, ginger hair, and clinginess reminded me of my
daughter, Saren. She was two-hundred-eighty-four now, but I remembered changing
her nappies, which was very difficult because she would grab one of my hands
and hold on for dear life. Saren had her own children and was married. I hadn’t
seen her in fifty years. Even as the years had done her good and she was a
powerful witch, she was not immortal, and I might have seen her for the last
time. 


I came out of my memories to the startled eyes of the
older girl, except her eyes weren’t copper like they had been before, they were
the exact same color as mine. As soon as I realized the color was familiar, the
color bled out to be replaced by their original copper. When tears started
falling from her eyes, I stepped back. 


She was a natural empath; she had a very powerful and
distinct ability to read the emotions of others, and she had just felt mine.
Everyone else in the room was confused as she cried, but I was afraid to
comfort her when I did not know what she would read next. 


 


*          *          *


 


After the children had calmed down, they all fell
asleep quickly. A short conversation with a friendly townswoman informed me
that the children were orphans and belonged to everyone. They even voted and
held meetings over parental decisions. I translated for Vivian and she argued
that that was the wrong way to raise children, but I shut her up with a glare.
It was not our place to question another’s culture, and they were obviously
healthy children.


When we asked about the damage to the town, she said
there were conflicting stories. What she saw was a huge winged beast that had
bird-like features but also four legs and a tail. It was the griffin. However,
at the same time, she heard noise from another creature. The people on the
other side of the city told that they were attacked by a huge black beast, also
flying, but otherwise had no bird features and was as black as night. One
person told her that its roar burst windows.


Vivian, the sleeping children, and I were left in the
library alone. 


“How did you know they were in there?” Vivian broke
the silence. I frowned at her. “You went through the door without hesitating.
How did you know there were children in that random building?” she asked. 


“You couldn’t hear the baby crying?”


She shook her head. “Over the alarms and the other
terrified people, no way.”


“Well, Guardians have good hearing,” I said as I
settled down on the couch and the little boy cozied into my side. The baby sniffed
and squirmed a little, but didn’t wake. 


“You’d make a good father,” Vivian said. 


“Are you kidding? Any father can comfort a child in
distress. Actually raising the children is much harder. There is nothing that
requires more responsibility than raising a person.”


“You are a father?” Vivian asked.


I looked at her. “Did Dylan tell you how old I am?”


“No, but I know Nano is much older than he looks, and
I know you are probably around his age.”


“I’m about five hundred years older than him. I am
over two thousand years old.


Vivian’s face went pale. “My boyfriend is
fifteen-hundred-years-old?”


I ignored her breakdown and answered her earlier
question. “I have many children, and all of them hate me. They resent me for
not teaching them enough magic, for having apprentices, going off and doing my
Guardian duties, me being more powerful than them, not loving their mother
enough, etcetera, etcetera. Half the time their mother kicks me out because my
work is too dangerous and takes too much of my time, or because I never age,
then my kids blame me for not being there for them.


“The ones that do want to keep in touch after they
grow up and have their own children… I have to watch them grow old. Watching my
children grow from a tiny blob to a complex person is amazing. Watching them
grow old is the worst thing in the world. Can you imagine knowing what the
universe is full of, but never having enough time to show the people you love?
Knowing that their time is coming to an end, slowly but surely, and you will be
left without them. My children can live for hundreds of years with proper use
of their magic, but none will ever be immortal.” 


I looked at the sleeping children and thought of
Soren. I remembered the important moments of every one of my children, whether
they were biologically mine or not. “Can you imagine looking at your baby and
knowing that she was only going to last for a moment in time, and then you
would be forever without her? I try to show them what’s out there, but there’s
never enough time.”


I looked up to see Vivian in tears, no doubt thinking
of her own child. “Your baby will outlive you. As Nano’s child, he’s liable to
live for hundreds of years. Be happy,” I said.


She nodded. “I am happy for myself, but you should
never have suffered as you do.”


“Yet, I kept having children. Because even as I lost
my children to time and decay, my life was still better for having known them,
and my soul was still better for having brought them into this world.” I smiled
at her. “And then there’s Dylan.”


“But he’s not your son.”


“No, he’s my nephew. My twin brother, the only person
I had left in my life, who had been there with me from the beginning, was
killed. But he left me with the one thing I never had; a child who was
immortal. I know Dylan wasn’t a child, but he had a lot of growing up to do,
and still does. I can show him the universe, teach him to see its magic, and he
wants to learn. There is so much life in him, so much passion for learning.
There is no decay, no end coming. No goodbyes. More than for standing by me my
whole life, I am thankful to my brother for giving me Dylan. And I feel so
guilty because I am nearly thanking my brother for dying. ”


“He talks about you like he would a loving father.”


“It feels more like that recently, but I worry that
if he does think of me as his father, he will hate me as my children do. He
always grew quickly in magic, but now wants to do his own exploring and
learning. I worry that if I don’t let him reach out and find his own path in
life, he will feel smothered and resent me.”


“How often do you take him to other worlds? Show him
the stars, so to speak,” she asked.


I shook my head. “Too dangerous. He learns magic
quickly, but there are evils out there that he is far too young for.”


She laughed, and it wasn’t a friendly one. “I see
what your problem is. Yours and his. He wants the adventure that you just told
me you wanted to give to your kids, but you’re too afraid to let him have it
because you don’t want to lose the only Dylan you have. You can’t have it both
ways. I know Dylan, I knew him before you ever did. His entire life, he’s been
told he couldn’t do something, then been left alone. He’s learned that he can
do anything he sets his mind to, but he can figure out a way to do it on his
own.” She glared at me and I felt a profound epiphany in the making. “If you
won’t show him the stars, he’ll find them himself. Do you want to be there to
teach him or not? You can only control what you do, not what he does. That is
what you never had before; someone who can do anything, including control his
own destiny.” 


How could Dylan have ever left this wise, brilliant
woman? I have married women who couldn’t light a cooker, yet he left a woman
who could figure out the secrets of the universe.


“By the way, if Dylan asks about your eye… Don’t tell
him I hit you.”


Since I had forgotten her that she punched me, I
automatically reached up to feel my left eye. It stung, but didn’t feel
bruised, so I shrugged. “I heal fast. I’m sure it will be gone tomorrow.”


She squinted with disbelief. “You haven’t seen
yourself in a mirror lately, have you?” 


Once again, I was reminded why I preferred sweet,
quiet women. 


 


*          *          *


 


Vivian and I tried to set off early in the morning,
but our plans were squandered by a screaming little girl who would not be
deterred. The child never said a word, but she could make demands like a pro,
and she had a tight grip on my leg. Vivian went out to get some backup; even
though she didn’t speak the native language, I would not make it out of the
room without hurting the child. Finally the pretty maid from the previous day
came with some food to lure the octopus child off of me. 


“Where are you and your…” she paused, looking
pointedly at Vivian.


“Friend who is in a committed relationship with
someone else,” I supplied. Her slight grin grew and she set plates of food
down. It was rice with some meat in it. 


“Great. I am Leina.”


“My name is Kiro. She is Vivian.”


“Where are you and your friend off to so early?”


“Not sure yet,” I answered. She stepped forward and
was suddenly close enough that I could feel her breath. 


She was taller than I thought; the top of her head
coming nearly to my chin, but she wasn’t too tall. I usually preferred women
who were small enough to fit comfortably in my arms, since they were the ones
who liked a protective man. Feisty women, like Vivian, were not my type, which
just goes to show Dylan didn’t get it from my side of the family. Confident,
yes; argumentative, no thanks. 


“Then you should not rush off so soon.” She boldly
put her hand on my chest. I could tell she was normally shy, but wasn’t willing
to let the opportunity slip her by. 


Fantastic.


“I guess you could show me around. Maybe show me what
the bedrooms are like,” I said, happy to reward her bravery. She blushed and
her heartbeat picked up. She stood on her toes to kiss me. 


“Oh, my god. Really?!” Vivian demanded, interrupting
me from tasting the cute little woman. I looked over in time to see the
irritated red-head roll her eyes. “I don’t even know what you’re saying, Casanova
but you’re moving too fast. Do you normally pick up women like fast-food? I
mean, I get it, you got muscles, you’re tall, and you have this manly aura…
kind of like Arnold Schwarzenegger, but really?!”


“I’m not sure if I should be offended or not,” I
answered in English. Leina started to step back, but I wrapped my arm around
her waist. “What do you care, anyway? We’re stuck here and might as well get
comfortable. Go find a store to shop at, because Leina and I are adults.” 


She huffed, spun on her heels, and stormed out. 


“Can we go to my place now?” the woman asked eagerly.
I glanced over at the children, absentmindedly eating while watching us. “They
will be fine on their own; everyone in the city looks after them.”


“Are you okay for now?” I asked. The older girl
nodded. When the younger girl stood up to attack me, the other girl grabbed the
back of her shirt and pulled her back down. 


A few minutes later, Leina was leading me through
buildings and over bridges that hadn’t been destroyed. “We are just about
there,” she said. She was pulling me by my arm now.


“Leina, come here!” we heard someone call. 


Looking up, we spotted a man leaning over the balcony
of the building we were about to enter. Leina sighed and slumped against me,
her back to my chest. I knew she hadn’t meant to be seductive, but I realized
exactly what her bland clothes were hiding. 


“My brother lives in the place across from mine. He
was not supposed to be here; he is early to arrive from his trip.” She looked
up at me with pleading eyes. “I can make him leave if you can wait,” she said. 


“Anticipation makes the dessert sweeter.”


She smiled and I followed her into her into a hallway
with several doors and a set of stairs. We walked up three flights, passing
identical halls with identical doors, much like in one of Earth’s apartment
complexes, and came to a door that she unlocked with a key. Where she pulled
the key from, I didn’t know. I would have to watch where she put her hands more
carefully. 


“You can wait in here while I see what my brother
wants and get rid of him.” She left through the opposite door, leaving it open
just a crack. 


As I opened the door to her place and took a step in,
I was bombarded by my Guardian instincts; I was going to miss something
important.


Heeding the warning, I closed the door and followed
after Leina into her brother’s place. There was very little furniture, boxes of
papers, and a bed perfectly made. No pictures or art were displayed on the
white walls, or anything to identify this as a home. The kitchenette looked
like it had never been used. I found Leina and her brother on the balcony,
looking out over the sea. 


“What is it?” I asked. Leina jumped slightly, but
pressed her back against my front. I put my arms around her because it was
getting cold out and her clothes were fairly thin. 


She pointed to a small island not far from the city,
maybe ten minutes by boat. The island was secluded with thick trees, but
something felt wrong about it. I actually felt as if something there was
watching me. Still, except for my instincts, I could see nothing wrong.


“What about it? It looks fine,” I said.


Her brother turned to look at me. “It looks like a
nice enough island. The problem is, it was not there yesterday.”


“What do you mean, ‘not there yesterday’? Islands do
not develop overnight,” I argued.


“I agree, but this one did. I arrived this morning and
passed right by it. I almost landed there to explore it, but there were
horrible sounds coming from the forest.” He shivered as he looked back at the
island. “Truly horrible sounds, and not just one. That island is bad. People
will go there to explore it and they will die.” 


I patted Leina’s arm and let her go. “I will take
care of it.”


“What?” she demanded as she turned to me. “There are
monsters there and you want to go find them?”


“If it is a threat, I will take care of it. That is
my job, and I do my job well.”


“You are a monster hunter? That is a terrible job!”
she said. I laughed and went back into the room. “What about…?” she asked.


“If the sounds are from the same creatures that
attacked this city, they could return at any time for a second round. It could
take all day to uncover and neutralize a threat hiding on that island, and I do
not want to be there when it gets dark. I need to go now.” 


“You can take my boat,” the brother supplied. He told
me where it was tethered. It was difficult to leave Leina there, but I had to;
my duties as Guardian come first. 


Just when I found the boat, I heard my name called
and looked over to see Vivian standing there wearing a dark blue, fitted dress
and brown leather boots. “You went shopping? How? You don’t have any money,” I
said. The skills of some women…


She shrugged. “I traded for the clothes I was
wearing. Did you have fun corrupting that woman?” she asked.


“No,” I answered.


She frowned. “I’m sorry it wasn’t that good. Maybe
the next city we stop at will have a more-experienced slut you can play with.
Or maybe women of the sea are not that great.”


“I meant no, I did not get to do anything with her.
I’m going to check out a creepy island that screams danger and grew overnight,”
I answered, purposely trying to scare her off. 


“Ooohh! Sounds like fun!” She jumped in the boat
before I could untie it. 


I sighed and got in. Nano was going to kill me. 


I knew something was wrong within a few minutes. By
distance, it should have taken about ten minutes; however, I realized that the
closer we got, the quicker we were eating up the distance. We were not actually
moving faster, the island had some form of time warp around it. It was drawing
people in. 


“I think we made a mistake,” Vivian said.
“Something’s wrong. I don’t want to be here. Turn around.” 


“I need to find out what’s here and fight it. You can
stay on the boat.”


“Are you kidding? I’ll get killed in two minutes!”


“Then I’ll get off and you head back to the city,” I
said. She was muttering when we reached the island. The boat hit sand and I
hopped out. “Come back for me before nightfall, but don’t come alone.” I gave
the boat a shove. The boat drifted off a little, then rolled back with the
tide. I pushed it off harder, but it came right back. Vivian used the row, which
stuck right into the water and struck no dirt. 


“There’s a steep drop there. Oh, god. I don’t like
this. I would rather die with you on this horror movie than drown alone at sea.
Oh, god! The ocean’s so deep!” She was panicking now. She actually stood up
like she was going to jump, but the boat rocked hard and she fell. When the
boat hit the sand a third time, I helped her out. 


I had to listen to her rant about drowning until we
reached the trees that towered over us. Then fear took her breath and voice.
Inside it was dark, not to the point that I couldn’t see through it, but
definitely dark enough. 


“I don’t want to die. I have a baby.” Vivian started
crying and held onto my arm tightly. “Please, we have to leave. Please.” 


“We can’t,” I said. I pointed back out to sea, where
our boat was drifting away into the open ocean. She started crying harder and I
sighed. I knew what I had to do. My life would be in danger the moment I did,
but I could never stand a crying woman. “Alright. We’ll go back to the beach
and I will call for Nano.”


“What?” she asked, startled out of her crying. “I
thought you said you couldn’t do anything!” she yelled.


“I can’t travel worlds, but I can send out a signal.
I can make sure it finds Nano, and he’ll come.” 


I expected it when she slapped me. “Why didn’t you
tell me before?! He can’t come here; he’ll be killed with us!”


At least she cared about his life. Once I gave up my
hiding spot, I was free game for the gods to kill me. “He can travel,” I said.
“He can take you and get out of here in an instant. Even the time field will
have no effect.” No effect to them, anyway. It was likely that the Guardian’s
power would react with the time field and blow this island to bits as soon as
they left. 


I grabbed her arm to escort her back to the safer
beach, but at that moment, I felt the jerk of something else grabbing onto her.
She screamed as she was pulled into the dark. I raced after her, but the speed
of whatever had her was insane. Abruptly, she was dropped, but at the haste she
was going, she rolled quite a ways. 


I pulled her into my lap as she cried and shook and
used my magic to check for damage. Unfortunately, there was an energy barrier
around her; Nano had created a shield to protect her from magic, but it was
keeping me from helping her. I could have broken it, being the stronger
Guardian, but the backlash would have hurt Vivian.


Instead, I had to hope there was no internal
bleeding. I took the healing cream out of my bag and covered the minor scrapes
on her delicate skin. While it stopped the wounds from hurting, prevented
infection, and sped up the rate of healing, the real reason I used it was to
cover up the scent of blood. I learned a long time ago that in the dark, you
don’t want to smell like blood. 


A loud screech had us back on our feet. Whatever it
was, it was big, and we did not want to meet it. Vivian ran with me, but limped
a little. “Where is your gargoyle? Shouldn’t he be helping us?” 


I hoped we were heading in the right direction
towards the beach. “He isn’t my gargoyle; he is a wild gargoyle that can do
what he wants.” As we made our way to the beach, the roots in the ground
started to whip around like some kind of psychotic snakes. The faster we ran,
the more they moved. 


I slowed to a stop, holding Vivian back with me. She
didn’t question me and used the time to catch her breath. I reached into the
ground, sopping with moisture, and froze every drop of liquid I could. The
roots instantly collapsed. I reached for Vivian to get us running again, when I
felt something hit me. A force of energy shoved me back hard into a tree trunk.
Whatever it was, I could see nothing, but it was strong and solid. When it
compressed me harder into the tree, I lost my breath. I couldn’t even tell
Vivian to stay away when she tried to pull me off the tree. It didn’t just
compress me from the front; it wrapped around me and constricted like a snake.
I tried to draw enough energy to fight, but it was like there was nothing
there. My energy could actually feel an absence of everything. 


My head swam and my vision started to dim when a
sudden flash of light nearly blinded me. After it cleared, the little girl who
had helped me on the boat was there. There was nothing I could do or say and
right before I passed out, she disappeared, along with the pressure of the
invisible force. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to drops of water on my face. The forest had
gone from slightly cold to an uncomfortable hot and humid. Sitting up, I found
Vivian huddled up by a tree. “You’re impossible to move,” she accused.


“Sago have a denser structure than humans, so we
weigh more. What happened to that little girl?” 


“She was only here for a second, then she disappeared
and you passed out. That was about two hours ago and it’s been quiet since. It
just started to rain a little. We should have stayed on the beach and followed
the plan,” she said.


“What plan? We had a plan?”


“Mordon and I did. Distract the monster until Dylan
can get here,” she said. 


Normally, I would admonish her for putting all her
faith in one person, but Dylan had that kind of track record. He always figured
out the clues, had the plan, and arrived in time where he was needed at the
last possible moment. That sounded like a pretty good plan.


As I got to my feet, the loud screeching from earlier
startled the silence. Several howls, roars, and screeches answered the call,
quieter but still very creepy. Vivian rolled her eyes and we went in the
opposite direction of the sound. This time we didn’t run. I’m not sure if
Vivian had given up or what, but she had a distinct lack of energy. 


I wished we had run a moment later, when our path was
blocked by a nightmare; a horrible dog-like creature with glowing blue eyes and
foaming fangs. The beast was hairless and the skin actually looked charred in
spots. It was tall and skinny with long appendages and a long neck. Its head
was held low and fangs flashed in threat. 


Vivian screamed, but I couldn’t comfort her. I don’t
think I could actually move. This was a creature all sago feared. While human
parents told their children about the boogie men, sago grew up hearing about
the dejeva.


“What is that?!” Vivian cried, trying to pull me back
and keep me in front of her at the same time. 


“Hush. It can’t hurt us. It doesn’t exist,” I said,
more to myself than her. If I spoke any louder, it would have been with
hysterics. I couldn’t remember ever being more terrified. I would have gladly
faced Vretial alone instead of this creature. 


“I can see it! It does exist!” she argued. 


“The dejeva is a Duran myth. Just a myth.” The
creature growled and stepped closer. “The name ‘dejeva’ translates to ‘doll’ in
English. They are created by the death of a powerful wizard who wants to
destroy someone so badly that they are willing to die themself. But the dejeva
rarely kills. The venom in their bite can either kill someone slowly and
painfully, or it can turn a person into one of them. They like to eat someone
just enough to leave them alive.”


“Stop telling me this!” she cried.


“They spit venom that will eat your skin off.” The
creature made a rumbling grunting sound deep in its chest as if it were
laughing. It shook its head slightly, making the froth from its mouth fly from
the wrinkly muzzle. 


“We’re going to die,” Vivian cried, hiding her face
against my back.


“Yes,” I answered. “Hopefully that’s all.”


The screech behind us informed me that whatever we
had been running from had found us, though I was more afraid that it would
provoke the dejeva to attack. I could feel Vivian turn to look at the newcomer,
but I still couldn’t take my eyes off the dejeva. However, the beast did take
his eyes off me. The monstrous creature peered above my head at whatever was
behind me. Nothing could scare a dejeva, though, so it resumed its snarling,
this time at what was behind me. 


I felt the flap of its great wings before I saw it
bound over us. A black dragon, strangely familiar, hit the ground right in
front of me. It reared up and then pounded its front legs into the ground with
a screech. Trees trembled. Fortunately, it stood between us and the dejeva, and
seemed more interested in the one opponent. When the dragon’s left hind leg
missed me by a breath, and its whipping spike-tipped tail nearly gutted me, I
grabbed Vivian’s arm and ran. 


We ran for the beach until I had to scramble for the
purchase of a tree. In between us and the bright beach was a hole, wide enough
to drop my cabin in and deep enough to bury it. I could not tell exactly how
deep it was, because I couldn’t see the bottom. It was black; not dark,
actually a hole of blackness. I couldn’t even see the walls of the hole. When I
tried pouring energy into it to explore the depth and contents, the energy
disappeared. It was sucking in the energy like a black hole.


I held Vivian back as she tried to see into it. It
felt like something was looking back at us. “What could have made this hole?
How far down do you think it goes? What’s down there?” she asked. She sounded
much more curious than afraid. 


“I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Let’s go.”


“Really? You don’t want to know at all? I could go
down there and look around.”


“What?!” I demanded. “Why would you do that?!”


“I want to see. I want to go down there.”


I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her away,
but she struggled and tried to fight me off. The more I pulled her away, the
harder she fought. It was difficult to go around the hole with Vivian biting me
and trying to push us in. When we made it through the trees, I shoved her to
the ground and pinned her down. 


While I had lost my connection to my book, I could
still reach out to Duran. My soul knew my home, having reached through the bond
so many times. I could feel my concealing spell break and Duran reach kindly
back for me. With the bond to my world humming in my mind, I reached through my
lesser connection to Dios. My name was in Nano’s book, and through that bond I
could feel the worried Guardian. The only thing I could do was send him a
mental image of where I was in the universe. I hoped he knew I was with Vivian
and not just asking for help.


The woman in question went limp underneath me as I lost
my shaky connection. “Kiro?” she asked, fear thick in her voice. I looked down
at her. “Did I really just try to jump in a hole?” 


I was about to answer her when there was a whooshing
sound. I looked up in time to see the upper atmosphere light with fire.
Fortunately, it was only over the area in the time field, so the nearby city
was safe. 


“Would you kindly get off my mate, please?” 


I rolled over to let Vivian jump up and run into
Nano’s arms. “That was quick,” I said, getting up from the ground and dusting
the sand off. 


He frowned. “It took me a long time to track you
down, nearly an entire Dios day after I got your message.”


I shouldn’t have been startled. “We have a time warp
over us; it was hardly an instant before you arrived. However, your magic is
burning up the time field, so you need to leave now,” I said. 


“Are you not coming?” he asked. 


I shook my head. “Any moment, one of the gods is
going to summon me, and Zer will not let me land on Dios. If you tried to take
all three of us while I am blocked, there’s no telling what would happen to you
two.”


“Nano, he saved me; don’t let him stay,” Vivian
demanded. 


“This place will explode the moment my traveling
magic burns through the time field,” Nano warned. 


I nodded. “Good. The people of this world should not
be exposed to this place.” 


“Dylan will be very angry.”


“He has Divina to keep him safe. Besides, he would be
standing here, too, if he had to make the same choice. Don’t risk Vivian when
you know taking me is too dangerous.” 


He nodded. “Thank you.” With those parting words and
a crackle of energy, they both disappeared. 


As the roaring of flames in the sky grew louder, I
knew I was out of time. It was sad to hear the scared cries of the beasts in
the forest. As much as the people should not be exposed to those creatures, I
was still against killing. I felt the ground shake apart and sink as the trees
caught on fire. I looked out over the ocean to see the waves turn violent, but
from one instant to the next, everything changed. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was standing on a small, flat stone in the middle
of the sea. Even as calm as the water was, it lapped over the stone to wet my
boots. There was no land or ships in site. The lack of any wind, despite the
clear sound of it, informed me of where I was. Wherever my body physically was,
my mind was standing council to one of the gods. 


He appeared in front of me with calmness, but I could
see by the glare in his eyes that he was angry. With shoulder-length black
hair, sharp features, and a lithe body, he was not what I expected a god to
look like, but it was a falsified image anyway. The gods appeared however they
wanted to, and created an environment to suit their desires. 


“You know you are suspected of treason against the
gods.” It wasn’t a question. His Enochian was perfect, and I felt a little
shame that I never learned it fluently. 


“I am innocent,” I pleaded respectfully.


“Yet you hide yourself on my world like a coward.”


“I came here… to help your Noquodi. He asked for
help. I lost my book when I arrived,” I had to choose my worlds carefully so
that I did not mistake my usage of vocabulary or grammar. 


“You will not need your book again. For suspected
treason and for taking refuge on my world, I judge you---”


The god was interrupted by the arrival of another
god. As often as he had spoken to me, I never saw him with an image; Erono
fiercely reminded me that he was a god and I did not have the right to such an
accommodation. Erono felt that having a mortal image made him look less
powerful. 


He was wrong. Erono, who stood before me, may have
looked like a man, slightly older than me with short black hair, an angular
face, and a size fairly bigger than my own, but he emitted an aura like no
other. Fortunately, it wasn’t me he was glaring at. 


“Azenoth, how dare you judge my servant? He is mine
to punish if I will it.”


“He was hiding on my world,” Azenoth argued.


“Only because you were too blind to discover him. You
will never assume to judge another servant again who is not your own.”


On the echo of those threatening words, my virtual
reality crumbled to reveal myself lying on the ground in front of my cabin. I
sat up and looked around in shock. Not only had Erono saved me, but he returned
me home unharmed.









Chapter 10


Mordon


 


Dylan was gaining power too fast. When the demon attacked, I could see
that he lost control of it. He could do anything he wanted with magic, but if
he couldn’t control it, it would kill him. The one thing I could control above
all else was my fire; so that was what I used. I pushed all of my control and
will into him with my fire, and instantly felt his magic take to it. My fire
was much more structured than either nominal or physical energy. 


Even as Dylan collapsed, I could feel and see him
draw the wayward energy back in to avoid further damage. I gently took Sammy
from him and watch for signs of heart failure in my friend. I wasn’t a healer
like he was. He looked up at us just before passing out and I thought that was
the sign that he was in the clear. 


I was wrong. 


As soon as his eyes closed, his heart rate dropped,
and the bracelet he wore started flashing and chirping. Sammy wiggled around to
touch Dylan but I held him back. With my eyes this way, I could see shapes as
dull, blurry objects and colors were completely washed out. However, I could
see people as their auras glow bright and colorful. What each color meant, I
wasn’t sure, but I could smell their intentions. I could also see energy as
light particles in space, objects, and people. Nominal energy was blue,
physical energy was whitish-yellow, and Dylan’s god energy was green. 


Therefore, I could see that the god energy which
Dylan filled Sammy with to protect him against possession was still in him. I
worried what would happen if the baby touched Dylan and the energy flowed back
into my friend. 


When Dylan’s heartbeat slowed even further, I had to
sit back. Sammy struggled so hard that I couldn’t even perform basic medical
assistance. What I really wanted to do was burn down that ice wall and get him
medical attention, but Sammy was going wild and I wouldn’t risk burning him. 


Sammy’s teeth digging into my hand startled me into
letting him go. In an instant, he had his tiny hands over Dylan’s heart and
Dylan’s energy returned to him. “Heal!” the child screamed. “Heal!” The third
time he screamed it, Dylan’s eyes snapped open and his heart sped up. His
bracelet sparked and ceased chirping. 


“Very impressive,” a new voice startled the sudden
silence. We all looked to see a man watching us calmly. “I thought I would be
needed, but you three managed that demon all on your own.” 


The man was speaking fluent Sudo with a foreign
accent. He was built just like Kiro, with the same height and weight. His shirt
and pants were made of a simple black material that stretched across his chest,
but was slightly loose everywhere else. Around his waist was a tight, thin
chain attaching a small bag at his side.


“How did you get in here?” I asked as Dylan sat up
and pulled Sammy into his lap. Sammy stared at the stranger suspiciously, ready
to defend Dylan again.


“Should you not be asking who I am? That is more
important.”


“You are Emrys,” Dylan said. 


The man’s eyes widened. “You do surprise. How do you
know?”


“You’re a Guardian, I can sense that. Also, both Nano
and Shiloh were looking for you because they said you can help us.” 


“Well, you have made the correct deduction; I am
Emrys, Guardian of Malta.” He reached out for something on the ground and it
shot into his hand. “I believe this was for you.” He held it out to Dylan, who
took it hesitantly. 


He frowned and showed it to me. It was a playing
card, but instead of a face or number, there was a picture of a red object.
“It’s an apple. A fruit on Earth.” 


I took the card. On its smooth surface I could smell
Emrys and Dylan, since they touched it, but I could also smell Kiro and
something else. Something horrible. “It’s from Kiro, but there is something
else on this card.”


“It is death that you smell,” Emrys said. I opened my
mouth to argue, but he raised his hand to stop me. I hated when people did
that; however, we needed his help right now. “Not the rot or decay found on
the dead, but death itself.”


“How can death have a scent?” Dylan asked.


“Everything has a scent. I would like you to meet
Madus, god of Malta. I assure you if you win his favor, he will be an excellent
ally. He is reasonable and his word holds value with the other gods.”


“Dylan needs to rest before that,” I insisted. Even
though his heartbeat was now strong, he looked dead on his feet. 


“I’m perfectly fine,” Dylan argued. He stood up,
slipped the card into the baby bag, and held his hand out for Emrys to shake.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Dylan Yatunus.”


Emrys touched Dylan’s hand and in the space of a
blink, we were in a field. The grass was to my calf and there were several
small patches of purple and blue flowers. The god who stood in before us could
never be confused with a person, as he radiated power that dwarfed Dylan’s.


Madus had a similar aura to Enki, with a little less
of wisdom and a little more youth. He had medium, shoulder-length hair and
hazel eyes. His bone structure was like Enki’s, but he had a healthier build.


Dylan said something with a friendly smile. 


I was confused as to why the bracelet didn’t
translate his words. For an instant, I thought I saw Sammy’s eyes glow a little
bit. I must have been mistaken. 


“I’m afraid that is the extent of my Enochian
vocabulary,” Dylan said in English. 


“It is impressive that you made the effort to learn,”
the god said. “I heard stories about you. Normally, I would have observed you
myself, but your goddess is very protective of you. I could have watched you
despite this, but I respect my sister’s decisions. She does trust you, and I
have never known her to act irresponsibly. Therefore, I only have stories to go
on.”


“Well, I can add a story for you,” Emrys said. “When
I arrived to bring them to you, they were in the process of battling the
ancient beast. You were uncertain of Tiamat’s decision to send them, but I
found your concerns invalid today. Dylan used the power of the Iadnah and the
mortal power together with dragon fire.”


“Dragon fire?” the god asked.


“That was Mordon’s,” Dylan said.


“Dylan had also used his Iadnah magic to create a
protective barrier on the child, which the child then used to heal Dylan from
the energy backlash.”


“That sounds very interesting, but I can see why my
siblings feel you are a threat. In fact, I think the efficiency in which you
work together would bother them.”


“So you won’t side with us?” Dylan asked. Sammy
squirmed around to shoot the god a glare, then buried his face against Dylan’s
shoulder as if he realized what he had done. The god just laughed.


“I see no reason not to. You forget how powerful the
Iadnah are, I think. I can see your entire life in the time it takes you to
blink. I cannot see every decision you will ever make, but I can see what kind
of person you are. Your previous choices stand to your defense as well. And
most importantly, Enki vouches for you. The reason the Iadnah are so suspicious
of you is that we did not create you. We created the Noquodi to have enough
power to do their purpose, but not enough to be a threat to us. 


“Unfortunately for you, you have the same power we
have. While you do not have enough to overthrow us yet, the power of the Iadnah
is infinite. The Iadnah are not afraid of you as you are now, but of the
potential you have. Unfortunately for us, my brothers do not understand that
they are the ones creating the threat they fear. Tiamat gave you to your uncle
to teach you and he became your family. Now my brothers are trying to take him
away from you, what else can they expect but for you to fight back? They never
realized that they were the ones to alienate Vretial, and they did so because
they feared his superior power and his eccentricity. Then you prove that you
could defeat him when they could not.”


“But it was Tiamat who killed him.”


“Tiamat had a choice to sacrifice herself to destroy
him, or weaken him and put herself at less risk. She made a mistake, and Earth
would have died with her, but you used your Iadnah power to help her. You
pleaded with the souls of the worlds and they responded without their Iadnah’s
control. You have the potential to become a threat, but I believe you would
never betray your allies; therefore, I would rather be your ally than your
enemy. I will gladly offer assistance when you need it.”


Another win. Dylan is too nice a person for even
the gods to distrust him once they meet him. Madus looked at me and I knew
he heard my thoughts. He gave me a knowing smile. “I have a question,” I said.
“Our original mission was to get Sammy off Earth so that the demon couldn’t
possess him, but when we got to Dios, the demon was able to come after us.”


“That is because the fabric of the universe is
unraveling. Your new mission is to fix it.”


“But when we were on Earth, the demon tried to
possess me and couldn’t. I assumed it was because I traveled. Does that mean
that the demon can possess me now?”


“Actually, it can, but your dragon would have
something to say about it.”


“My dragon? What dragon? And what would a dragon have
to do with me being possessed?” I asked. I wondered if he meant Blood. 


Madus’s smirk was a little irritating. “That is a
question for your father.”


It occurred to me that my father and Blood could have
something to do with each other, but my father hated dragons and said they were
myth. He said princes were never to have such delusions. “I have instructions
to never talk to him.”


“That is your choice. Either way, both of you must
rely on your internal strength to defend yourselves and protect each other.”


Sammy interrupted loudly with what almost sounded
like baby garble, but the syllables were too clear. It certainly wasn’t English
or any of Duran’s languages. 


Madus looked at Sammy with an immensely surprised
expression. “What a remarkable little child.” He looked as Dylan. “You should
be careful what you say and do around him; he will learn quickly.”


Emrys pulled his book out of his bag, as well as one
of those odd writing utensils that wrote with no ink or graphite. He handed it
to Dylan, who signed his name in Sudo and handed it to me. I signed my name
right under Dylan’s. I ignored the irritating cold patch on my arm even as a
symbol appeared in my mind, similar to the ones for Earth, Dios, and Vaigda.
“What about Sammy?” I asked. 


“I will take care of it,” Emrys said, taking the book
from me, and then disappeared. Before I could ask where he went, he was back.
“The mother signed it,” he said, opening the book to show Sammy’s signature
underneath mine. 


“You went to see Vivian and she didn’t demand her
baby? She just signed his name when she didn’t know where he is? I highly doubt
that,” Dylan argued.


“She did know where he was at the time. At this point
in time, she is unable to sign the book, so I went to her at a time that she
could and would.” Emrys sounded like time-travel was the only reasonable and
logical conclusion. 


“Why didn’t you go to a point in time where he was
old enough to sign his own name?” I asked.


“Because the more time you travel that has not yet
occurred in your perception, the more decisions have been made and the more
likely you are to do damage.”


“Is there a world called Gallifrey? Because if there
is, it would really explain you Guardians. But then my father would still be
alive…” Dylan said. I sighed, hoping he wouldn’t get into it. 


There was no warning before everything went black.
When light came back to the world, we were standing in the middle of a shallow
creek in a forest. Besides Dylan, Sammy, and myself, Shiloh and Emrys were
here. 


The first thing I noticed was that the gravity was
too heavy and the air was thick and wet. Sammy started coughing, which caused
Dylan to nearly drop him. In attempt to get a better grip on the baby, Dylan
ended up slipping and falling into the water, barely keeping Sammy out of it. I
took Sammy and held out my other hand to help Dylan up. Soaked to his chest, he
started shivering. 


I let my fire wash over him, not hot enough to burn
but to mostly dry his clothes. He acted like he trusted me explicitly and made
no move to panic or put out the fire. Instead, he looked a little annoyed. 


“Thanks, but a warning is nice before you set someone
on fire.”


“Sorry. Next time I set you on fire, I will remember
to shoot you a warning.”


“How were they received?” Shiloh asked Emrys.


“Very well. Madus will protect them on Malta and
stand for them to the other gods. As Dylan has had little chance to explore the
worlds, I suggest that we give them a tour. Dylan can do his healing during
this.”


“Yes, but quickly. He should be familiar with every
world, but he needs to heal other planets before the wounds spread further.”


“He can stay here and heal astrophysically.”


“Absolutely not. It causes more mental strain and the
world could feel threatened. He would create a much better bond with the magic
if he visits the world to heal it.”


“And he can be put in danger that way,” Emrys argued.
“Many of the gods will find it a threat if he arrives on their world without
their permission, and some will attack him on sight without proper
introduction.”


Dylan huffed. “Nobody’s going to ask me what I want
to do?” he asked.


Shiloh was about to answer, but I beat him to it.
“That’s right,” I said. “There’s no way Dylan is going anywhere if he can heal
the worlds from here, where he’s safe.” As I spoke, Sammy reached down and into
the baby bag. I figured he was trying to get the stuffed dragon Shiloh gave
him.


Dylan started to argue, but was cut off as Sammy
threw a plastic wet-nap box at him. “Bad Dada!” he yelled at Dylan.


Dylan narrowed his eyes. “Did your kid just reprimand
me?” I knew he wasn’t really angry because he called Sammy my kid and because I
smelled no anger. Dylan often covered surprise with sarcasm. 


“He takes after his daddy; no common sense
whatsoever,” I responded, using his own lines.


“Well, he learned to hit from his mommy.”


“Apple!” the baby interrupted. Everyone stared at him
until he hid his face in my shoulder. I could feel he was upset.


Dylan handed me the box of wipes to put back in the
bag. “We’re not fighting, honey, we were just playing,” he said to Sammy. Sammy
didn’t lift his head, but rolled it until he could look up hesitantly. 


Shiloh and Emrys must not have gotten the message
that Sammy did not like yelling, because they started arguing in another
language, obviously about Dylan. I felt the disturbance in the energy around
Sammy an instant before both Shiloh and Emrys went flying. They landed with
twin grunts a ways down the stream. 


“Good throw!” Dylan encouraged. Shiloh didn’t look
very happy of Dylan’s praise as he wiped water from his face and climbed to his
feet. Emrys was a little slower to get up, but I felt no irritation from him. 


“What a wonderful child; so violent,” Emrys said. 


Argument shelved for now, we followed Emrys through
the forest. Shiloh seemed rather distracted and mumbled about needing to get
back to his world. 


“Oh, enjoy this as a vacation, Shiloh,” Emrys said
when he had heard enough.


“This is not a vacation.”


“Why not? Enjoy life as you can.”


“You enjoy life too much. You should focus more. The
others call you frivolous,” Shiloh argued. 


Dylan rolled his eyes. 


Emrys looked deep in thought, then smiled. “I like
that. It is much better than ‘boring,’ or ‘old.’ I would like to always be
known as frivolous. When I am too old to act childish, then I think I should
retire.”


“Noquodi do not retire!” Shiloh demanded. 


“Old and boring men do. Dylan, have you decided to
join the council that Shiloh wants to create?” he asked.


Dylan shrugged. “I guess I probably will.”


“Great,” he said with delight. “You will run the
council, and then when we Guardians become old and boring men, you can retire
us.”


“I agree with you, but I don’t want to be in charge.
Growing old is mandatory; growing up is optional. Being in charge requires
growing up. There is still a lot of exploring to do before I pick a plot to
settle down in,” Dylan said. 


I caught Shiloh’s eye and knew he was thinking the
same thing as me. “Do all Guardians have an immortality complex?” I asked. 


“No, not all of us,” Emrys answered for him. “Just
those of us who lacked a nurturing childhood.”


“Emrys and I grew up in the same village,” Shiloh
explained. “The monks who raised us also taught other children, but we were the
only Guardians, so we were different. We were much more powerful than the
others, and dangerous to them. The monks made us train all day and work at
night until we fell asleep exhausted. There was no time to play or be creative.
They were not actually told which of us were from Malta and which was from
Vaigda. I developed a love for technology and magic, and Emrys focused
everything around nature and spirit, so they figured it out and sent us to our
worlds when we were fully trained.”


“It is Vaigdan nature to create more than you were
given. The people of Malta make the most of what we are given and are thankful
for it.”


“What about sago and human nature?” I asked.


“Sago and human nature are both to survive everything
that is thrown at them and thrive from it,” Shiloh offered. “I have always felt
that human and sago were the most alike of all people, most likely because
their Guardians are… were brothers. Are we lost?” he asked as we came to
the same creek we had started out at.


Emrys looked appalled. “I could never get lost. I may
not know where I am, but I am never lost.” He looked around and frowned. “I may
not know where we are now, but we should definitely go this way,” he said,
pointing up stream.


“Why is that?” I asked suspiciously. 


“The stones are smoother than the ones that way.” 


It was difficult to tell, since I couldn’t see
through the rushing water, but I took his word for it. 


Dylan nodded. “Good enough for me.” 


I smelled it just as Sammy called to Dylan. He was
pointing off into the woods, but when we looked, we couldn’t see anything.
“There’s something there,” I said to Dylan. “It smells sour and smoky; there’s
something really wrong about it.”


“And is it hungry?” he asked.


A deeper sniff made my nose hurt. “No, but it’s
really angry.”


“Whatever it is, three Guardians and a trained wizard
can handle it, I’m sure,” Shiloh insisted. Emrys looked thoughtful, but not
worried or overly confident. 


“Maybe we can calm it down,” Dylan said. “Look into
the forest with your dragon eyes.”


“We’re not going to start calling it that,” I
insisted, knowing at the same time that I was wasting my breath. 


I reached into myself for the heat that was always
there. My fire was unlike any other magic I did; nominal energy came from the
world around me. My fire answered, but instead of drawing its heat outside, I
let it swirl with anxiety for the threat. I had never discovered that I could
control my energy inside myself like this before the demon’s attack, but now it
seemed to become more and more second nature to me. It was also quite stifling
because I felt like there was so much more to it that I was missing. 


The colors dimmed and shapes blurred. The scent
became even more overpowering and I could suddenly hear it shuffling in the
leaves. Emrys was talking, but I couldn’t focus on his words. Instead, I could
only watch the creature through the trees.


While the actual identity of the creature was
impossible to see through the thick forest, the aura of it could not be missed.
It glowed a dull yellow color, swirling with gray, brown, and red. I didn’t
know what those colors meant, but I disliked it immensely. 


As the creature moved back and forth, I missed when
it broke through the trees. “Mordon.” Dylan’s voice finally got my attention and
the fire quieted down, returning my vision to normal.


The beast was beautiful. It had the head of an
elegant bird but had four legs and a tail. Resting upon the gleaming golden fur
were two wings. Its paws ended with sharp claws, currently digging into the
soft dirt. At the end of its swishing tail was a tuff of dark brown fur. 


“So beautiful,” I said quietly.


“It’s a griffin,” Dylan said in awe. “I didn’t think
they were real.”


“They aren’t. They have been extinct for longer than
I have been alive.” Shiloh assured us. Despite our discussion of his existence,
the creature approached us calmly, entirely unafraid.


As it neared, it veered towards Dylan. I intercepted,
let Sammy down, and pushed him behind me. The child clutched my leg and peaked.
The griffin made no move to change course and stopped only an arm’s reach from
me. As he sniffed me, I let my senses take him in again. 


I was wrong; the creature was not angry so much as
distraught. He was lost or had lost something and he felt very hopeless. He was
angry, but not at us. There was also the essence of something even more
powerful than this majestic creature; the magical signature of a master wizard.
He wasn’t under the will of another now, but he had very recently gained his
freedom. What could have caused the overwhelming loneliness the creature felt?


I would never know, because Shiloh hit the
bird-hybrid creature with a ball of red and blue plasma. I knew plasma was
hotter than fire by thousands of degrees, so I wasn’t surprised by the
creature’s screech of pain. It collapsed to the ground and withered in agony. “Help
him,” I said in Dylan’s mind.


“No need.” Even as he said it, the creature
climbed to its feet. 


Almost no wizard was powerful enough to create or
control real plasma, but Guardians were the exceptions, as it appeared. “This
is impossible!” Shiloh said. “Griffins have magic against wizards, but they
stand no chance against a Noquodi’s power!” 


“Actually, I think this is a modern Griffin, made to
guard a Noquodi,” Emrys argued.


“Absolutely not! Griffins are extinct!” 


“I agree. But this creature was somebody’s decision
they did not make. At least not yet.”


There was no time to decipher the riddle as the
creature attacked Shiloh. Unfortunately, there was no time to do anything. It
was on Shiloh before anyone could react, and the instant the creature touched
him, they both disappeared. 


I couldn’t even catch him before Dylan dropped to the
ground. My eyes changed as I reached him and I could see that while his body
still flowed with magic, the majority of his aura was missing. Despite that,
his heartbeat and breathing were regular.


My eyes returned to normal. “Is he speaking with
Madus?” I asked Emrys.


“With Enki, I believe. Let me help you get those
things off.” The Guardian pulled a small, metal tool from his back and quickly
got the bracelets off of Dylan, Sammy, and me. 


Just as quickly as Dylan had passed out, he woke up.
“Enki says that Shiloh is safe, but stranded on Enep. Enki is going to
negotiate with Enep’s god to allow us access to that world to heal it, so that
Shiloh can return to Vaigda. For now, we should heal Malta, because we could
get called away any moment.”


I helped him to his feet. “The gods should love you
for all the work you do for them.”


He shrugged and smiled. “I am a Guardian. It is my
responsibility to use my power to save the worlds, the books, and the people.
What does it matter if the world, book, or people aren’t mine? I help whoever
needs it, even the gods.”


“You hear that? You should be just like him when you
grow up.” 


We looked over to see Emrys holding Sammy. I was a
little surprised to see that Sammy was okay with it, but he seemed deep in
thought. Did babies have deep thoughts?


“No way,” I argued, taking Sammy. “He should be
selfish and careful his whole life. He can grow up and work in a safe office.
Sammy, if you ever put yourself in danger like Dylan does, I will tell your
mother.”


“Oh, Sammy, you’d better listen to him,” Dylan
warned. “Your mom can be scary protective. I tried to go to work when I was
sick once, and I ended up on bed rest because I argued with her about it.”


“Are we still concerned about Shiloh, or can we move
on to saving Malta?” Emrys asked.


“Let’s go save Malta. How do we do it?” 


“Malta has six tribes; these are the power centers of
our world. I can have Madus flash us to several of the tribes, but some of them
are too unstable, so we will have to walk. You can heal each tribe by using its
magic.”


“Explain ‘using its magic.’” 


“Our world is based on nature, but has six divisions,
each that produces a different form of the mortal magic.”


“And by mortal magic, you are talking about nominal
energy?” 


“Yes. When you go to this tribe, you need only to use
some of its magic to bond with it. You will then heal it through your bond.
However, the people of this world can only use one kind of magic. We are on the
outskirts of the water tribe.”


“So the people here can control water?”


“Essentially, yes. Some of them can make it rain,
some of them can control the entire water cycle, and some of them can purify
water for health or religious practices. You will understand more when you see
it.”


“Is this a Dagon thing?”


“A what?” I asked.


“People that are half fish?”


“Of course not,” Emrys insisted.


“Can I protest? I mean, can we just leave this one
alone?” I asked.


Dylan snickered, but Emrys took me seriously. “I
would really prefer we did not, as water is important to this world, but we can
if Dylan insists.”


He didn’t. The water city was pretty much what I
expected. We found ourselves on the edge of a cliff looking over a vast sea.
Cold wind drifted up through the mountain. Scattered around in the ocean were
huge cities, full of tall buildings and structures… all of which were made of
ice. They were cities made of ice.


“I can’t do it. Dylan, you will have to go without
me,” I said. 


He considered me, then nodded after a moment. “I
know. You would melt the cities. Emrys, Mordon needs a safe place to stay
warm.” 


“I do not understand. Why can you not come?”


“Because I can’t stand the cold. I never could. My
greatest power is fire, but if I use it to keep myself warm, I’ll melt the
city.”


“No, of course you wouldn’t. The tribe buildings are
built with extremely high melting points. You would sooner melt metal from your
world. Feel free to keep yourself as warm as you want.” As he said that, he
made a hand signal to the water, like he was beckoning it. And the water
responded. A fair amount rose to the edge of the cliff and formed into an
iceberg with a flat, smooth surface. 


“That doesn’t look safe,” Dylan said. He stepped onto
it, though. Emrys stepped up next to him. There was plenty of room for me and
Sammy, but when I stared down at the sea below, breathing became difficult.


“I’ll take the elevator.” As soon as I said it, Dylan
grabbed my arm and pulled me onto the platform. He covered my eyes while I held
Sammy as tightly as I could without hurting him. I felt the icy wind and had to
suffer through it; I wasn’t about to use my fire while floating on a sheet of
frozen water. 


The wind finally stopped and Dylan removed his hand.
We were standing in front of an ice structure that looked sort of like an
ancient Mokii castle from before the Reformation. I reached inside for my fire
and let it stir with the agitation of the cold. It felt like something else was
stirring inside me, though. It was almost like a sleeping entity that should
stay away. Something was changing in me the more familiar I became with my
fire.


The scent of ice was masked by the scent of smoke.


“You will have to get used to it,” Emrys said. 


It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me,
but I didn’t know what he meant that I had to get used to.


“What does the damage look like here?” Dylan asked. 


I shifted my vision easily since my fire was already
active. Looking around, I could have whimpered for the pain I saw. Dull and
fuzzy shapes blurred with the sharp, glowing scars in every direction. I could
see it in the ice, through the ice, in the water, and in the sky. White light
spread in pulses like blood oozing from a scab that keeps being forced open.
Nominal energy floated around like wind, avoiding the scars, but sometimes it
would get too close and would be sucked in. The energy was subdued and sickly. 


“Are people here getting sick?” I asked.


“Yes, the magic is poisoning all of us. The more we
use our magic, the more ill we become,” said a new voice. Focusing on an open
wound in the ground, I hadn’t realized someone had joined us. I turned to find a
beautiful aura, shining light blue mixed with a little dark blue and some light
green. This was an extremely calm person who could keep her reason throughout
anything. I let my eyes return to normal and found the girl to be nearly as
pretty as her aura. 


While definitely a woman, she still had a softness
about her and a complete innocence in her face. Her eyes were as blue as could
be; a mixture of light and dark just like in her aura. She had shoulder length,
light brown hair. The dress she wore was dark blue and fitted her perfectly.
She was also barefoot, standing on ice like it was wood. 


She smiled. “I like the blue and purple much more
than the black.” 


I looked away; I hated when people noticed my eyes. 


“I am sorry if I embarrassed you. My name is Deona.”
She spoke Sudo, but with a very strong accent. 


“I am Mordon. This is Dylan and Samhail.”


“Deona is my daughter,” Emrys included helpfully. “I
have been teaching her the languages of other worlds so that she may be a
diplomat.”


“That is completely my choice, of course,” she said.
“He thinks it would be too boring and I should be an explorer or a toy-maker.”
Sammy squirmed in my arms until he could look at the woman upside down. This
caused Deona to giggle. 


“How many people have died because of the magic?”
Dylan asked. 


“Ten that we know of so far, but they are all in the
air tribe. The water tribe is very resilient. However, our women have stopped
reproducing and our children are suffering the most. They are no longer allowed
to use magic, but that only slows their deterioration because we must use magic
to live.”


“I feel like the world is in pain and is reaching for
me, but can’t find me.”


“It is,” Emrys said. You need to use water magic to
heal the damage.”


“How?” he asked. Deona waved her hand and water was
formed in midair, only to sling at Dylan. He held his hand up, but the water
just hit him in the face. He looked startled. “Do that again.” She did and it
splashed him in the face again. “My energy isn’t working like it should. I have
never had trouble controlling water.”


“The water here is a little different than on Duran,”
Emrys said.


Dylan shook his head. “That’s not it. This makes me
itchy inside. Mordon, what do I look like?” he asked in English.


“You don’t want me to answer that,” I teased. Sammy
rammed his head into my chest and I thought he cracked something. It took a few
minutes to catch my breath. 


“Look at Dada!” he demanded. 


I shifted my eyes back and studied Dylan. Something
was definitely wrong. Most of the blue nominal energy was moving around Dylan
like his skin was a barrier. “You are only getting a little bit of energy. Try
drawing more in.”


“I am. I feel it inside, but it doesn’t want to
obey.”


There was still little increase of the blue energy.
However, his green energy looked fine. “Use the god energy. That is normal.” I
let my eyes shift back.


“I never used it for something as simple as water
before. Try it again,” he said to Deona. 


For the third time, she drew water and flung it at him.
This time, he made a jerking movement with his hand before the water exploded
into vapor in front of him. 


We all just watched slack-jawed for a minute. 


“Oops,” he said. 


“You have to be gentler with water. Water wants to
please, but you have to be gentle and calm,” Deona insisted. 


“I know, and with nominal energy, I can do that. God
energy wants to do whatever it wants, and that is apparently to blow up water.”


Seeing as how the edge of the ice was only a few
steps away, I easily drew water out of the ocean. For most wizards, water was
the first lesson in magic. It was always the hardest element for me, but still
a basic skill. I formed a small water-ball and threw it hard at Dylan, hitting
him in the face with cold saltwater. He glared at me and was hit with a second
one. 


“I didn’t do that one!” I said. I looked at Emrys,
but he shook his head. Sammy giggled and raised his hand. More water rose out
of the ocean. This one formed a ball and hit Emrys on the face. 


“See what you did? You taught him to hit people with
water!” Dylan groused. “Hitting is wrong, Sammy.”


The baby giggled and hid his face. 


“I didn’t teach him anything; I just did it.”


“He learned it by watching you and feeling your shift
in energy,” Emrys said. Dylan glared at me again, with proof that it was my
fault. So I tried to hit Emrys in the face with another ball of water, but he
blocked it. 


“Hitting is wrong, Mama,” Sammy said, exactly like
Dylan had. 


Dylan now had a big smile on his face and I groaned. 


 


*          *          *


 


It took several tries before Dylan could calm down
and use his god energy to block his face without making the water explode.
Deona tried to convince him he should get in the water to connect with it, but
he wasn’t having it.


Even after he could block the water from his face, he
couldn’t control the actual water. After a while, Deona left to find dinner,
which shocked Dylan and me as she dived into the water and didn’t return. Emrys
explained that the people of this tribe could breathe both on land and under
water, then went into the castle to get us some warmer clothes, leaving us
reeling. 


Dylan was shivering pretty badly. 


“What are you missing?” I asked. “Why are you having
so much trouble?”


“Because it’s like I have to completely relearn how
to use magic. My regular energy won’t work and the new magic doesn’t work the
same way.”


“It doesn’t?” He sighed with frustration, which was
his problem. He had told me how he originally learned to control water. “Push
all the nominal energy you have out. Drain it all.” He looked at me like I was
crazy. “Do it.” He closed his eyes and I felt his energy drain. “Clear your
mind, close your eyes, and listen to your breathing. Just sit there and
listen.” After about five minutes, just before I lost him to his short
attention span, I moved around to his side. “Open your eyes, keep your mind
clear, and slowly take off your boots. Think only of your boots.” He did.
“Stick your feet in the water, just like you had that day in the springs.”


“It’s cold,” he complained, sticking his feet in
anyway. 


“Too bad. Think of it as really cold fish pee.” 


He shivered violently. “Dead fish pee.” As naturally
as a reflex, all of the water rushed away from his feet as if there were a
clear bubble around them. “Yay! I controlled the fish pee!”


Sammy squealed with baby giggles. Dylan got up and
hopped up and down, trying to get his socks back on while stepping on ice. He
got them and his boots on just as Emrys was coming back. He handed Dylan and I
a couple of sweaters, both blue, and an orange blanket for Sammy. 


“Dylan was able to control the water,” I said.


“Great. Then he should now be able to heal this tribe
just like he did for Vaigda. But only this tribe for now. There is too much
damage for you to heal at once.”


As Dylan sat down and started his thing, I shifted my
eyes to watch and make sure the world’s magic didn’t hurt him. I could see the
magic of the tribe respond cautiously to his magic. His energy didn’t even
hesitate to take over, washing healing magic over everything. The scars
disappeared slowly at first, then quicker until the space and time looked good
as new.


Dylan slowed his energy flow until he could stop
completely with no backlash. I shifted my eyes back as he opened his. “Did I
get it all?” he asked, panting slightly. His breath was making puffs in the
frigid air.


“Yes, you healed everything I can see.” 


He wasn’t standing fully when Emrys shouted for me to
catch him. Dylan’s eyes were closed and he was hitting the ice before Emrys
could finish his warning. I caught Dylan’s arm before he slipped into the
water. Sammy started struggling to get down, but as he was barefoot, I was not
letting him anywhere near the ice. 


“The gods have to stop doing this or give him a
warning because they will give him a concussion.”


“That was poor timing on Tiamat’s part, I believe,”
Emrys said. 


 


*          *          *


 


Emrys picked Dylan up and we all went inside the ice
castle. Sheltering us from the cold wind, it was actually warmer inside the walls
of ice than out. Despite me continuously heating myself and Sammy, the ice did
not threaten to melt. The castle was sparsely decorated with wooden and glass
furniture, as well as lanterns. Emrys explained that the water tribe felt that
it was impure to use anything other than water to survive, but it was also
against their religion to reject gifts. As every tribe in the world relied on
water to live, they received many gifts.


One such gift was a bed of furs, which Emrys laid
Dylan on. It was very creepy how limp and lifeless Dylan was when the gods were
talking to him. It was like the majority of his soul was missing, and only
enough to keep him breathing and his heart beating remained. 


“Is this a castle of some kind, or an average
building?” I asked.


Emrys shrugged. “This is the normal structure for the
water tribe. The people here come and go anywhere above the water and practice
their water magic. It is similar to a large family in that they are all
familiar and share everything. They are very territorial in the water, though.
Underwater, they each have a large territory and will not let anyone enter,
even a mate. Any socializing is done above the water. They are welcome to cross
each other’s territory by creating a bridge above the water, but one foot in
the waters of another’s home and they will have to fight for their life. This
includes outsiders. Many have fallen because of their uneven footing on the ice
and were eaten. That is why I said that Tiamat had poor timing, because in the
water, even Dylan would be killed. 


“What if you fell into Deona’s water?”


“Then I would have to either die or kill her.”


I really didn’t like this culture. As I was pondering
this, Deona and another woman entered. No rooms in the building were divided by
doors, so they entered silently. Deona carried a woven straw basket and I could
smell the raw fish that it held. The other woman was similar in appearance, but
had slightly darker hair and eyes and was marginally taller. 


“This is my sister, Mayra.”


Mayra gave me a short bow and turned her full
attention to Emrys. She gave him a greeting in her language, which sounded like
nothing I had ever heard before. He returned the greeting but looked slightly
uncomfortable. “Mayra is related to Deona only by their mother,” he said.


It made sense that Mayra was unrelated to Emrys when
she settled up to his side and wrapped his arm around her. She was obviously
unwelcome, but Emrys made no move to get away. He did have a very uncomfortable
expression on his face, which she ignored. 


Apparently, the women of the water got men by being
extremely pushy. “Does it bother you that the women choose their mates here?”
Deona asked me as I stared at the very unhappy Guardian. 


“I guess not. Dylan’s girlfriend has her moments. Any
woman does, I suppose.”


“Good,” she said. She set down the basket and grabbed
my arm to pull me towards her, but instantly let go with a yelp of pain.


Her skin had felt like ice. Her hand was red as she
shook it and held it close. Burns. My skin had burned hers on contact. I
shrugged, not really feeling sorry for her. Just because Dylan liked his women
pushy didn’t mean I did. “I guess we’re not compatible.” 


Sammy giggled. 


“A dragon child and a water tribe? Deona, did you
expect that to work?” Emrys asked. 


“I did not know he was made from fire,” she argued. 


I dug into the baby bag to find Sammy’s shoes and
then let him down when they were on. He was so excited to get down, he ran
around in a circle. Then he stopped, frowned, and held up his arms. I started
to lean down when I remembered we were trying to get him to talk.


He got it, but said something garbled. It didn’t
quite sound like baby garble, but it was definitely not English or Sudo. 


“What is that?” I asked him. 


He frowned and shook his head.


“He has learned the Enochian language, the language
of the gods. I would teach him not to speak it if I were you; there is a lot of
magic in it,” Emrys said.


I would have to talk to Dylan about it later.
“English, Sammy.”


“I want up. Too cold,” he said, not in English but in
Sudo. 


I sighed; Vivian was going to beat me with a stick
when she found her bilingual baby refusing to speak English. I picked him up
and he kicked off his shoes. I guess he was telling me not to put him back
down. He smiled when I frowned with disapproval. 


Emrys used magic to treat Deona’s hand, then she left
to prepare dinner for us. When Mayra tried to get personal with Emrys, he
hurriedly explained that he had to do something and left. Mayra looked from me
to Dylan. 


“He already has a permanent companion,” I told her
when she stared too long at him. Of course, she couldn’t understand me.


Then Sammy said something obviously in the water
tribe’s language. This was going to cause problems. 


The woman made a scoffing sound and smirked. She took
step closer to him, but before I could put up a defense for him, Sammy beat me
to it. I felt the draw of energy in him as water was pulled out of thin air.
Faster than she could react, the baby had the water wrapped around her, and he
used it to slam her against the wall. The ice wall cracked. 


“My dada!” he screamed in English. The woman slid to
the floor, unconscious. “Dada, wake up!” he demanded. 


Dylan’s eyes opened, but he looked more confused than
anything. 


“What did Tiamat say?” I asked.


“It started out normal enough. She said that Edward
was alive, found, and safe on Duran. Sounds like he’s been through the ringer
and needs a break, but the gods have apparently turned their ire off of him.
Now Tiamat and I are the only ones they are arguing about. But when it was time
to wake up, it became more like a dream. It was really scattered and I saw
discussions we had a long time ago. I had glimpses of living back on Earth,
some on Duran… I also saw a teenager who seemed really important. I have no
idea, because I never saw him before, but I think it was Sammy as a teenager,”
he said.


Sammy looked at Dylan with wide eyes as if he had
said he saw Sammy as a purple draxuni. 


“Then I heard Sammy yelling and that woke me up. What
upset him so badly?” he asked. I pointed to Mayra. He glanced at her and
shrugged. “Whatever she did, I bet she deserved it. Hey, do we get dinner? I’m
starving.”


We found Emrys and Deona, who said that dinner was
ready and we could eat. The dinner table was made of wood, but it was frozen
over like it had been there a long time. Trays of fish were set out, all of it
raw. Other men and women milled about the table, all who were barefoot and wore
clothes of blue in shades from nearly white to nearly black. The most conservative
attire included dresses that went nearly to the knees and had no sleeves. Emrys
was the exception, as he wore boots and his clothes covered him conservatively.



We sat down and were served plates of raw fish. I
didn’t hesitate to use my fire to cook my fish. When I reached for Dylan’s, he
brushed my hand away. 


“I can cook my own fish. I don’t know what
dragon-fried fish tastes like and don’t want to know.”


“We are not calling it that,” I demanded, turning
away. I remembered how quickly Sammy learned to control water. “Wait!” He
stopped and waited for me to explain, but Emrys didn’t. Emrys used his energy
to create fire, which he used to cook his fish. 


My fire was different than the fire normal wizards
used, but the magic that Dylan and Emrys used could be learned. Sammy giggled
as Emrys’s fish blackened. As quickly as if it were natural, Dylan’s fish
caught on fire. All the people of the water tribe froze in fright, but the fire
on the fish instantly went out.


“Sammy, you burned my fish,” Dylan scolded. Sammy
reached over and tried to take it, but Dylan blocked him. “I’m still going to
eat it. I’m hungry.” Even as he said it, he had taken a set of chopsticks out
of his bag and was breaking off a small portion for Sammy. Someone passed the
baby a plate. Dylan handed me another set of chopsticks so that we could both
give him some of our food. However, he wanted his own chopsticks. Dylan tried
to teach him, but the tiny child did not have enough motor control to handle
them. “If you eat that with your hands, then I will get you your own chopsticks
when we go to Earth.”


“Why are we going back to Earth?” I asked. 


“Because I haven’t healed it. Maybe this time we can
land in Japan. They have training chopsticks that are shorter so babies can use
them.”


“So does Duran.”


“Of course it does; Duran is second cousin to Japan.”


I noticed how everyone was trying not to stare
at us as they all ate their raw fish with their hands… bones and all. After we
were done eating, Emrys told them we were moving on. The people, thankful that
Dylan healed their magic, offered us a basket of fish in ice. I told Dylan that
it was against their religion to reject gifts, so we accepted it. 


The trip back to land on the flying disk was made
worse by the knowledge that if we fell in the water, we would immediately be
eaten. I breathed easier when we finally made it to land.


“We can make it to the land tribe before the sun goes
down and sleep there,” Emyrs said. 


The sun was getting very low in the sky, so I figured
either we were close, or the sunset lasted longer here than on Duran. “Is there
a fire tribe?” I asked.


“Yes.”


“Can we sleep there tomorrow?” I nagged. Dylan rolled
his eyes. “What?”


“Some of us aren’t part dragon and don’t want to
sleep in a hundred and fifteen degrees,” he argued. I had to think back to when
he was talking about temperatures. I gave up. 


Humans had three different degree systems and Dylan
alternated between two of them. It was too hard to keep up with. On Duran,
temperature was used in science and cooking. Outside of that, things were hot,
warm, cool, cold, or freezing. 


“I’m not part dragon,” I argued.


“Where’s your little dragon tattoo today?” he asked.
I ignored him, as I already knew it was on my left wrist.


It took more than two hours of hiking to make it to
the other tribe. I was huffing and puffing and finally knew what Dylan had felt
when he first came to Duran. It didn’t help that I was carrying Sammy. Dylan was
faring no better. 


Dylan suddenly remembered something he had in the
baby bag, and pulled out a bottle of water. “This has to last us until we get
back to Earth or Duran, so drink sparingly,” he said. The plastic bottle had
English written all over it. 


I drank a sip and made a face. “That’s not clean.”


“Because Vivian only ever buys mineral water. I know
it’s gross, but it’s safe. Normally I could filter the minerals out, but you
know my powers aren’t working right and I don’t want to tempt fate by tampering
with it using my god-magic.” Dylan filled a cup with a lid and handed it to
Sammy, but the baby pouted pathetically. 


“Apple, Dada.”


“I don’t have any apple-juice, honey, only water,”
Dylan said. 


He looked at me and held up the cup. 


“Apple-goose, Mama?”


“I don’t even know what it is. I don’t have
anything.” Normally when a baby was denied, he cried, but Sammy understood. He
didn’t look happy, but he drank his water without crying. 


We came to an end of the regular forest, where the
ground gave way to swamp, but out of the murky water grew huge trees.
Everywhere, there were wooden bridges and decks. Deep into the majestic trees
were simple buildings; what looked like homes and stores and everything in
between.


“Motto, onegai,” Sammy said, holding up his empty
cup. 


I looked at Emrys, but the Guardian shrugged. “I know
not what he said.”


Sammy frowned. “No…” He held it back up with a smile
as he remembered the words. “More, please.”


Dylan’s eyes were wide, but he handed me the water
bottle. I refilled the cup, emptying the bottle.


“Say, xièxiè,” Dylan said. 


The word was completely foreign to me. This time I
was looking directly at Sammy. When Dylan said the foreign word, Sammy’s eyes
glowed with a bright purple light for just a moment before they returned to
normal. 


Sammy smiled. “Xièxiè nǐ, māmā,”
the child said.


“What does that mean?” I asked Dylan. 


“Arigato!” Sammy declared. 


“It means that we’d better watch what we say because
he can learn any language magically,” Dylan said. He looked like he needed to
sit down. “Vivian’s going to kill us. He couldn’t even talk before and know he
can fluently speak six languages. I don’t even know how he learned Japanese,
and ‘xièxiè’ is the only Chinese word I know.”


“How does someone learn a language magically?” I
asked. Let alone a baby.


“Dragon!” the baby screamed with delight. 


We looked ahead to the city, where a crowd had formed
in one particular tree. They were waving a burning statue of a creature that
did actually resemble Blood. I wondered what had happened to our poor
dragon after the demon attack.


“They are calling to the fire tribe for assistance.
Every month or so, they need more fire.”


“How do they run out of fire?” Dylan asked.


Emrys gave him a look. “They use it all up.”


“Can’t they just spread the fire?”


“Of course not. Only a fire-user can create or spread
fire,” he said, as if that made any sense. Dylan and I both sighed; this was
going to be weirder than the water tribe. “They will continue this ritual until
a fire-user answers by sending a ball of fire into the air.”


I pulled the fire from inside and shot it over the
swamp, making sure that it would go out before burning anything. We could hear
the people cheer and they stopped waving the statue. The trek was an easy one
with the network of bridges and wooden steps. Unlike in the water tribe, the
air was very pleasant.


The people greeted us warmly as we passed, on our way
to the platform that Emrys said was the tribe’s meeting place. A young man, a
few years older than Dylan in appearance, stepped forward. He had green eyes
and medium brown hair that matched the forest. His clothes were a mixture of
browns and greens, as were those of everyone else here, and he wore brown fur
boots. Despite their friendliness, parents held the many children back.


“This is my only son of the land tribe, Yaden.”


Yaden gave us a short bow. “Welcome to the land
tribe. You are from Duran?”


“Yes,” Dylan answered. 


“Which one of you is a fire-user?” He asked. 


“We both are, actually. Wizards on Duran learn more
than one type of magic. But he knows fire better than I,” Dylan said. 


“Then please let us make your stay comfortable. We
have very little fire to offer comfort, but we have water and shelter.”


“Yaden is too shy to directly ask for help,” Emrys
said to his son’s embarrassment. 


“I already volunteered it. Where do you need fire?” I
asked. 


People brought lanterns forward, but on every one,
the fire was miniscule and just about dead. I took one of the metal lanterns
and found that while it had a hollow container underneath the flame, it was
empty. 


“This is a kerosene lantern. An Earth invention. It
needs fuel,” Dylan said. I had never heard of that particular kind of lantern,
but I got the idea.


“Yes, they are. I brought one to Malta. The land
tribe was able to re-create it, and the fire tribe was able to light it, but we
did not know what goes inside.”


“How did you keep the wick lit without fuel?” Dylan
asked.


“Fire here is not like yours on Duran or Earth; it
doesn’t naturally go out until it is all used up.” Emrys said.


“But what about my fire? Will it go out?”


“Only if that is your intention. Dragon fire could
last for months here.”


I lit the wick, just like I had so many times in my
life, but this time I made sure to will it to last as long as possible. There
was another cheer when the lamp instantly burned brightly. Others brought their
lamps forward and I spent a long time lighting them; there were so many.


When all of the lamps were lit, Emrys led us to a
small cabin for the night. Inside was little more than two beds and some
storage cabinets. Still, it was warm and felt sturdy enough that it wouldn’t
collapse. 


I was settling a blanket in a wicker basket when
Yaden came in with a wooden tray of fruit and bread. “I thought you might be
hungry,” he said. 


Sammy’s eyes lit up with joy. 


Dylan held up the basket of fish, in which the ice
hadn’t even begun to melt. “We have some fish, but more than we could ever eat.
You can have it, if you like fish,” he said. 


Yaden looked at the basket like it was full of gold.
“We have no fish here; we only eat what our land grows and what we hunt. Fish
is a great treat that the water tribe sometimes brings with them.”


“Well, share it among the people here. Sammy doesn’t like
fish anyway.” Dylan passed over the basket and took the tray. 


I knew that it wasn’t just about Sammy, though Dylan
might not have realized why he was doing it. Dylan had naturally and
instinctually found a way to befriend the tribe. Trading or sharing food was a
very primal tradition in alliances. 


“If it isn’t rude to ask, what magic can you do in
the land tribe?”


“All of our people can make plants grow and create a
basic telepathic link with the animals that live here. Most of us have
additional abilities. I can send out my senses through the plants and animals.
I can sense movement through the trees and grass and see through the eyes of
weaker-minded animals.”


“That sounds very useful. Does everyone in this world
rely on magic? There is no technology at all? No electricity? Do you know what
electricity is?”


“Yes, we have all heard stories of other worlds, but
it is a bit out of the range of our understanding. We have lightning and know
how to harness it, but why would we? The tribes get along well as we are. The
water tribe is a little too independent, but they have never done anyone else
wrong. When we need fire we ask and when they need to grow more food they come
to us. The water tribe provides water. If there is sickness we ask the mend
tribe for help.”


“What about traveling?” I asked. 


He frowned at me. “My legs work perfectly fine. I can
walk and run as well as anyone.”


“I grew up in a world where the world was run by cell
phones. People met, dated, and even married on the internet. Everyone knew
everyone else’s business with a click of a mouse and Facebook. It wasn’t all
bad, though. I could make friends on the other side of the world and never step
a foot outside. Then there were credit cards, because cash wasn’t easy enough
to steal.”


I shook my head. “Ignore him, Yaden, he gets like
this. He will go on and on talking about something and you have no what he is
talking about because he isn’t really talking to you. He rambles.” 


“It sounds like he misses home.”


“He grew up on Earth, but moved to Duran three years
ago. Now he lives at a place that has no electricity…”


“No plumbing, no TV, no laptop, no internet,” Dylan
finished in English. Yaden frowned, not understanding English, but Dylan just
went on as he put Sammy to bed. “Duran does not even have soda. Of
course, I never met an obese sago. But that might have more to do with there
being no fast food and less to do with sugary drinks. Hey, am I rambling?”


“A little. It’s okay; nobody is listening,” I said. 


“I have heard about Earth. It is said to be the world
that never sleeps, that it never goes dark,” Yaden said. 


“That would be a fair accusation,” he snorted. “We
are the world that never sleeps, never goes dark, and never shuts up. Not just
the sounds and signals we constantly send into space, but the sounds people
make in masses… Most people don’t like the dark. Our children sleep with lights
on, at least in the United States. If the world were dark, people would see it
as a sign of the end. It isn’t really the dark, though; it is the silence that
follows.”


“Come with me, I want to show you something.” 


We followed him outside. The cabin was in a tree on a
platform, sort of like a porch that wrapped all the way around. Facing out of
the tree, we could see the sky above the treetops. There were billions of stars
and nebulas. 


My father had once taken me to Shomodii, where I
could see the sky without the city lights. I watched the stars for hours and
decided it was the most beautiful thing. This was even more beautiful. It
wasn’t just stars; there were nebulas out there, clouds of outstanding color. 


“Can you see this on Earth?” Yaden asked. 


Dylan shook his head. “Never. When I got to Duran, I
would sit for hours on end, night after night on the clear nights. Most of
Shomodii has no electricity, no street lights, so you can see billions of
stars. But not like this.”


“We are people who appreciate what we are given by
nature, because we are given everything we need. I will leave you to peace and
bid you a quiet night,” Yaden said before leaving.


It was a bit too cold for me, so I gave up and went
inside. Dylan checked his book before we went to bed, distressing that there
were clearly fewer names than before. “I don’t feel any different. That was the
first question Nano asked me about it was if I felt less powerful.”


“Maybe things haven’t settled yet. The names may
reappear when you heal the world those people belong to.” 


When I turned the light out, it was very dark. I
settled down into the bed, only to sit back up when Sammy started crying. Dylan
tried to comfort him, but the baby wouldn’t settle until Dylan laid him in bed
next to me. 


In no time at all, we were asleep.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to the sound of arguing in a foreign language.
When I saw that Dylan and Sammy were still asleep, I bounded off the bed. I had
to stop them before they woke Dylan. He needed more sleep if he was going to do
any magic healing. 


Two men stood arguing right outside the cabin with a
crowd standing back. One of them was Yaden, and the other was a stranger. When
I came out, they both stopped yelling and turned to me. Yaden looked
apologetic. I could smell the relief he felt that someone else was there to
take the attention off of him, but he was also worried over having woken me. 


“I am sorry to disturb you, master fire-user, but he
would not leave.”


“Are you the one who healed the water tribe?!” The
stranger demanded in fair Sudo. The man was slim and tall with short, slick
black hair that kept falling into his eyes, which were light blue with a
silvery sheen. His robe, the same silver-blue as his eyes, draped from his
shoulders, held closed with a clasp at his chest. I was not close enough to see
the symbols on his clasp, and he was lucky for that.


“What’s it to you?” I asked in English. He looked
entirely confused. “Who are you?” I asked in Sudo. 


“I am Davsi, master air-user and priest. I demand to
know who would heal the water tribe and not us!” he yelled. 


Sammy started to cry. 


I don’t know if it was the time of morning, the tone
of his voice, the smell of his slimy intentions, or the sound of Sammy crying,
but something snapped inside of me. My eyes and claws shifted, my teeth itched
as they became sharp, and my fire rose. Whatever had stirred in me before had
woken and all I could feel was power and anger. I would kill them all for
causing me distress.


“Mordon,” Dylan said sleepily from behind me. I had
smelled his approach, so I wasn’t startled. “They woke Sammy. Eat them, please.”


“Of course,” I answered. My voice was more growl than
anything and smoke came out of my mouth. I could see Yaden’s innocent and
gentle aura as he retreated, as well as smell his fear. The stranger’s aura was
not innocent, and he did not back down. I was more powerful than them, and
while Dylan may have been joking, I wasn’t. This new part of me was able and
willing to kill any mortal for any reason. Yet while this entity was so new to
me, it felt like I was so much older than I was before. It wasn’t settled yet;
I was still changing inside.


I made another growl, a final warning. I felt like I
should stay in between the man and the cabin, but I was perfectly willing to
just kill him. He still did not back down, so I moved forward. Even without
seeing his actual body, I could see enough to know where to strike. 


“Mordon,” Dylan’s voice stood out against the rumble
of people and I stopped. “Sammy wants to be held and we decided I shouldn’t do
it, so you’re going to have to wake up,” he said. 


I was awake. I felt like I had been asleep for a long
time and now I wanted to kill something. The man whimpered as I advanced. 


“Mama!” Sammy cried out. 


I stopped. I could kill the man later, but Sammy
wouldn’t be okay until I held him. He was probably too cold. I backed up until
I was next to Dylan before looking at him. His aura was truly a good one. He
wasn’t innocent or naïve, he would just never do anything he didn’t think was
the right thing to do. 


“Don’t pick Sammy up with those claws, wake up,” he
said. Worry slowly stirred in him, but so did trust. 


The entity, the part of me that had taken over,
suddenly became separate again… I was still changing inside. It now felt like a
separate being from me, and felt more so as it settled down. Its ire was
calming. One random thought that the demon might have possessed me after all
made the being feel humor. Like it was scoffing at the thought. It was an
incredibly powerful entity and it knew it well. 


My eyes shifted back and Dylan smiled. “There you
are. Welcome back. Go get Sammy while I calm these people down.”


The creature inside me bristled, not at the command
but at the idea that Dylan would not need my protection. I had already judged
that they were a threat so they needed to be dealt with. Or maybe I hadn’t…
when had I decided they were they were a threat? I already knew Yaden was
docile. 


“I want to kill them,” I said in his mind. 


“No, whatever is inside you does.”


I went inside and found Sammy sitting on my bed. He
stopped crying and held his arms out for me. I picked him up gently and the
entity inside me settled down even further. Sammy watched me with confusion,
looking straight into my eyes as if he were searching for something. 


Finally, he gave up and laid his head on my chest. We
went back outside to find the air-user calmly explaining that all his people
were dying. The man squeaked when he saw me and the entity liked that. 


“I will help your people, but I must help the land
people first, as I am here now. I will get to everyone.”


“My people are dying at this moment!” he demanded. 


The growl started before I could stop it and the man
lowered his eyes. 


“The people here are dying,” Yaden insisted.


Dylan looked at me. “I’m going to do my thing now.” I
knew he was telling me to keep Davsi away from him. “I want to be low to the
ground, but not in danger of falling into the swamp.” 


Yaden took us to a low deck, just barely above the
murky water. Dylan sat right in the middle and I growled at anyone who looked
like they wanted to come closer. 


“I need to do something to bond with the land in
order to heal it,” he said. 


I searched around the deck until I found what I
needed, then picked up the small rock and threw it at Dylan. He instinctually
stopped it with his magic. “That wasn’t so hard,” I teased. 


“Bite me.” He then focused on his task. We were
really starting to worry the land tribe; they would soon think all aliens were
crazy. 


I could feel the change in energy all around me. The
entity liked the change and I was able to stop growling like a draxuni guarding
his pup. Dylan sighed and flopped to his side. He was not unconscious, just
tired. I dug into the baby bag to find another bottle of water, but it was the last
one. I filled Sammy’s cup, but before I could hand Dylan the bottle, Sammy
pushed his cup at him. 


“Here, Dada.”


Dylan looked at the cup and laughed. “Thank you,
buddy, but you can have that. I’ll drink later.”


“You can have this,” I said. 


He wouldn’t take it. “No, seriously, I think I would
throw up if I tried to eat or drink anything. Not having enough nominal energy
is making me feel nauseous.” He sat up and I helped him climb to his feet, then
put the bottle back in the bag. “I bet this is what Edward feels on Earth and
Sammy felt on Vaigda.”


“You shouldn’t have done that if you are so sick,” I
said. 


He shrugged. “I’m not about to let people die because
I feel icky.” 


I tapped his arm. “Yes, you do feel very icky.” He
punched me in the shoulder. 


“No hitting, Dada!” Sammy insisted.


Emrys arrived and was willing, at the air-user’s
request, to lead us up to the air tribe. This time, with the help of Madus, we
would “flash” there instead of traveling on foot. I questioned it, but it was
the very literal definition. There was a flash of light and we were standing on
the cliff of a mountain. 


We were as high up as the clouds, overlooking a deep
valley. All around us were other mountains with caves and homes built into the
sides. Between them were narrow wooden bridges. There were no people milling
about and that made the empty bridges seem ominous.


“Okay. I am going to puke now.” 


I let my eyes shift just long enough to check his
energy. While he was flooding with god energy, his nominal energy was extremely
sparse. As Sammy was strapped to me in his papoose, I had my hands free to grab
Dylan. I did this because I didn’t know what his reaction would be when I
forced every bit of nominal energy I could into him. When he only gasped, I let
him go. He raised his arms up and made a happy holler I had never heard him
make. 


“God, that’s better than Mountain Dew! Fantastic!
Feels way better. Let’s go save the world.”


Sammy’s mouth was hanging open.


Before Emrys could even remind Dylan that he had to
use the magic before he could heal it, the hyper Guardian created a
mini-tornado. Emrys and the stranger were both at a loss as to what was going
on. Dylan got right into healing the air tribe. 


This time, as he sent out healing magic, the air
swirled around him in a bubble, as if protecting him. I watched with my shifted
eyes as his magic healed the numerous and devastating wounds. The green energy
inside him just kept forming. 


When he opened his eyes, they glowed just a little
greener than normal, but he looked very rested. 


“I think I’m getting the hang of this new energy,” he
said.


I wish I could get the hang of this beast snarling
inside me. 


“Where to next?” he asked. 


Emrys looked unsure. “The fire tribe, I suppose, but
do you not want to rest first?” he asked, frowning at me as if I could convince
my friend to take it easy.


I wanted to agree with him, but Dylan looked too
keyed up to rest. 


“I’m good. Where are the people?” he asked, looking
over the cliff before backing away from the edge. 


Davsi stepped forward. “They are sick from the magic.
Thank you for helping us.” When he took another step towards Dylan, I growled
and intercepted. He immediately lowered his eyes. He was learning at least. 


“When we’re done here, maybe we can get back to
Duran and see Edward.”


“I doubt it.” The flash was just as blinding
as before, made worse by the darkness we were engulfed in when it cleared. Only
the cracks provided light. We were in a dark tunnel, littered with fissures,
and each crack glowed red and yellow. The air was dry and hot, and the darkness
combined gave it a very comfortable feeling. This would be a place I could
happily live in. The entity inside me, which had grown quieter, felt pleased. 


“Oh, god, it’s hot. Like, I grew up in Houston and
they would call this Hell.”


“It is not uncomfortable,” I said. Sammy rammed his
head into my chest. “Where are we?” I asked Emrys.


“In the fire tribe. Usually, Madus lands me exactly
where I want to be, but for some reason, we arrived in the mountains instead.” 


I hated when things happened “for some reason.” I
suddenly knew the entity inside me was really alive, for I felt the confidence
it had in its own strength. This was a challenge the beast in me wanted to
face. 


“Dylan, something’s wrong with me,” I said in
Dylan’s mind. 


He nodded. “I can sense it; something as old as
Edward, and possibly as powerful. It’s not the demon, though.”


“Are you sure?” I questioned. I felt its
disapproval at my doubt. 


“I think the demon would possess you if it could,
but this doesn’t want to.”


“It’s alive, and growing stronger.”


“Maybe it’s not the one growing stronger; you are,
and that is why you feel it more.”


“How could I have this inside me forever and I’m
only now learning about it?”


“You have always been searching for something.
Maybe it was that a part of you was missing.”


“I don’t like this.” There was a definite
rumble of disapproval. We turned the corner in the cave and saw the narrow
opening. Sunlight poured welcomingly. The entity felt disappointment. Get over
it, Sammy is too hot, I thought. Before we could reach the mouth of the
cave, the mountain started to shake and rumble, knocking loose rock into the
narrow gap. In one moment, our exit was blocked. 


Sammy started to cry.


“Do not fear, children, I can push the stone aside,”
Emrys said. I bristled at being called a child, and Sammy continued to cry. 


The creature inside me started to rise again in
annoyance, and I could do nothing to stop it. It could easily push me aside and
take control, but instead, it gave me strength. My fire roared to obey, but
waited for my command. My eyes and claws shifted and I saw the problem. The real
problem was not the heat in the mountain or the danger of suffocating, or even
the incredible anger I felt from the creature. The space around us was torn,
like a jagged wound that was healed wrong and re-torn so many times there was
no semblance of what it was before. It wasn’t the mountain about to collapse
around me but part of the universe itself.


“What do you see?” Dylan asked me. 


I tried to speak, but somehow my mouth only filled
with smoke. It wasn’t in the air, but coming from in my chest. I grabbed him,
unable to actually see him, and my power flowed between us. His gasp was
strangled. 


I saw the green energy build faster than ever inside
him as it spread out to heal. At first, I thought the magic was doing no good,
but then I realized there was just so much to heal. The scars and wounds
started to look more normal, less violent. After what felt like hours, they
were completely healed and the cave was flooded with god energy. 


The creature was pleased and settled back down in
peace. Dylan slumped against me, still conscious, but only just. Emrys moved
the rocks away to reopen the mouth of the cave and both Dylan and Sammy breathed
easier. I hadn’t realized that we were running out of oxygen. 


We were high in a mountain overlooking a desert
canyon. Surrounding the valley were more mountains, some of which emitted
smoke. As the sun burned high overhead and there was not a soul in sight, it
felt very desolate. “I am afraid the open desert is the most comfortable place
you will find to rest in the fire tribe. The people of this tribe prefer the
dark and scorching to the open air,” Emrys said. 


“Where’s the water?” Dylan asked, sitting down on a
large boulder. He was sweating and clearly needed to rest. I split the rest of
the water between him and Sammy. I was not suffering at the hands of the heat. 


Even after several minutes of rest, he was still very
flush and looked even less responsive than before. Sammy was also sweating and
wiggled with discomfort in the harness. “We need to get out of the sun. Flash
us to another tribe.”


“Are you sure? It can be very draining on everyone’s
energy.”


“Do it before Dylan gets heat stroke.” 


This time the flash revealed cool, clean air. I
nearly cringed. When Dylan’s seat disappeared, he hit polished white stone and
did not get back up. We were in what looked like an exemplarily cleaned castle.
I did cringe this time. 


Dylan’s pulse was strong, but he needed rest too much
to wake. I quickly got Sammy out of the harness to cool off. Surrounding us
were people dressed in draping clothing of all different colors and styles, and
the women glittered with jewels in their long hair and clothes. All of them had
an elegance about them to prove their snobbery. Behind them, their castle
gleamed with white stone and painted glass and I had seen enough. As soon as
Dylan woke, I would demand we leave. The creature inside me agreed, and I would
count that in the vote, because the creature would gladly eat people if his
wishes were ignored. 


Emrys spoke the foreign words that unfroze the
startled people. Immediately, I had water presented to me by three young girls.
While the water appeared pure to me, I made sure to check it with both my magic
and by smelling it. It smelled alright, so I tasted it, finding it more pure
than the bottled water Dylan had before. I gave some of the water to Sammy and
made Dylan drink the rest of it. Luckily, he didn’t choke on the water as he
slept through it. 


“They are preparing quarters for you to sleep in that
will be ready in a short while,” Emrys said. 


“Where are we?” I asked. “This looks different from
the other tribes.”


“We are in the mend tribe. These are the people who
control healing and balance. They are healers of body, mind, and spirit.” A
woman went to his side. She had long, dark brown hair, dark green eyes, and a
friendly face. Green jewels sparkled in her hair and in her long black dress.
“This is my mate, Madia.”


“Is that like your wife?” I asked. 


“Yes, she is my wife. Guardians call our companions
our mates when we plan to spend our entire immortal lives with them. Madia was
gifted by Madus to link her life with her chosen companion. As that is me, she
will live as long as me.”


“What about that woman in the water tribe?”


He shrugged. “I chose Madia as my mate, I cannot
control what other women do. I can refuse them, but I cannot make them leave me
alone. Madia understands that my power attracts women in most tribes. Here, in
the mend tribe, at least I get some peace. Madia is what you would call a
queen, and can banish people who try to steal her spouse. Unfortunately, my
love is not fluent in any foreign languages, so I must translate to you.”


She seemed to be waiting for the moment, because she
started speaking in her language. Too late, I went to block Sammy’s ears. As
his eyes glowed, I only had hope that he would keep quiet about it. All I
needed was for Dylan to be mad at me that I allowed Sammy to learn a seventh
language. Maybe Dylan wouldn’t be able to distinguish it from the water
tribe’s language. 


“She says that she knows the healing you both have
done to our world and is thankful. Our daughters prepared a room for you to use
for as long as you would like. Dinner will be served shortly, but food will be
saved for you if you cannot attend. She also said she hoped you did attend,
because others would like to thank you and ask you about your adventures.”


“I will see if Dylan is up to it when he wakes.”


Dylan woke just enough that he refused to be carried,
but not enough to walk without help. When we were introduced to our room, he
tumbled straight into the bed and stopped moving. 


The room looked like the rest of the castle, with
tall white walls, painted windows, and layers of furs blanketing the stone
floor. The bed, which consisted of a large cushion on a wooden platform that
was covered in fur blankets, was the center of the room. Other features
included delicate wooden furniture with intricate carvings or jewels embedded.
To the far side of the room was a large window overlooking the ocean, which
would slide open like a door to a balcony. The wall to my left consisted mostly
of a large fireplace. To the other side was a door that slid open like most of
Duran’s, as opposed to the ones on Earth that pushed or pulled open. 


We were left alone. Sammy was ecstatic when I gave
him his stuffed dragon and let him run around; the poor child was probably so
sore from the papoose. I really didn’t realize I was tired, and I hadn’t meant
to take a nap, but when I laid down for just a short break, I fell asleep. 


 


*          *          *


 


I woke to Sammy laughing and rolled over to see Dylan
and Sammy playing with small blocks. 


“Four plus two,” Dylan said. 


Sammy grabbed one of the blocks and put it in front
of himself. “One…” he said. He took another one and another until he counted
out four. Then he took two more while starting his counting over. Then he
counted the blocks he had in front of him to get six. 


“Are you teaching him math?”


They both looked at me. “Aren’t children supposed to
learn addition and subtraction before they’re in school?” he asked. 


“Not before they’re two years old.” 


“He can count, why shouldn’t he be able to add and
subtract? Three plus three,” he said to Sammy. This time, the baby didn’t grab
blocks or count, just look at them. 


“Six,” he declared with confidence. 


Dylan grinned proudly. “Vi’s gonna have the smartest
kid in pre-K of all time.” I rolled over and tried to go back to sleep, but
Dylan had other plans. “I’m hungry.”


“Get over it,” I said. I felt a block hit me in the
head and turned. Dylan had a startled look on his face. 


“No hitting, Dada!” Sammy said, but I knew by Dylan’s
face that it was Sammy who had thrown it. 


Sneaky little brat. 


We followed the sounds and smells of food to the
dinner hall, where the feast was well underway. A variety of meats, vegetables,
fruits, and drinks were laid across the table. We were given a warm welcome,
plates, and cups. The eating utensils were similar to Earths; metal with little
prongs on one end. Dylan had taught me to use them on Duran, but Sammy just
played with his. He ate his food with his hands, but he was not the only young
child there. 


People were excited to ask us about Duran and what it
was like to do more than one kind of magic. Dylan explained that he grew up on
a world that feared magic and didn’t know he could even do it. I saw several
young hearts break as he told the enthralled girls about Divina. When he said
that she was a very powerful in magic, they all gave up hope. 


If Sammy didn’t yell at every woman who even looked
in my direction, I may have had a better night. Luckily, no one understood what
he meant when he called me “mama.” That would have been too difficult to
explain when I myself couldn’t figure it out. Hopefully, he just couldn’t
pronounce “Mordon,” but that seemed less likely the case with every word he
said.


“So how are you related to dragons?” a young woman
asked me. She hadn’t spoken a word before, but her Sudo was fair. “Are you a
shifter?” 


“No, I cannot shift into a dragon. I am sago. My only
relation to dragons is my strong ability to control fire,” I said. Dylan
snorted in disbelief. Disturbingly enough, so did the entity.


“But your eyes… they are shifter eyes,” she said. 


I started to look away, but I needed to know more.
“What do you mean? Shifters are not native to my world.” I hated having two
different eye colors, but at least when I shifted them they were both matching
black.


“It is our belief that people who are born of two
different bloods are born with two different eye colors. Everyone’s eye color
on Malta reveals what magic-user they are. If someone is born from a land-user
and a water-user, they would have one blue eye, one green, until their own
magic becomes dominant.”


“Both my parents were pure sago. I was told by
doctors that it is caused by a traumatic childbirth. In my case, it was just a
simple imbalance of chemicals.”


“That makes since, I suppose. That color does not
even occur as an eye color on Malta.” She went back to eating. 


After we ate, we went to bed. I was woken up some
time in the night as Dylan went to sleep on the floor. He explained that
sleeping anywhere near me was like sleeping in front of a fireplace; you got
roasted on one side and frost-bitten on the other. Sammy did not seem to mind,
and didn’t even wake up during the commotion. 


 


*          *          *


 


I was woken up for the second time, but at least it
was proper morning. Unfortunately, it was by the sense that someone was
approaching. I opened my eyes as a woman I vaguely recalled meeting shut the
door. She looked like a slightly younger version of Emrys’s wife, but so did
three other girls. 


She leaned against it and smiled. “Good morning,” she
said. 


“There are no locks on the doors, then?”


“I can get around any lock. Your friends are eating
breakfast and I had heard once that the Duran people greeted each other by
praising the morning, so I thought I should find you to do so,” she said as she
approached the bed. I started to sit up, but she climbed onto the bed and
settled on my lap. “I can make it a very good morning.”


“I believe you can, but I will pass.” I sat up,
forcing her to scoot back. 


If this had deterred her at all, if she had even
hesitated, I might have reconsidered, but she became insistent. She put her
arms around my neck and settled herself more firmly against me. The entity
inside me snarled with irritation. “Every magic-user of the mend tribe make
exceptional companions, because we can all feel what our lovers want,” she
said, smiling… then she frowned. “Oh, I see. You want a submissive woman, a
docile girl…” I was almost shaking my head before she finished. “No, you want a
woman to be submissive only when you want to be dominant.”


That couldn’t have been right… but it sounded nice. I
had never been interested in pushy women, or those who were too docile. But the
creature inside me almost purred with the thought of a woman submitting to me.
This was becoming very dangerous. The creature was becoming less of a
mysterious power over magic and more like a separate life inside of me, capable
of overpowering me. I was feeling thoughts and desires from it, and confusing
them with my own.


“I thought you all had different powers,” I said,
trying to keep my thoughts in the room. The last thing I wanted was for the
girl to overpower me because I wasn’t paying attention. 


“We do. Above the simple abilities we all have, I can
control suppression. People come to me to help them when they are suppressing
emotions or memories, or sometimes they come to me to help them release their
desires that they are suppressing. Let us see what you are---” 


I backed up, interrupting her and forcing her to let
go. “You can suppress a part of someone? Like part of their personality?” The
entity inside me was snarling and I felt my fingers start to itch. 


She looked at me like I had said something shocking.
“Yes.”


“Do that. There is something…” I held out my hands,
which had become clawed. “Inside of me that keeps getting more powerful. Make
it sleep again.” 


She was staring at my hands. “You are a shifter. You
want your beast suppressed?” she asked it as if I said I wanted my hands cut
off.


“I don’t know what it is, just make it go away.” My
fire was stirring inside me as the creature became angry. I could almost hear a
growling in my head… it sounded like Blood. The girl crawled off me
until she was kneeling by my side. 


“I should not do this. Whatever your beast is, he
only wants to help you.”


“He wants to kill people, you included,” I said,
growling just like the creature. 


“Lay back and try to relax. Just keep still and do
not attack me,” she said. It was difficult to lay back when the creature wanted
so much to claw her. When she put one hand above my heart and the other over my
head, my teeth started to itch. I fought the shifting, but my fire wanted out. 


I felt energy from her forcing its way into me, cold
as ice. My chest hurt with the chill and it became difficult to breathe. All my
energy was spent on containing the fire and anger burning its way out. I heard
her crying in pain, but the coldness kept coming. When it started to overpower
the fire, it stopped hurting so badly. 


After a long and painful struggle, the coldness won
and the fire gave way. It seemed like the fire had given up. The cold stopped
hurting completely, and almost felt soothing until it faded away. My fire was
there, but extremely calm and faraway. The entity, such a new addition to me,
was almost gone. It was still in me, but very disconnected, more like a memory
than a creature inside me. Best of all, the anger the creature felt was gone. 


The young woman collapsed against me, panting. 


“It worked.” I said, looking at the girl and pushing
her back into a sitting position. Her clothes had scorch marks.


“Of course it did. I was wrong, though; you are not a
shifter. You are something different, but that is a real beast inside you, and
it is a real part of you. He will not stay suppressed.”


“Then I’ll return here and ask for your help again
when he wakes,” I said. She didn’t particularly look pleased. In fact, she left
as soon as she could ramble out nonsense words. The bed was covered with burn
marks.


Dylan and Sammy returned a short while later and they
both froze at the door to stare at me. 


“What did you do?” Dylan asked. I studied the bed.
“I’m not talking about the burns. Your eyes… They’re both purple.”


I wished I had a mirror. I wanted to see for myself
what I was always dreaming would happen. “Really? They’re really the same
color?”


“It looks weird. Really, you look like everyone else
now; completely boring.”


“Fantastic. I always wanted to look more boring.” 


Sammy, who had been standing next to Dylan, walked
clumsily up to me. He stopped right in front of the bed and stared at me with
an upset expression on his face. I reached to pick him up, but he stepped back,
looking unsure. 


“What’s wrong?” I asked. He reached up to touch my
hand that I still held out. I jerked my hand away when his burned mine. It
wasn’t enough to blister, but the skin was red. I had never been burned before,
except in dreams. “What was that?” 


He started to cry, so I reached to pick him up, but
he ran back to Dylan. Dylan was able to pick him up with no sign of pain.


“I thought we decided it was too dangerous for you to
hold him,” I said. 


“Well, my powers are weakened here, so I thought it
would be alright.”


“And what all happened this morning?” I asked.


He shrugged. “A chandelier broke and nearly killed
us, someone lost the grip on their knife and stabbed me in the shoulder, and I
tripped over a broken chair. Not so bad, really. Looks like I had better get
used to it, because he’s not going to let you hold him till you get your dragon
back.” I opened my mouth to respond. “Save it. Whatever you did is between you
and that thing inside you. If you don’t want to call it a dragon, so be it. If
it is what gave you that eye thing and your fire, you were better off with it.
You are what you are, whether you are half asleep or not.”


“What are you talking about?”


“That thing was always in you, always a part of you,
which is why your eyes were always the way they were. You somehow got rid of
it, but you’re still the you that you were before, just half asleep.”


“But that creature was angry and powerful and it
wanted to kill.”


“Did it want to kill you?”


“No.”


“Me or Sammy?” 


“No. When you two were in that cabin, it wanted to
kill Davsi,” I said. Him, those people who were standing too close when Dylan
healed the land tribe, and the girl who suppressed it. 


“Sounds to me like it wanted to protect us. Believe
it or not, you have a lot of protective instincts. I’m afraid you may have just
killed something that has always been a big part of who you are.”


“I didn’t kill anything. One of the girls said that
she could suppress parts of a person, so I had her suppress the creature.”


“Why did you want to suppress it so badly? Was it
because it just woke up and was so new to you, or because it was so powerful
and could take over you?” he asked. 


I could have said either one… but when I thought
about it, it wasn’t that new. I had always had my fire, I had always been
protective, and I had always felt like I was searching for something. Before I
could say that it was the second reason, I thought about that, too. When it
first woke up, it was extremely powerful, but it did not take over. Yes, I had
felt the rage and desire to destroy and I had shifted my claws, teeth, and
eyes, but that was in defense, and I would have let them go if they
surrendered. I never actually felt like I was out of control, more like me and
the beast were the same. It was only when I was fully in control that I felt we
were two different beings. 


“I don’t know,” I said. “I might have made a
mistake.”


“Well, if you can’t undo your mistake, you will just
have to live with it. When I healed a boy who was injured by the chandelier,
that was apparently an act of mend magic, so I was able to heal the tribe.”


“Why didn’t you wait for me?” I asked.


He shrugged. “You couldn’t have helped; you were too
busy getting your dragon sucked out. I doubt you can even shift your eyes or
claws anymore.” 


My friend was making me seriously doubt my actions.
“Since when did you rely on my freakishness to help you?”


“Remember the day we met on the ship and I accidently
spoke in English?” he asked. I nodded. “I relied on your freakishness that you
wouldn’t rat me out. I have been relying on it ever since then. I was an alien
from another planet and you were freakish enough to befriend me,” he said.


“That was another mistake I made.”


Emrys came in then and said we could go to the final
tribe and the world would be healed. Then he stared at me like I was the
weirdest thing in the world. “I liked the eyes better before. Now you look
quite boring.”


Those were his parting words before he left the room.
Dylan and Sammy trailed out behind him. “That’s what I told him. He should buy
a blue contact.” 


I sighed and followed after them, running back only
to grab the baby bag. 


This time, we had to walk, and it was just as grueling
a trip as the first. Making it worse was that Dylan had to trip over everything
and get stung by several poisonous plants. I tried again to take Sammy, but the
baby refused and wouldn’t even speak to me, so Emrys held him. 


Our trip took us through massive forests, wide
valleys, and over mountains. It was far from enjoyable, but at least it was
warm. 


When we reached the shiny white castle, I was sure
that we had gotten turned around and were back at the mend tribe, but Emrys
insisted this was the ken tribe. Apparently that was like the magic of the
soul. I argued that all magic was from the soul, but he said it was the magic of
the soul, not magic created by it. I didn’t get it, and neither did Dylan.


“What do they do?” Dylan asked.


“Some can read the lessons of the past, some can see
the future, some can speak to the gods, and some guard the void. There are so
few ken-users and they all have different powers. As I am a Noquodi, I have the
same abilities the other Noquodi have, but I am called a master ken-user by the
Malta people. While all of my children are powerful magic-users of a tribe,
most of them are in the mend tribe.”


When we entered the castle, we were welcomed again,
and everything was looking very familiar. I still didn’t understand the
difference between the mend and the ken tribes. Oddly enough, no one here had
ever learned Sudo. Dylan asked Emrys what he should do to use ken magic. 


Emrys looked at him as if it was obvious. “Contact
your goddess.”


“She’s probably busy and doesn’t want to talk.”


“All you have to do is make a psychic connection, not
engage her in conversation.” 


We sat at the table in the empty dining room. Sammy
snacked on fruit while Dylan tried to contact Tiamat. He had never tried to
contact her specifically this way. Apparently, it worked because his head
pitched forward and I had to stop him from whacking his face. 


Emrys frowned. “That only happens when a person
actually travels astrophysically. This is skill far beyond his age.”


“Yes, but I’m pretty sure he meant to stay upright.” 


“Mama!” Sammy cried. He looked panicked. “Itai!
Hurts!”


“What hurts?” I asked, picking him up. He put his
head on my shoulder and shook, unable to talk. I was absolutely clueless as to
what was going on or what to do. 


“Hide,” he finally said. 


Then I understood; the demon was here. I wanted to do
something… but I didn’t know what. Dylan was defenseless and Sammy was
terrified and I had no ideas. I reached for my fire and felt empty. It was
there, but it was so weak and sluggish. I tried to shift my eyes, to see the
demon’s arrival ahead of time, but my eyes remained the same. My claws wouldn’t
shift either.


I was just a wizard among Guardians and demons and
gods. Before, I had my fire, so I was useful. I think I had never felt more
mortal and powerless than in that moment. Even with Emrys there, I was useless.


“His magic will free yours,” a small voice said
behind me. 


I turned to see a little girl; the same little girl
that Dylan and I had seen in the forest on Dios. Dylan said he had seen her
dead, but she was very much alive now. She shoved something into my hand and
vanished. I opened my fingers to reveal the iron pentagram that Dylan always
wore and it practically vibrated with energy in my hand. 


I had no idea how to free my fire with this. The
energy in the air stirred and crackled and before it could settle at all, I
felt pressure. It was the same pressure as I had felt on Earth, but this time,
it was getting through. The moment I lost control of my body, I hit the ground.
Emrys used his magic to try to force the demon out, but the demon was too
powerful. I had never known anger or hate like the demon felt. I realized that
the creature I pushed aside really did want to protect me and my friends; this
demon wanted to kill everyone. It would use me to kill Sammy. I needed my fire.
I needed Dylan.


“Dylan…” I tried to call to Dylan, but we were
disconnected. Another thing that had never happened before. 


I needed the entity back. The little girl said that
Dylan’s magic would release my magic, but how? Getting no messages out, I tried
to call to the lost creature inside me. Help. Wake up and help me. Help
Sammy. My thoughts started to blend and become confusing. My body filled
with a suffocating heat that made my skin ache, but it wasn’t my fire… The
demon would burn me from the inside as he killed Sammy. I need you to wake
up.


Perhaps it was waiting for the moment I gave up, or
maybe my will to survive was stronger than I had thought. The pentagram pulsed
and filled me with more god energy than I thought my body could take. The rest
was fuzzy in my mind, but I knew the instant the creature inside me burst free.
It overpowered the demon in a heartbeat and forced the horrible thing out of
me.


Regaining control over my body took a few minutes,
but I could see that Emrys was checking on Dylan and Sammy. When I knew they
were both fine, the creature settled down inside me. He was very pleased at his
victory. I could feel him more now than before; I could feel him move under my
skin, his thoughts, his emotions. He was proud of himself, not just for
defeating the demon but for waking completely. 


This will work better when you stop fighting me. The
voice was strong and unfamiliar in my mind. It was definitely masculine, too. I
gasped in shock. Honestly, I should have expected it; the creature could now
talk to me. 


Yes, you should have expected this, and I am not a
mere creature. 


I had enough control to sit up and reach for Sammy.
The baby took one look at me and squealed with delight. The beast inside me
liked the child a lot. How odd. Do you have a name I should call you? I
asked the creature. 


My name is Rojan, and I will never be inhibited
again.


I could have been angry by how much that sounded like
a threat, but I felt sorry for him. I was so concerned with him controlling me
that I jumped at the chance to crush him completely. He was just as alive as
me. He certainly wasn’t sago, but he had just as much right to live. I just
didn’t get why he had to be a part of my life. I’m sorry for having
that girl suppress you.


I understand that you were scared. You do not yet
understand that I have always been here. I gave you your fire, your fate, and
your breath.


I get the fire part, but how did you give me my
fate?


You never told Dylan what you were doing that
night you met.


I was running from my father. 


Because you told him you believed in dragons and
wanted to find them. He beat you in anger. 


He hates dragons. He says they’re not real, but
who could hate something that isn’t real so much? I think he fears them. I
think he must have met one before and fears them. That doesn’t explain how you
gave me my fate.


I was the reason you suddenly obsessed over
dragons. I made everything happen so that you would meet Dylan.


I realized Dylan had been talking to me, but I was
too deep in my head. He stood right in front of me, and stopped talking when I
blinked at him. Then he smiled. “Welcome back.” 


I knew that knowing smirk. “Me or the creature inside
me?”


“Yes.”


That was so much clearer. “Did you have a nice chat
with Tiamat?” I asked as I stood. I hadn’t noticed during the attack, but it
must have been pretty physical, as the massive table was moved several paces
from its original position. 


“I barely connected with her before I was back here
to find that I had missed all of the fun. How are you doing? The demon tried to
get in you?” he asked.


“He succeeded, but before he could get control of me,
my dragon broke free and kicked him out,” I said. I realized what I said when
he arched an eyebrow.


“Your what?” 


“I hadn’t meant to call the creature a dragon, or
mine. That girl kept calling him my beast. And as for calling him a
dragon… I never asked him what he is.”


You assumed, because it only makes sense. The gods
have even said as much, but you are not a shifter, like that girl had thought. Shifters
have a beast inside them, like I am in you. When the person is in their normal
form, they are in charge, but they can always feel the beast. When they are in
their beast form, the beast is in charge. Most dragons have learned to shift
into people, so there are no “dragon shifters.” You either are a dragon who can
shift into a person, or you are a person. I am not a mere beast.


So what is this then? Are you a dragon or are you
not? 


That is not the question you should be asking. I
am not simply anything. The only thing I am is you. 


“Oh, god, enough with the riddles, both of you.”


“Mama’s lost his mind, honey, come away now,” Dylan
said to Sammy, who looked startled at my outburst. “If you give me a minute,
I’ll heal up this last tribe and we can get moving again.”


Dylan is feeling agitated. I think he feels like
he should have been able to help you fight the demon. 


That made sense; I had felt pretty useless. I had
never been a particularly good wizard; my only real strength was my fire and my
more advanced senses. And that was all the dragon. Without him, I was nothing
but a meager wizard. 


“There is no such thing as a meager wizard, stupid,”
Dylan said. 


“Did I say that out loud?” I asked. 


“You were thinking it pretty loudly.”


I can block him from hearing your thoughts, the
dragon suggested.


No, he is my friend and his intentions are good.
How is this going to work? You may have always been here, but I never even felt
you until a few days ago. 


Until you got away from your father. Your fire and
senses have always been better than others, but you had never been able to
shift your claws, eyes, or teeth until you escaped him. Now your powers grow by
the day and you have more control than ever. 


My father did this? I wasn’t sure what “this”
is, but I hated that my father might actually have taken something from me. 


Your father loved you, and he would have given his
life for you.


He disapproved of me. He would never have given up
his kingdom for me, I argued. I was getting upset and I felt the need to
growl. As twisted as it was, the dragon tried to sooth me. 


“Mordon, you need to learn to pay attention while
you’re talking to your dragon. I know he’s new and exciting, but people are
starting to think something’s wrong with you,” Dylan said. 


He was right; I hadn’t even realized we had walked
into another room. “I’m sorry. I’ll get it with practice. Go ahead and heal
this tribe,” I said. He gave me an irritated look and my eyes shifted without
my control. There were no wounds or scars anywhere. 


“I already healed it; you weren’t paying attention.” 


I was back to feeling miserable; I had been too
distracted to protect Dylan while he was busy. I had one job to do this
entire mission; to cover Dylan, and I got distracted. What good was I?


I was watching over him for us, Rojan said.
That probably shouldn’t have made me feel better, but it did. 


Dylan and I are able to talk telepathically. Since
you and I can, are you able to talk to him?


I wonder. I watched for signs from Dylan, but
he made no move of surprise. No, I cannot communicate with him.


I realized Dylan was talking just in time to pay
attention. At least I knew that if I wasn’t listening, my dragon was. 


“Now that we healed Malta, can we go and heal Earth?
Or Duran?” he asked Emrys. 


As long as we didn’t go back to Dios yet, I was
happy; I wanted more time before we had to return Sammy to his mother. 


“That is really up to the gods. You are free to
travel to Earth, but Erono would likely fight your return to Duran. We will
return to the creek, and from there we can try to make it to Earth.” 


“Try? What happens if we fail?” I asked. 


Emrys shrugged. “I hope we never find out.” 


We were traveling back to the creek, which was
apparently only a few hours’ walk, when something burned in my pocket. I pulled
out Dylan’s pentagram. 


“I didn’t realize I put this in my pocket. The little
girl popped in and gave me this when you were talking to Tiamat. I think your
magic inside it is what broke the magic that the woman had used on Rojan.”


“Rojan?” Dylan asked.


“That doesn’t sound like a good dragon name?” I
asked. 


He opened his mouth, but Sammy turned and glared at
him. “It sounds like a lovely dragon’s name.” He relented as he took the
pentagram and returned it to his neck. “I am worried, though. Your weakness is
pretty obviously the cold. It’s bothering me real bad that the demon was in you
when your dragon awoke. Is coldness a weakness common to dragon shifters?”


To dragons, yes, Rojan answered. 


“Yes, dragons are sensitive to the cold. I’m not a
dragon shifter; there is no such thing.”


“Alright, I’ll keep that in mind. I just can’t help
but worry… what if the demon realized it was a dragon in you. What if it knows
that dragons are sensitive to cold and has figured out that that is your
weakness?”


Then we are in grave trouble, my dragon said.
It was that moment that the sky broke out into rain. It was not a natural rain,
but the ice cold, heavy rain that we had encountered on Earth.


“Hide!” Sammy cried.









Chapter 11


Dylan


 


It was cold enough to make my chest hurt, but the icy rain and harsh
wind was a deadly combination. Unfortunately, it incapacitated Mordon in an
instant. He pushed Sammy into my arms and fell to the ground, his head
splashing into the rising water before I could catch him. I got him out of the
water as quickly as possible, but he had already passed out. There was no way I
could concentrate enough to use any magic in the freezing rain while holding
Mordon and trying to keep Sammy warm.


The demon came in the body of a young man, who
sauntered closer like he had not a care in the world. Steam rose as the icy
rain splattered his fevered skin. Emrys created a ball of plasma and threw it
at the demon, but it disintegrated before it reached its mark. The demon was
not playing around this time. Unfortunately, Guardians were not immune to an
attack of plasma, which was worse than being struck by lightning. The demon
created another, brighter sphere of the fourth state of matter, and attacked
Emrys, who collapsed before he could even counterattack. This creature was so
powerful and ancient that the gods could not defeat it. All we had accomplished
so far was to run from it. Now we couldn’t run. 


I was shaking, Mordon was slipping from my grip as he
started convulsing, and Sammy went limp in my arms. I could felt the nausea and
knew I was about to pass out, but I couldn’t; if I fell, both Sammy and Mordon
would drown. I had to hold it together…


There was so much water that I was breathing it in.
The demon stopped just a step in front of me, smirked, and held his arms out
for Sammy. If I gave him Sammy, the baby would live as a slave in his own body.
If I didn’t, Sammy would die with me and Mordon. 


Help me. I called out to anyone listening; it
was more like a request from my soul than a conscious act. The instant I could
no longer hold myself and Sammy up, I heard an explosion.


 


*          *          *


 


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. It 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.


 


*          *          *


 


The gentle prodding to my face was irritating enough
to wake me. My first thought was that Edward was out on mission and Tibbit was
trying to eat my face. I opened my mouth to tell Shinobu to eat him, but my
chest cramped with pain. I felt myself roughly being turned and then I was
coughing up liquid. This was familiar; it wasn’t the first time I had drowned.


I had a Guardian warning dream. Something was coming
and I had to stop it.


I felt around with my arms for Sammy, clinching my
eyes against the bright light. “Dada.” Sammy’s whimper was a great relief as
the baby was set in my arms. He buried his head in my neck and cried. 


Assured that he was okay, I opened my eyes to search
for Mordon. Instead I saw a boy standing over me. By boy, I meant he couldn’t
have been more than fifteen years old. He looked a lot like a younger Nila with
his blond hair, but his eyes were predominantly forest green, speckled with
chocolate brown. 


After he helped me turn back over, I looked around
for Mordon. We were outside, in the same place as before, and the ground was
still wet, but the sun was shining strong and hot. Mordon was curled up on his
side, just out of arms reach. 


“He is alive, though unresponsive,” the boy said. 


I wiggled closer the best I could until I was able to
reach his neck and feel for a pulse. It was strong. 


“Do you think you can stand up?” he asked me. 


I ignored him and rubbed Sammy’s back. I needed time
to process what happened and determine if there was any damage. Mordon
definitely needed help. But that wasn’t the only problem. I had a dream…
something about the void.


“Dylan?” the boy prodded. 


He was distracting me. I had to remember my dream,
but it was slipping away. I looked up at him. “How do you know my name?” I
asked. 


He looked confused. “Are you unable to feel my power?
I am the Guardian of Enep. My name is Samorde.”


“You’re a Guardian?” Mordon asked. I looked over to
see his eyes open, but he didn’t look like he was focusing well.


“You look a little too young,” I said.


He smiled. “I suffer my people’s punishment. Stand
and join me on Enep. I am not very welcome here and I must take you to meet
Regivus.”


“I don’t think I want to meet someone named Regivus.
What are you doing here if you aren’t welcome?” I asked. What I really wanted
to ask was why he wasn’t welcome.


“You asked for help.”


“You saved us?”


He shrugged. “I stopped the beast from taking the
child and killing you both, but you should return the favor by meeting Regivus.
I did not ask his permission before responding to your aid. Forgive me, my Sudo
is sketchy and I never learned any languages of Earth.”


“Your language is fine, just a little proper for
someone so young. Where is Emrys?” I asked. 


“The other Guardian returned to his god so that he
could be healed and so that I could arrive here to help you. Madus does not
like me personally, but he would let me be here to save you. He took Emrys
because Emrys would kill me on sight.”


“That doesn’t sound like the man we know. How old are
you?” 


“Around one-thousand, five hundred of Duran years.
Can you stand now?” he asked. 


As much as I wanted to lie still, I didn’t want to
get him in trouble by keeping him here. The climb to my feet was difficult, but
Mordon struggled with getting up as well. Before I was even standing
completely, we were in a brightly lit room. I had thought it was a flash of
light, but it was actually just the brightness of the white walls. 


In front of us was the most intimidating god we have
met so far. The reason being was that he looked exactly like my first
stepfather. His short black hair was combed back like he had no time for stray
hairs. Frown lines marred his weathered face and dark brown eyes, with just a
hint of red-copper, glared. As he stood about half a foot taller than me, but
was slender enough to be called willowy, I could only assume that the god
purposely chose this form to upset me. This one is going to be bad.


Mordon took a step closer to me, as if he wanted to
protect me, but he didn’t know how. “He is more powerful than Madus or
Enki,” he warned me. I nodded, grasped his arm, and seeped my magic into
him to heal any lasting damage caused by the frigid rain.


“You look quite startled, young Noquodi.” The god’s
voice was a purr and I had the image of him as a lion, sitting upon a rock
throne, watching pray wither around helplessly beneath him. Nobody ring the
dinner bell. “Interesting interpretation.”


“It is nice to meet you. Nice outfit.” I was
referring to his body, and not the simple black clothes he wore.


“You like it then? I thought it would befit the
circumstance.”


“You take the form of a man who tried to kill me,
before you kill me? Yes, I think you hit that on the head. Kind of a mortal
thing to do, though.”


“I thought the gods were above cheap scare tactics,”
Mordon finished. 


“This is more for my own amusement. I will not
stretch this longer than it needs to be. Child Noquodi, do you have any defense
for yourself?


“And what would I need a defense for?” I asked. This
was the reaction I am sure the god should have predicted; I was an extremely
sarcastic person to my stepfather.


“Your betrayal of the gods, for one. For another, you
were never meant to be a Noquodi, as Tiamat did not create you as one. Then, of
course, your enslavement of her affections and trust can be judged against you.
Shall I go on?”


“Please do, you sound like Alec even while speaking
English.”


He looked startled. “I am not speaking English. You
and I are both speaking Enochian.”


“That would be difficult for me, because I never
learned it.” 


“I’m hearing Sudo,” Mordon said. All three of
us looked at Sammy at the same time to see his eyes glowing slightly. 


“You are a contagious abomination, I see.”


I opened my mouth to defend Sammy when Mordon beat me
to it. “Neither Sammy, nor Dylan are abominations! No more than you, when you
were born with your own power.”


“Are you saying this half human, half sago wizard is
a god?” the god asked. He was furious now. 


I handed Sammy to Mordon and blocked them from
Regivus. “He only means that I cannot help the magic I was born with. However,
I have Kiro to train me and he is an honorable man. If I am only ever trained
to use my magic for good, then there should be no problem.”


“‘Ifs’ and ‘shoulds.’ Pathetic. All Noquodi think
that upholding honor and a greater good are their purposes. They are wrong. The
purpose of the Noquodi is to serve the gods. That is why you are called
servants. If you knew this, you would have been accepted by the gods as the new
Noquodi of Tiamat’s, but you think as the others do. Therefore, I judge you an
improper Noquodi and a betrayer. Your punishment is immediate death.”


“Stop it.” Her voice was not loud, but it could stop
a jaguar in its tracks. Apparently a lion-like god, too. 


We all turned to see the goddess of Earth. Divina was
truly the most beautiful woman I knew, both inside and out. She was loving and
affectionate, playful and passionate, curious and clever… but she was also a
warrior when it came to being a goddess. She was the youngest of the gods as
well as the only female, but she made up for it by being manipulative and
daring. She was a master at deception and knew when to play her cards. With
incredible power, she could stop any foe with brute force, subtle influence, or
seduction. But most importantly, she was the person I loved more than any other
on any world.


Having not seen her in weeks, I felt like I had been
holding my breath and could finally breathe. I hadn’t realized how much I
missed her or worried about her until she stood in front of me. I wasn’t
worried about a goddess, but the woman I loved. 


Unfortunately, she wasn’t looking at me, and she had
that look in her eyes that said someone was going to die. I usually got smacked
at this time. 


“You cannot judge my Noquodi based on your
prejudices. Just because yours is a mere servant, does not mean the rest of us
should treat ours the same,” she said. 


Poor Samorde looked extremely offended by that. 


“You are a cruel and unforgiving brother and you are
no better a god.”


“You have no say; you cannot even follow simple
instructions!” the god exploded. 


Divina’s anger was much more threatening as she kept
her temper. “You cannot command me to carry on the family line when there are
no Iadnah left other than you and our brothers.”


“They want you to have babies with someone?!” I
asked. They both looked at me, stunned. 


“When did you learn to speak Enochian?” Divina asked
me. Obviously they had not meant to be overheard. I just pointed at Sammy. “My
brothers and I are the last of the Iadnah, and we will forever be the last.”


“Divina?” Mordon asked. He was staring at her with
his mouth open. 


“Yes, Mordon, I am Tiamat.”


“Yeah, I kind of already figured that out. It’s just
that you’re prettier here than in the real world,” he said.


“First of all, how did you figure it out? Second,
really? This is my real body, not a swappable form.”


“It is not your true body; the Iadnah have no mortal
body!”


Well, I could say right there that he was wrong in
Divina’s case; she had a fantastic body that I was intimately familiar with. In
fact, she did look a little extra amazing. I knew she had heard my thoughts
when she gave me a grin. Divina always wore stunning outfits, but it looked as
if she were dressing for me. She wore cowboy boots, short jean shorts, and a small,
thin, red, plaid flannel shirt. She knew I loved that look, but it was made so
much better by how well it fit her.


“Disgusting! Lusting over your god!” Regivus started
to say more, but Divina interrupted. 


“Ren, stop yelling. He is my mate whether you accept
it or not. Even if you killed him or me, he will always be mine.”


Now he turned his glare on me. “You would be loyal to
her even though she could never give you offspring? You would live for eternity
without children for her?”


“Yes,” I answered without hesitation. “But whether or
not we have kids has nothing to do with you. There are many children out there
for adoption who need loving parents. There is also surrogacy and other
methods. And if she never wants kids, I will deal with that, because I need her
more than I want kids.”


It was such a familiar gesture; I felt her hand slip
into mine. I turned to see Divina’s face just a few inches from mine. “You were
really upset when I explained that I couldn’t have kids, though. You would be
happy with a child that isn’t yours?”


“I wanted a little girl with your eyes, but I’ll be
just as happy with a little girl that calls you ‘mommy.’ Or we could have a
boy. We’d have to name him---”


“No, you dork.” She wrapped her arms around my neck
and held me close, but turned her head when I tried to kiss her. “Give him a
chance to prove his loyalty to us,” she said to Regivus. “He has already saved
Vaigda and Malta from the damage done, so let him show you how much of an asset
he is. He would never betray me. I am more likely to turn against you than he
is.”


Mordon made a soft choking sound as he tried
desperately to hold his tongue. More than likely, his prince and advisor
training was kicking in and telling him to stop the woman from condemning
herself. 


“I am not convinced. He could decide that you would
take his side against us as you are now, and his betrayal would be unpredicted.
Now is the time to kill him.”


“I have to disagree.” This new voice was unfamiliar. 


The god who stood before me was older looking than
Regivus, with short black hair, sharp facial features, and a heavily muscled
frame. Other than the muscles, he looked a lot like Regivus. While the voice
was unfamiliar, I knew the magical aura surrounding him; Duran. He was the god
Erono, extremely fierce and perpetually cross by reputation. Surely he came to
watch me be put to death. 


“He has lived on Duran for some time now with no
malicious intentions. I believe if he did have any such intentions, our sister
would set him right. If she does not, it will be her to blame. I agree that we
should reserve judgment until we see if he can prove himself to be loyal to
us.”


“There is enough damage done to our worlds, do not
add blood to the waters,” Divina said softly.


That struck something in my memory, but it passed
within a few seconds.


The god considered this for a few minutes before
finally nodding at Erono. “I will allow him a chance to prove himself if you
insist.”


Erono turned to me. “Take this opportunity to live;
give up the book, go back to Earth, never travel between worlds again, and forget
about Tiamat.”


Somehow I was not surprised that this was my
ultimatum.


“First, I will never give up my book unless Tiamat
asked me to. Second, not unless Tiamat moved to Earth with me. Third, I don’t
even know how to travel worlds. And finally, there is no forgetting about her.”


“If you will not give up the book willingly, you will
die.”


“But I will die a Guardian loyal to my goddess and
unwilling to abandon her.”


“And you, sago, will you return to Duran to live
peacefully or will you die with this human?” Erono asked Mordon. 


I could have lip-synced what he said next.


“Dylan is just as much sago as he is human. Tiamat
may not be my goddess, and Dylan may not be my Guardian, but they are my
friends. I will stand by them.”


“Even against your own god?” 


This put Mordon in a no-win situation; Erono is the
god of his world, but he already said he would stand by Tiamat. He wisely took
a few minutes to think about this. 


“My mother died when I was born, my father tried to
make me into something I didn’t want to be, and I was always kept alone as a
child. Dylan is the closest thing I have to family. As he is like my brother, I
have to accept his goddess as mine. In this case I would say I owe my loyalty
equally to you and Tiamat. That being said, she’s not the one threatening to
kill my brother. 


“I can protect you both from them if you never give
up on me,” Divina whispered to me.


I knew that look in her eyes. If enough of her
brothers decided to kill me, there would be nothing she could do about it. But
I would never say that, and I was willing to die a Guardian over living as a
human. It wasn’t the power that I needed; it was her. What was the point of
breathing when the woman I breathed for was gone? “Of course you can,” I lied. 


She smiled. “Then show them what you can do.”


I felt a pulse before everything went black. When I
opened my eyes, Mordon, Sammy, and I were standing in the Aradlin forest, right
in front of Blood’s cave.


 


*          *          *


 


“We are back where we started,” Mordon said. 


I nodded. “Well, we can heal Duran while we’re here.”



“How? Just heal the whole world at once? Where are
the pressure points? No, I’m not going to sniff them out.”


This was going to take some getting used to. I could
only assume that his dragon had said something. Honestly, I was happy for my
friend, but he needed to learn how to multitask quickly. If another person
heard him answer a question that was never asked or stare blankly into space,
someone they may think something is wrong with him. 


“We can find Edward. He’ll know where to go to heal
the world. First, though, I think we need to find Blood.”


“We don’t know he’s back. He disappeared from Dios.” 


“But how did he get to Dios?” He paused. “Rojan said
he was probably attacked by a creature that belonged on Dios, from the past, present,
or future. He says that with damage like this, the universe struggles to repair
itself as quickly as possible. I guess that means that when two things or
people that should never have touched do, the universe splits them up.”


I caught on. “But it may not always send the right
person or creature to the right place. So say those cat things were from Dios.
A future creature, maybe… it somehow got stuck here, attacked Blood. Nothing
happened at first because the universe couldn’t keep up. Then the third time
they attacked him, after we left, the universe tried to right itself and sent
the dragon to Dios.”


“Then the creatures attacked something else and were
returned to Dios. Blood saved us but disappeared again. If we had touched
Blood, we could have disappeared because he was not meant to be there. That
must have been how the griffin got to Malta; it was somewhere it was not
supposed to be or exposed to something that was,” he said.


“But to what end? How many millions of people and
creatures have been misplaced this way? One misplaced creature could attack
thousands of people a day. People who would never see their families or even
world again, who are out there spreading it.”


“The universe cannot be that stupid; one or two
creatures here or there that are extinct or do not yet exist, likely, but
people certainly can’t be that confusing. People have homes, places, families…
Each person lives in the minds of hundreds if not thousands of people.”


I nodded. “I suppose. But Shiloh… he was misplaced.”


“He was a Guardian. Not a regular person.”


“You’re so racist,” I argued.


“Hey, I’ll have you know my best friend is a
Guardian,” he returned. 


“Yeah, well, my best friend isn’t a regular person. I
mean, who tells his god that he would stand by another god?”


“I had a valid excuse. And if you are going to say
I’m not a regular person, at least be referring to my dragon, and not my poor
choices in life.”


“Apple!” Sammy demanded. 


We looked at him. “We don’t have any apple-juice,”
Mordon said. 


“No, I think he’s associating our arguing with
apples. I don’t get it, but he said that when we were bickering on Malta. He
has learned so many languages in such a short period of time that I think he’s
having trouble keeping it straight what language to speak. Somehow, apple must
relate to arguing to him, and that is the only English word he could think of.”


“Sleep,” Sammy said. 


“What?” I asked. 


He hid his face. “No sleep.”


I didn’t understand. 


“I can smell he’s really upset and embarrassed,”
Mordon said. 


“How come? He has nothing to be embarrassed about.
In fact, he should be proud of his vocabulary; boys usually develop speech
slower than girls.” Then I switched to speaking out loud. “Can Rojan hear
me speaking telepathically to you?”


“Yeah. Rojan and I can speak the same way, but he can
also hear my thoughts and feel my feelings, and I can do the same. Well, not so
much hear his thoughts as I have a really good idea of what he’s thinking. He
can hear what you say to me and I say to you, but he can’t talk directly to
you. Yeah, Rojan, I’m getting to it.”


“Getting to what?” I asked.


“When the demon attacked, I had a dream. It was
really weird, because you were there, but I wasn’t.”


“You had a dream you weren’t in?” I asked. He nodded.
“I had a dream, too, but I can’t remember it. All I know is it had something to
do with the demon and the void. I think it was a Guardian warning dream, but I
don’t know why I can’t remember it. What do you remember?”


He thought for a few seconds. “Rojan remembers it
better than me. It was something about Earth being in danger. You had your
book, and I remember a blinding, cold light. And the really weird thing was
that there was a---”


He was interrupted by a creepy howl. We both froze-
not because we were scared, but because we were confused. Nothing that lived in
this forest would howl like that, because it would be eaten immediately. This
forest was full of predators that hunted by ambush. A howling creature was a
dead creature. A moment later, it started again, but was cut off mid-howl with
a miserable yelp.


“I think we should get inside the cave. I want to
find Blood, but we need to get Sammy somewhere safe,” I said quietly. 


Mordon frowned at cave, unsure. “Rojan says that cave
is marked by another dragon and to enter it would be a challenge to Blood. He’s
not worried about being injured by the dragon, but he knows we’re friends and
thinks we shouldn’t ruin that alliance.”


“But since we’re friends with Blood, shouldn’t he be
okay with us being in his cave?” I asked. 


“Rojan is a stronger dragon, and apparently that is
always a challenge. Blood would see it as a stronger dragon moving in on his
territory. He was okay with me before because Rojan was sleeping. I don’t like
the idea of scaring off Blood. Rojan can introduce himself, but let’s take it
slowly.”


“You’re right. He helped us. There has to be
somewhere else we can… What?” I asked when his eyes glazed a little. 


He blinked at me. “Rojan said that dragons can never
be lost and that he can find our way out easily.”


“Wonderful. We have to find Shinobu, and then we can
go,” I said. 


He frowned. “I forgot all about her. She should have
run out to you as soon as you arrived.” He sniffed around a little bit,
particularly towards the cave. “Rojan and I can’t smell her anywhere. I mean,
she was here, but not for days. Let’s get Sammy to safety and then we can
return. Shinobu can take care of herself.”


It took a few minutes, but he convinced me in the
end. Sammy was most important. I grabbed Mordon’s bag that he had left in the
cave when we went to Earth, and then we took off through the forest, following
Mordon’s lead. He seemed to have faith in this direction. The funny thing was
that Mordon only seemed to be acting unusual when the dragon was suppressed by
the girl’s magic. Even when Rojan woke for the first time, Mordon had always
had the same tendencies that made him unique. Instead of feeling like my friend
had changed, it was more like I just found out that he had always been a
dragon. Everything about him just made more sense. What I was a little distressed
about was that he had figured out on his own that Divina was Tiamat. “How did
you figure it out?” I asked. 


Mordon knew exactly what I was thinking, because we
were like that. “You didn’t give it away. Honestly, I always knew she wasn’t
sago. She smelled sago, not human, but her magic smelled more like yours. I
knew she had a secret because I could smell it on her. She was suspicious of
me, probably because she knows exactly what I am, which is unfair, because I
still don’t know what I am. A big hint was that she spoke English fluently,
better than me. You said that Ronez taught her, I know, but she was just too
fluent. She spoke differently than Edward, and she understands all the weird
references you make. She said one time, while I was visiting, that she had
never been to Earth, but I could tell she was lying. I only knew for sure,
though, when I met Enki.”


“Why did you never say anything? I was always so
worried about breaking her secret.”


“I did say something; I wanted to know what she was.
You would trust me enough to tell me that you and Edward are Guardians, but you
wouldn’t tell me what Divina was, so I knew it had to have been a bigger
secret. Obviously, the only thing bigger than being a Guardian was being a
god.”


“Or a dragon.”


“Yes, well, you should’ve told me I was a dragon,” he
said to me. Then he rolled his eyes. “Yes, Rojan, I know I’m not a dragon, I’m
just teasing Dylan.”


“And talking to yourself.”


“I’m talking to my dragon out loud. I have that
right.”


“And attracting monsters in the Aradlin forest by
doing so,” I responded. 


He made a scoffing sound I had never heard him make
before. “There is nothing in this forest bigger than me.”


“Really? I think I’m actually a bit taller than you
myself.”


He stopped walking and looked a little confused. “I
didn’t mean to say that. Actually, I think Rojan said that. I mean, I felt it,
I thought it, but I think it was him. He’s very vain about how big and bad he
is, but when you said that, I felt…”


“Like you were the dragon. Don’t stress it. You two
will balance it out eventually. There are worse things to be than part dragon.”


“That’s just it, though. I have no idea what I am.
Other than explaining to me there is no such thing as a dragon shifter, Rojan
cannot tell me what I am. I can’t be part dragon, because both of my parents
were completely sago. He said he was always there, so I can’t be possessed by
the dragon. So how do I have a dragon in me who says he is a part of me, and
how do I have dragon magic? Hey, we’re being followed by a draxuni pack.”


“Yeah, I know; we’re in their territory. I’m kind of
worried you hadn’t realized it before,” I said. While I could feel them
following us for a while now, he should have been able to smell them from the
moment they started.


“I had realized it, but they have no threatening
intentions, so I thought it was more important to ramble.”


“I think we should stop being friends; you’re
starting to sound like me,” I said. 


He nodded. “We think too much alike. We could be
enemies,” he suggested. “That would make life interesting.”


“We would never accomplish anything because we could
predict every move the other person would make. Could be fun, though, we should
definitely try that someday. It almost feels like the draxuni are escorting us.
Hey, when we meet the next god, try not to growl at him.”


“Warning: Subject change. ADHD alert.”


“You didn’t even know what ADHD was before I
explained it to you.”


“You are reflecting,” he said. 


“I’m not reflecting, I’m deflecting. Do not
incorrectly use psychological terminology with me, I will beat you with my
verbal dictionary. The only way we can convince them to trust us is to help
them, and it doesn’t help when you make them want to eat you.”


“I don’t want them to walk all over us like they did
that little Guardian. You go ahead and be nice and friendly. I’ll make sure
they know how much a dragon will not roll over.”


I made him stop and turned him to face me. “I know
you’re used to Divina, and I know your dragon makes you feel invincible, but
you need to be more careful. We’ve already seen how unforgiving the gods can be
and how easily they can make a decision based on a whim.”


Mordon gave me a hard stare, but I just stared back.
I was right and he would give in first. Finally, after several minutes, he
nodded. “I will try not to growl, but they treat us like dirt and I don’t like
it.” 


“They’re gods. To many of them, Guardians are just
servants or pets, and people are just things. Fortunately, Tiamat isn’t like
that.”


“I think Erono isn’t either,” he said. I frowned.
“Yes, I know he said that stuff, but I got the impression that he was actually
testing your loyalty to Tiamat. I suggest you trust Erono and Tiamat, but be
wary of Regivus.”


“How can we heal Enep if we can’t trust Regivus?”


“Heal the other worlds first; prove that we’re here
to help. And here we are.”


We stood at the edge of the forest, toeing the line
between light and dark. The forest was silent, as if holding its breath. We
left the dark and found ourselves on the beach of Mijii. If I had to, I could
have found my way by ship to Shomodii, but my own navigational skills would not
be tested that day; Edward was there. 


When I saw Divina for the first time in weeks, I felt
all of the pent up love and loneliness. When I saw Edward standing there, it
was like I was home with family. 


Edward had only been in my life for three years, but
I knew when he looked at me that he was proud, that if I did something wrong he
would help me, and that he would always do what he thought was best for me. If
Divina got mad at me, she would kick me out, and she was never afraid of
telling me when I was wrong. If Edward got mad at me, he would assign me chores
or ground me to the cabin. He would always try to help me learn from my own
mistakes, while protecting me from any real danger. 


I missed my father from the few minutes we had
together, but Edward always treated me like a son. Edward never tried to
replace my father, of course, but he always seemed to be making up for Ronez’s
absence. It didn’t matter to him that I was an adult. 


He may not have been my father biologically, but he
brought me to Duran and taught me so much more than magic. Every preconceived
notion I had of what a father was supposed to be was met by Edward and no one
else ever came close. Besides, as my biological father’s identical twin
brother, he couldn’t genetically get any closer to being my father. 


He stood with a massive wooden boat behind him, much
like the boat I met Mordon on. When we reached him, he hugged me. I knew that
he wanted to check me for wounds, a habit he had developed very quickly after
taking me as his apprentice. I realized in the back of my mind that I had grown
taller since moving to Duran, as I was nearly as tall as him.


“Welcome back. Did you enjoy your adventure?”


I laughed. As if living on Duran wasn’t adventure
enough. “It had its moments. Yours sounded a bit more touch-and-go.” His dark
blue, long-sleeved, button-up shirt could hide a lot, but an ugly bruise peaked
out over the top of the shirt neck. He even had a bruised eye.


“Not really; some drowning, getting lost in a forest,
met a few mythological beasts, including a griffin.”


“A griffin, huh? I met him, too, on Malta.”


“Stay away from them; they are dangerous.” He glared
as if I had told him I wanted to keep one as a pet. “I also met your
ex-girlfriend.”


“Vivian? What were you doing on Dios?”


“I wasn’t on Dios, and neither was she.” He held up
his hand when I went to interrupt him. “Nano has her now; she is safe.”


“She’s probably really worried.” I indicate Sammy,
who was still strapped into the papoose that Mordon wore. “That’s her baby.”


Sammy chose that moment to be a brat. He reached out
to me with both hands. “Dada!”


Edward sighed. “You’re not keeping him.”


I shrugged. “I know we’ll be giving him back to
Vivian soon, but he won’t let me out of his sight until then. He’s very
possessive of me. I don’t think he actually believes I’m his dad, I think he
just teases us and maybe he can’t pronounce my name. Sammy, this is Edward.”


Edward looked surprised. “You’re back to calling me
that?”


“I’m sorry. Kiro.”


“No, I didn’t mean you couldn’t call me Edward, just
that I was surprised. You haven’t called me that in over a year.”


“He should probably be calling you ‘Dad,’” Mordon
said. 


I could feel myself heat up and Edward looked a
little off, too. Yeah, he had been thinking of this. But was he thinking of
leaving? Did he hate that we had more of a father-son relationship than an
uncle-nephew one? He hated his children, would he hate me eventually?


“We don’t need to talk about this,” Edward said.


I nodded. “I agree. We’re fine, we don’t need to
talk.” I was lying; I had no idea what he was thinking, but we were guys, so we
would never talk. 


“Oh, god, they’re both idiots,” Mordon moaned. 


“Shut up, Mordon. Sammy, hit him,” I said. 


The baby frowned. “Hitting is wrong, Dada.” 


“What happened to your eye?” Mordon asked.


“I made the mistake of doubting my ability to survive
out loud,” he said cryptically. 


I nodded, understanding immediately. “Vivian hit you.
She’s really a nice person, but her concern for you can be painful. Nano is in
for an adventure.”


Mordon frowned at me. “Have you ever been with a
gentle woman?”


I shrugged. “No.”


Before we could board the ship to Shomodii, Edward
said that Mordon needed to change his eye color. Mordon started to take
offense, but Edward explained. “Your eyes are very distinguishing. I am sure
you are unaware, but there is a reward for your return to Mokii. People will
know you by your eyes and try to kidnap you.”


“Why does my father want me to return so badly?” he
asked. 


Edward frowned. “I have not heard much about it, I’m
sorry… but your father was injured. When he tried to spread his reign and bring
more power to the throne, he angered some powerful wizards. He is expected not
to survive the season.”


Mordon looked somewhere between stunned and sick to
his stomach. I knew what he wanted, but he doubted himself. He was thinking
that if he had been there, he could have used his dragon magic to help. 


“I can heal him,” I said.


“If I go back there, I would be right back where I
started. Back where I never wanted to be.”


“He’s your father, the only one you’ll ever get. You
would never see him again if we don’t go and save him. Is that worth your
freedom? What is Rojan saying?”


“Rojan says that if you saved him, it would be many
years before I would have to be king.”


“Plenty of time to run away again,” I offered. 


Mordon shook his head. “He would never let me run. He
would probably lock me up. Or guilt me into leading by telling me how the
people would suffer without a leader.” He looked at me. “I can’t go back. You
need help,” he said. 


“Edward can help me. Are you using me as an excuse
not to return, or do you really want to help me over your father?”


He looked really upset as he thought about it. “I
don’t know. I think both; I want to help you just as much as I want to never
return to Mokii. Dylan, I just found out what I am, and I just found out that
he had stopped my dragon from waking. Rojan says that he did it to protect me,
but…”


“It still feels like he betrayed you and used magic
against you.”


“Yes. I don’t want to see him again. But I don’t want
him to die. Do I have time to think about it?” he asked Edward. 


“You have until his time runs out. I cannot say when
that will be.”


“Take Sammy. I need to think,” he said as he
unstrapped the baby. 


Sammy also looked like he was going to cry or be
sick. I went to take him, but Edward beat me to it. “Tiamat warned me that you
shouldn’t come in contact with Sammy,” Edward said. Mordon didn’t stick around
to hear anything else; he went straight for the ship. “He’ll be okay.”


“He didn’t disguise his eyes.”


“I doubt anyone will see him the entire trip.”


 


*          *          *


 


I discovered my book wasn’t the only thing that could
induce dreams; the gods could as well. While I knew for sure I was dreaming, I
also knew Divina, who was lying next to me in bed, was real and controlling the
dream. 


“I miss you,” she said.


“I miss you, too.” I knew it wouldn’t particularly be
a happy dream. 


“I hate it.” 


“I know.”


“They don’t get it. My brothers think I’m just
playing around with this body, or think I stay this way to spite them. They
don’t get that it comes with these emotions. I feel everything that humans and
sago feel, and it’s sick. It’s really, really sick that I feel so many emotions
every day and they affect what I do and the decisions I make. But you know
what’s even worse?” She glared at me. “Every day I am with you I feel so much
more than any other day. I should hate you for it, because I didn’t know what I
was getting into. I was playing around at first… when I first took this form. I
wanted to know more about why people, all people on every world, did stupid
things for stupid reasons. Soon I wanted out. I wanted to leave this body and
return to my real power, but I couldn’t give it up just yet. It was never the
right time.”


“Life is difficult to give up.”


“But I never realized I was still missing so much
until I met you. I thought I loved your father, thought that that was what love
was. When your father died, I knew I could see him anytime I wanted… but I
never visited him.


“You were weak and ignorant of things. I hate
weakness and ignorance, but you just smiled through it and I couldn’t hate you.
Sometimes you are just so stupid that I laugh or I get angry. But sometimes you
are just so smart that it makes me feel like an idiot and I love you for it
because I feel so alive… so mortal. But that makes no sense because I’ve had
this body… I’ve been alive for so much longer than you have, yet you make me
feel more alive.”


“Some people can live a lifetime in a few short days,
and some go their entire lives without living.”


“What if I changed my mind? What if I don’t want to
be this anymore? I want to return to being a real god.”


“That will always be a choice you have. But until you
make that choice, I will spend every day I have with you making you love me so
much that you can’t do it.”


“Ronez used to tell me stories that humans came up
with, in every culture, about people killing themselves because they couldn’t
be with the one they loved. Duran has them, too. I told you about Leila… I
thought they were all stupid to kill themselves. I understood that you could
miss someone when they were away, but I never understood that the knowledge that
you would never see them again could be so much worse. It’s not even the
missing them part, it’s the thought of how many days are ahead of you that they
will not be in.”


“You’ve felt this, then?” I asked. 


“My brothers wanted to kill you; I couldn’t help but
to think of life without you. But they could never kill you. I know you don’t
believe me, because I’m not as strong as them in this form, but I am. I have
something they don’t. If they killed you, then I would be forced to live
without you, and that could never happen. It doesn’t matter how much more
powerful they are, because I would never let them take you from me. I may hate
it, I may fight it, and I may deny it, but I love you.”


 


*          *          *


 


Unfortunately, Edward was correct; no one, not even
me or Sammy, saw Mordon again until we landed at Shomodii. After two days of
travel, I was extremely worried that he hadn’t eaten. Sammy was very irritable
by then and would cry at any mention of Mordon. He cried for three hours
straight one time until Edward actually left our cabin to look for him. 


During the trip, I mentioned that Shinobu was
missing, but Edward said that she had returned home to wait for me.


Edward was more concerned with me than Mordon or my
pet; I picked up a cold, probably from partially drowning in the freezing
demon-summoned rain. My healing energy apparently didn’t work on myself,
because I had an increasing headache and come-and-go fever. After being forced
to drink a horrible tea every hour for the first day, I pulled myself together
and faked recovery. 


It occurred to me on the second day that the problem
wasn’t a sickness but something caused by the disappearing names in my book.


It was just before sunrise when we reached Shomodii.
Sammy stood, clutching his stuffed dragon and wobbling in the heavy wind.
Others meandered off the boat sleepily while Edward, Sammy, and I waited for
Mordon. 


Finally, the man emerged. He looked more confident,
though not particularly happy. Fortunately, he didn’t look starved. As he
approached, I could feel that he had made a decision and was sure about it.
When he reached us, Sammy squealed and wrapped his arms around Mordon’s knees,
the dragon toy flopping to the ground, forgotten. 


“What did you decide?” I asked. 


Mordon picked Sammy up and hugged him. “Rojan and I
decided that saving the universe was more important than one person. You have
Edward, and that’s great, but you need our help, too.”


“Unfortunately, I cannot be too much help this time.
I can help you on Duran, but I am currently grounded here,” Edward said. We all
looked at him in shock. “My own magic was damaged by the unbalance in the
fabric of time and space.”


“Your book is gone,” I concluded. He nodded. “Names
in my book have been disappearing. I checked it again on the ship.”


“I would suggest you work quickly then. The reason I
haven’t been able to heal simple bruises is because my book is missing. For a
Guardian, your nominal energy is as important as physical energy; and it is the
same in its absence. That’s probably why you’ve been sick.”


“Sick?” Mordon leaned towards me and sniffed. “You’re
not sick.”


“No, probably not. I have a headache and a slight
fever, and I feel a little low on energy. I’m fine, though,” I said.


Edward frowned at me as if he expected me to collapse
at any second. “How many worlds have you healed so far?” he asked. 


“Only Vaigda and Malta.”


“You have to move more quickly than that. There’re so
many worlds that need saving.”


“On Malta, we had to travel from tribe to tribe. How
many places do we have to visit on Duran to save it?” Mordon asked. 


“We have something better,” he grinned. 


“The haunted springs.”


“Yes.”


“No.” Mordon demanded. “It is too much for you to
heal the entire world at once.” That was the overprotective Mordon that I knew.
I was just glad he remembered to speak quietly in Sudo, not in English, as we
were in public.


“He does not have to. The surface of Duran is
primarily water, and he can heal the entire world through those channels,
because water is a very good conductor of nominal energy.”


“But I’m not using nominal energy,” I said. 


“Yes, I figured that out. Then Divina showed me proof
that you are not just a Guardian,” he said cryptically. I wanted to ask him
what he meant, but he didn’t pause for questions. He never did. “Iadnah magic
can be transferred just as easily through the hot springs. In small amounts,
you can save Duran within a day. Then I suggest you heal Earth, as it is
suffering a lot.” 


The walk back to the cabin took a few hours, during
which we told of our separate adventures. I laughed at Edward’s description of
Vivian. Edward was very interested in Sammy’s magic, particularly his
language-learning skills. He was also very interested in Mordon’s dragon.
Unfortunately, Edward knew little about real dragons and so none of Mordon’s
questions were answered. 


It felt so nice to see the cabin again. We were only
gone for a few days, but I missed my bed. We opened the door and Shinobu immediately
bound up my leg to curl up on my shoulder. She rubbed her tiny snout under my
neck in affection. 


There was a weird huffing sound from Mordon and we
turned to look at him. “Sorry,” he said. “Rojan doesn’t like Shinobu or how
close she is to you.”


“It makes your skin crawl when you want to protect
someone from something so badly and they just act like they are in no danger,
doesn’t it?” Edward said. 


Mordon nodded. “Rojan knows those creatures are
dangerous and he wants to chase her off. Even though we can smell there’s no
desire to hurt him, we know that it’s too risky. He acts like she’d never hurt
him and I want to smack him.”


“Try seeing her sleeping in his bed every night.”


Mordon shuddered and his hands shifted into claws.
“Would you get her off your neck please before Rojan starts burning things
down? My teeth are itching. I know she doesn’t want to hurt you, but her claws
and teeth are venomous.”


Shinobu stopped nuzzling my throat and hissed at him.
“Shinobu, that’s my friend. Be nice.” She laid her head down and wrapped her
fluffy tail over her eyes. 


“Kitty!” Sammy screamed, suddenly struggling to get
out of Mordon’s arms. 


“Not a chance,” Mordon said, holding the baby still. 


Sammy looked at him with wide eyes, unsure why Mordon
wouldn’t let him down. “Kitty?” Sammy asked. 


“No,” I answered, “you can’t pet the kitty. It’s a
mean kitty.” Shinobu peered up at me like I said she was dinner. “Don’t look at
me that way, Shinobu, he’s a baby.” She put her tail back over her eyes, but
both Mordon and Edward were looking at me like I finally understood she was
dangerous after years of obliviousness. “I’m not stupid; I know she could kill
me. But even if she didn’t want to hurt him, he is a baby. He could squeeze her
tail or pull her hair and she could snap at him or scratch him.”


After setting our bags down and leaving Shinobu
locked in the cabin, we headed to the springs. I had spent many days and nights
here, practicing my magic. It was a beautiful, peaceful place… that was haunted
by a little girl who is only sometimes dead. That’s not too unusual for Duran. 


“Do what you normally do to heal the damage, but keep
control of it; don’t let the world take too much. Heal only a small amount. I
will keep watch around us, because you never know what may be attracted by that
degree of magic. Mordon, you make sure he doesn’t try to do too much,” Edward
said. 


I took off my boots and socks and rolled up my pants
to stick my feet in the water. I focused on my book and my connection with
Earth. She knew the drill now, and offered up her magic and support like her
goddess would. Every time I healed a tribe on Malta, I felt more and more
damage from time that she had sustained. This time, when I reached for Duran,
he reached back easily. The magic of Duran supported me now that I was home.
Perhaps the powerful world knew it was his turn to be healed. 


I linked the two worlds so that Earth could give
Duran strength, then searched out Vaigda and linked easily with its ambitious,
eager magic. Vaigda still liked me. It was the new force that surprised me.
When I had healed Malta, I used magic from Vaigda. Somehow, I could feel
Malta’s magic through my link with Vaigda. Malta was as eager as Vaigda, but it
felt very humble, too. The people of Malta cherished their world and the world
cherished them back. I could feel that in its magic. 


Earth and Duran were strong together, used to this
after I healed both Vaigda and Malta. Vaigda barely waited for command and
Malta’s magic was gathering. I could feel all four worlds ready to heal the
unnatural damage. 


I focused on the damage already done to Duran and it
was like opening floodgates. Vaigda and Malta were strong, as they had already
healed all their damage, so they knew what was supposed to be done; they knew
what was wrong and how to fix it. Earth was supportive, but still deeply
wounded, so only her magic was helpful. My healing magic fused with the magic
of all four worlds and spread throughout Duran, healing what was wrong. 


Some wounds had to be burst open because they were
too damaged. That was probably the oddest feeling; a mistake that had to be
completely rewritten or an accident that had to be undone. Time twisted and
flexed throughout all of history. Whole eras needed to be corrected. 


“Stop.” 


I heard the word from somewhere in the distance and
ignored it. It was very beautiful to see the world become healthy. Most
important was the closing of the void. The worlds felt like the void was vile
and toxic. It was infecting the wounds and confusing their ability to heal. 


“Dylan, stop now!”


I continued to send out my healing magic until I felt
my body jerked. I couldn’t stop even if I was being attacked. 


Then I felt too hot. It was uncomfortable at first,
enough that the magic stopped flowing and the worlds hesitated. They wanted to
recoil from whatever was making me sick, but they couldn’t. I broke my
connection individually as gently as I could. Finally, when I let go of Earth,
I came aware of my surroundings. 


I was lying down with Mordon crouching over me. I
should never have taught him CPR. “Stop,” I said. Immediately, the heat
dispersed until I could breathe. 


“It was the only way to wake you up.”


“Giving me heat stroke will not wake me up,” I said.
Edward took his place and I felt energy rush through me, healing damage caused
by the heat. “Did one of you shake me?” I asked. 


“You stopped breathing. We couldn’t wake you up and
Rojan suggested that my fire could make you sick and would make you shut down
the connection. It looked like that was better than you continuing. You already
healed more than half of the world.”


“No way, I was only doing it for like half a minute.”


They both glared at me. “We have been here for three
hours,” Edward said. 


I smiled. “Maybe I’m getting good at it, then. Next
time should be easy.”


Edward turned to Mordon. “Never let him do this
without you there to wake him up,” he warned. 


Mordon nodded. Edward’s magic was done, so he helped
me stand up. The moment I was on my feet, my head swam. I felt myself start to
fall, but that was as far as I got. 


 


*          *          *


 


“You linked Earth and Duran before you healed
Duran. Why?” 


It took me a few seconds for everything to stop
spinning. I was back in Divina’s almost-real cabin, but I still felt sick. “I
don’t know. It felt right. Why am I sick?”


“Because you linked Earth and Duran before
you healed Duran, you idiot!” she yelled. I guess that would be my nickname
for a while. “You partially healed them both!”


“Why are you mad about that? I helped Earth.”


“You nearly died! You would have died if Mordon
had not stopped you!” She was yelling in my mind now. “You are sick
because you used too much magic and now you are creating more. Your body has to
accommodate for that!”


“Are you saying I’m getting more powerful?” That
would not go over well with the gods. 


“Yes! Regivus thinks you are doing this to become
more of a threat.”


“I can’t undo what I did. I don’t know why I
connected Duran and Earth. It wasn’t my intention to heal both at the same time
or use so much power.”


“I know, but my brothers will not see it that way.
You were following your instincts to save as many worlds as you could. I will
discuss this with Avoli, Madus, and Enki. We need them to intercept if Zer,
Regivus, or Azenoth decide to kill you… It is disappointing, because Vretial
would have been on your side, too,” she said. 


“Do you regret killing him? Do you miss him?”


“I cannot regret destroying him, as he would have
destroyed me, you, Earth, and Duran. But yes, I sometimes miss him.”


 


*          *          *


 


I woke up in my bed. The horribleness with which my skin
crawled made me sit up. Luckily, I was alone in the dark. My muscles cramped,
my stomach churned, and I had a fever.


Apparently building energy in massive quantities had
symptoms similar to being in college… or the flu. The problem was I had too
much energy. I got up slowly, wobbling on shaky legs. As I moved across the
floor, static snapped between me and the wood. I could feel and hear it crackle
all around me, but it didn’t hurt. I reached the door and locked the latch just
before someone on the other side tried to open it. Even without consciously
using my magic to feel my surroundings, I could sense it was Edward. I knew he
could unlock the door with magic, but I wanted it to stay locked, so it would. 


I needed to get rid of some of the excess energy, but
I couldn’t just let it go like nominal energy. Or maybe I could. Iadnah energy
would do anything I wanted it to. The most reasonable thing I could come up
with was through my lungs. As I fell back into a sitting position on the steps,
I imagined my lungs, probably quivering with my abnormal gasping, and then
imagined the excess, green energy flooding my lungs. It felt like my lungs were
filling with smoke, but when I breathed out, I expelled a small puff of
silvery-green mist. It took several minutes to expel enough energy that I felt
more stable. 


After a few more minutes, I left the bedroom to find
Edward and Mordon playing cards at the table. Shinobu sat watching them from on
top of the stove and Sammy played with a “shapes and sounds” game on the floor.
He looked up at me and smiled. 


I smiled back and sat down at the third stool at the
table. “Who’s winning?” I asked. 


“Has anyone actually ever beat Edward at
cards?” Mordon asked. 


“Divina thinks she has. I was watching, though.
Edward won,” I answered. Mordon slapped down his cards. 


“I forfeit.”


“What? You never quit!”


“It’s a card game, not war. I don’t even know how to
play. Edward makes me play because you always refuse and he says it’s my
duty as your friend to stand in your place,” Mordon grouched. Edward grinned
and I rolled my eyes. 


“Did you have a nice conversation?” my mentor asked. 


I put my head down. “She said I’m getting more
powerful. I don’t know what to do. The more I use my magic, the more powerful I
get, and the better I can save the worlds, but the more the gods want to kill
me.”


“You’re still you, though. You still have a way about
you that screams innocent and friendly. Even the gods should see that you
wouldn’t turn against them,” Mordon said.


“That’s just it; he would. If Tiamat asked him to, he
would side with her over any of them,” Edward argued. 


Mordon looked at me and I nodded. “Divina loves to be
mysterious and sometimes gets me in trouble, but I know she would never risk my
life or turn against her brothers unless she had a very good reason. So, yeah,
I would side with her. Especially if I don’t know what I’m siding over.” 


“Why?” Mordon asked. Edward scoffed.


“Because I love her. I would also side with you and
Edward against the other gods. That doesn’t mean I would try to use my magic
against them, nor does it mean I would refuse a mission if one of them needed
an extra Guardian.”


“What are they having a problem with, then?” 


“Miscommunication and secrets,” Edward answered. 


“I get the miscommunication, but who is keeping
secrets?” Mordon asked. 


“Tiamat, who else? She’s always got something up her…
not her sleeves,” I said. That would mean she revealed them in bed and she
never did. 


“And you still trust her?” Mordon asked. 


“I will always trust her. You trusted me when I kept
her secret from you.”


He rolled his eyes. “I can smell your intentions.
That doesn’t count. I have always known who I can trust and who I can’t. I know
she’s mysterious and loves to have secrets, but she adores you.” 


“I am pretty fortunate to have her. She is the most
amazing woman I have ever met. We should go back to the springs and finish
this. If you changed your mind about your father, we could go to Mokii
afterwards.” 


He frowned and Edward started to clean up the cards.
“Why would I change my mind? I don’t want to rule Mokii.”


“I know you don’t, but we could go back to heal him
and then leave.”


“What do you mean, heal him?” He looked completely
confused.


“From his injury…” I said. He gave me a blank look.
“Edward said when we got back that he wouldn’t live without treatment.” 


“Who wouldn’t? I don’t know anyone injured and about
to die,” Edward argued. Now they both looked at me like I was crazy.


“When we left the forest, and met up with Edward, you
remember that?” I asked. They both nodded. “Edward said you had to disguise
your eyes because your father was looking for you. He said that your father was
injured and wanted you back before he died. Remember?” They both shook their
heads. “I suggested we go and heal him, and you hid yourself away on the ship
for two days! You said no, that you would help me instead.”


“I was with you the entire time on the ship.”


“No, you weren’t. Edward and I were in the cabin, but
no one could find you. Sammy kept crying for you.”


“He was with us the entire time,” Edward argued. 


Sammy was staring at us in confusion. “Sammy, where
was Mommy on the boat ride?” I asked him. 


He got a weepy look in his face. “Mama hide.”


“Was Edward with us in the room?” I asked. The baby
nodded. “Was Mordon?” I asked. He shook his head. “When did Mordon go hide?”


“When we saw Eddie.”


“Saw who?” Edward asked. I laughed. 


“Eddieward,” Sammy corrected himself. 


Mordon flicked me on the nose. “Stop laughing, this
is serious. You and Sammy remember something differently than Edward and me.
What worries me is that you two probably remember the truth and I hate that
something altered my memories.”


“Wait, it is never that simple,” Edward said gently.
“You healed some of the damage done to this world, including rewrote things
that should never have happened. That is what must be happening, because no
magic has been cast on me or you. So, Ishte-mor’s injury must have been a
mistake in time, or related to one. Dylan, there are two things that could have
caused this. One, his father’s injury was a mistake and you corrected the
problem yesterday, which rewrote what happened, so we only remember what was
corrected and would have happened had we never gotten the news. Or two, he was
supposed to be injured, and a mistake formed sometime last night, causing us to
only remember the mistake happening. Either way, you remember him being
injured, and we only remember what everyone else remembers. Or his injury was
just delayed.” 


“I hate time. It makes my head hurt. So if he was
supposed to be injured, and I heal the rest of the world…”


“Then time and space will revert to the right place
and he will have been injured. A worse situation is if we are actually dealing
with split realities. Many choices we make alter our future, in which we form a
course, or bubble. For each choice we had, we have a bubble and live in that
bubble of our choices, interacting with other bubbles at different points in
time. In that sense, we live hundreds of lives that never interact except with
others, depending on those choices we did or did not make.”


“Turn left.” 


“Huh?” he asked. 


“I wrote a paper in English class called “Turn left.”
Basically, you create your universe that you live in with every choice you
make, but there is an alternate you that made a different choice and is living
a different life. Not just your choices, but those around you. Maybe Person A
went out one night and Person B had a choice; drive drunk or take a cab. Person
B chooses to drive and ends up paralyzing Person A. However, there is an
alternate reality where Person B took a cab and Person A ends up living their
life to its fullest. Then there are events that were meant to happen, so say
Person A was meant to get paralyzed. In the reality where Person B takes
a cab, Person A is shot by accident from Person C and ends up paralyzed.” 


“That is right. But these alternative lives are
bubbles in the universe. So far, bubbles, even ones damaged, have interacted
but never collide. If these alternative memories are the result of colliding
bubbles and not glitches in time, then we have a much bigger problem.”


“Then we need to heal as much as possible, as fast as
possible.”


 


*          *          *


 


I sat with my feet in the water again. I linked myself
with Duran, Earth, Malta, and Vaigda, but was careful not to connect any of the
links. Duran was very eager to finish its healing and took little time. When it
was fully healed, the world gently broke the link and Earth followed its lead.
Then I let go of Malta and Vaigda.


Before opening my eyes or returning to reality, I let
the energy swirling inside me settle. I didn’t over-exert myself this time, and
it actually felt good that I had used the energy. In fact, it took longer to
settle my nominal energy that hadn’t even been used. 


I opened my eyes, relieved to see that I was still
sitting up. Mordon sat there holding Sammy. “How does it look?” I asked. 


His eyes went black. “Good. It looks like everything
is how it is supposed to be.”


“And your father? Is he injured or not?”


“What are you talking about? I doubt you healed him
by healing the world. We already established that I would stay with you. You
need someone to burn you when you won’t wake up,” he said.


“I feel like we just had this conversation,” Edward
said.


“So, Mordon’s father was injured a few days ago and
everyone is looking for Mordon to return him to Mokii, and this morning, we
didn’t talk about anything?” I asked. 


“We talked about Divina and how you would stand by
her against the other gods, but we didn’t talk about Ishte-mor.”


“What about alternate realities?”


“We did talk about those. Why are you asking what we
talked about? You were there this morning.”


“Yeah, I was, but you weren’t. Not my morning. Well,
you were, but you had different memories. Why did we talk about alternate
realities?” I asked. 


Edward paused and frowned. “I don’t know. I guess it
was just something that came up.”


“Rojan says you were worried that the universal
bubbles were colliding, and that our memories do not match. Something is wrong
with the air, but I don’t recognize the scent. Rojan says it is the scent left
when time has been changed.”


“Did your healing the world help you at all? Do you
still feel sick?” Mordon asked. 


“It hasn’t helped. I’m sure I’ll feel better when
Earth is healed.”


Edward went over to the closest tree, sat down, and
leaned against it. “I’m getting called away. You should be fine here and I’ll
only be a few minutes,” he said.


I hadn’t seen Erono contact him often, but he always
had a warning a minute or so ahead of time. Tiamat never gave me a warning. Or
maybe she did and I was too young and inexperienced to know it. Mordon and I
waited, but even after about ten minutes, Edward didn’t wake up. 


“Should we head back to the house?” Mordon asked. 


I sat down in front of Edward. “No. There are
monsters and demons running about; we need to protect him. Something must be
wrong.”


Mordon settled down for a little while before taking
Sammy for a swim. I said that the water was too hot for an eighteen-month-old,
but Mordon argued that Sammy wasn’t fully human. Also, Sammy was resistant to
the heat after spending so much time in the papoose. I didn’t like that logic,
but it appeared Sammy was completely unbothered by the heat.


The baby thought it was the most fun in the whole
world. Mordon always enjoyed the naturally heated springs, but that child was
born to swim. After over an hour, I told them to get out for a break. Sammy
threw his first major fit. We both suffered for another hour until the baby
stopped crying. 


“It was my original intention to let him swim some
more, but after that fit, I am doubting it,” I said to Mordon. 


“He loves water. It’s unfortunate that he must live
with his parents on Dios, because they seem to lack the vast amount of water
that Earth and Duran have. He may never get to swim again in his life after
this.”


“I can borrow him from his parents and take him
swimming. So can you.” 


“I think I need to spend a few years reestablishing
my life. Now that I’m no longer prince, I have no idea what to do. It is so
nice, though, to have the choice.”


Sammy crawled over to me and whimpered a little. I
guess he thought I was easier to persuade. “Please, Dada, swim.”


“Are you gonna cry when you have to get out?” I
asked. He shook his head in the most pathetic way possible, dropping it nearly
to the ground as if he couldn’t bear to hold it up. We both knew he was lying,
but he wanted to swim so badly and Mordon was right about Dios not having much
water. “Okay.”


Mordon had to flop to his side to catch Sammy before
the child dived in. Mordon would not let Sammy go when they were in the water,
even when it was obvious the baby wouldn’t drown. That probably had more to do
with Mordon’s fear of water than Sammy’s age. 


After another half an hour, I told them to take
another break. Sammy started fussing, but I figured it was probably with
hunger. When Sammy’s fit only grew, I told Mordon that there was some good meat
in the shed that needed to be cooked. There was some jerky already cooked, but
I didn’t want Sammy to eat something that tough. 


Mordon took Sammy back to the cabin to make
breakfast/lunch as I stayed behind to watch over Edward. I knew something had
to be wrong, but I also knew that Edward could handle whatever it was.


“Dylan, we need help over here.” I was running
back to the cabin before Mordon finished his sentence. 


I found them with the demon closing in. The demon had
taken the body of one of the neighboring wizards I had only met once; an older
man who bordered on dementia as he was a little more than three hundred years
old. Though he normally kept to his cabin, I heard he talked to the animals and
randomly shot his guns into the forest. When I heard the gunshots one day,
Edward chased him off and told me the old man had gotten lost while hunting for
Duran’s version of big-foot.


Mordon hid Sammy behind him, but the demon was
between them and the cabin. Mordon’s clothes were wet. 


“Use your fire,” I said. 


“I’m trying. He hit me with something and it has
Rojan all messed up. It’s confusing my fire and I don’t want to hurt Sammy.”


The demon was focused on them, so I had to distract
it. Shomodii was the place to be for any weather-related attacks. Lightning was
one of my strongest attacks, but I had an idea. If the creature was burning the
bodies of its victim, it obviously was immune to heat, so maybe it was
sensitive to cold, as Mordon was. I created my lightning as normal, but instead
of nominal energy, I used Iadnah energy, with the intention of making it as
close to absolute zero as possible. I had to be extremely careful to keep it
away from Mordon and Sammy. 


My energy poured into the sky, to become part of the
lightning. A haze of clouds drew in, but they were an eerie red and yellow
color. Between this and the sunlight, it looked very much like the sky was on
fire. As I focused on making the energy cold, purple was added to the sky. 


I wasn’t ready to strike. The energy built and grew
colder than anything I had ever attempted to make it. I pushed until I couldn’t
stand it anymore, but I knew it was no colder than negative three hundred Fahrenheit.
For one thing, it wouldn’t react with the physical energy if it were any
colder. 


The demon turned to me. I was ready with my
lightning… I aimed… And I pulled back.


My body was shaky like my nerves were shot and my
head was pounding, so I couldn’t be a hundred percent positive my aim wasn’t
off. The man possessed may still have been alive, and my lightning could kill
all of us if it wasn’t properly controlled. Yeah, I could control my lightning
okay, but this wasn’t normal lightning, and there was too much that could go
wrong.


I made it to Mordon and Sammy before the demon could
decide if I needed to be dealt with. I picked Sammy up and passed him to Mordon
as I built a shield around us. Protective fields were one of the first things
Edward taught me, and using my god energy to enforce it was only natural. I had
never built one faster or more powerful before. 


I trusted my magic to be stronger than the demon’s,
but not my knowledge of how to use it. I had to protect Sammy and Mordon. I had
to get them away from the demon. 









Chapter 12


Edward


 


I thought it was Erono calling me. Too late, I realized it was not. Too
late, because I had told Dylan that I would only be a minute. I stood in
Janus’s forest and knew it would be days before I could get back to Dylan, but
there was no breaking my contract. 


Until the time that Dylan defeated the demon and sent
it back to Janus, I had to do as the half-demon asked. Contracts would be the
death of me for sure. Luckily, I knew Janus would not demand anything too foul
of me, because he preferred to do his own dirty work. 


Even though I could not see him, as he was probably
in vapor form, I could feel him. “Good evening, Janus. I see you have not yet
held up your part of the bargain.” It was about this time I realized the sad
state Janus’s forest had become; it had a half-melted appearance to it. 


“Give me time, Noquodi. It is difficult to send one
of mine through the void when the void walls are crumbling faster and faster…”
he said. I noticed a distinct increase in frustration in his husky whisper.
“This is in fact, the reason I summoned you. A pest has become trapped here, and
I want him out… You will remove him and I want never to see him again.”


“That is kind of difficult if this man dies and you
will not let him into the Land of the Dead.”


“I already have one of you terrorizing my demons… you
Noquodi are not supposed to be here. You are not supposed to die…” 


“Who died?” I asked. What poor Guardian was killed
this time?


“I do not care to know his name. He did not die, he
has only become trapped… the pest…” His voice was fading too much. 


“What is wrong with you? Has my brother been fighting
with you?” There was no answer. “Janus, I will get this Guardian out of here,
but where are you?”


“Stop speaking so loudly.” The demon finally formed
in front of me, but only barely. He was translucent and had a dark look about
him like a bruise. “This is not from your brother. The damage to the universe
is affecting the void… This must be fixed before there is no difference between
the universe and the void. You may believe the void is a horrible thing… but
your realm survives only because of it.”


“You said that the void was becoming stronger.” 


“A lot has happened since then… the walls themselves
were surviving, but now they are not… The walls are crumbling and no one will
survive it.”


“My nephew is working to stop it.”


“He is not working fast enough. Get the pest out of
here. I am doing what I can to help your nephew.” 


There was a sickening crack as Janus disappeared and
Rasik appeared in his place. The startled man resembled Dylan more than anyone
else; he appeared the same age, with medium brown hair and slightly duller
green eyes. 


“Hello, Kiro. What are you doing here?”


I sighed. “I have been asked to take you home. How
did you even get here?” 


He smiled, but it was the one he used in his shame.
It was fairly irritating that he would smile when he knew he did something
wrong, but I understood it was an impulse some people could not resist. “I have
no idea. I was just out looking for my book, and then I was here.”


“Well, I have to figure out how to get you home, and
you need to help me do so.”


“We can ask her advice,” he said.


“Whose?” I asked. He pointed behind me and I turned
to see the vanishing girl who had appeared to help in the battle with the sea
monster and the force in the forest. However, her spotless dress was duller and
she looked slightly sickly. It wasn’t any particular feature that made her
appear less healthy, it was just her overall aura. “Here to help again, are
you?”


“I hope to,” she said quietly. 


“How did you get here? How are you able to appear and
disappear?”


“I can move through the original gates that are
closed. The void used to be a peaceful place I could escape to, but it will die
with everything else.”


“Dylan can stop it,” I said.


“The gods could stop it as well, but they would
prefer to bicker. The young Guardian may have the ability, but he will face the
choice just as they have.”


“He will make the right choice.”


She looked around the forest. “I know he will…
unfortunately. I tried to warn him, but he did not understand. Come with me.”
She wobbled a little as she held out her hand. The young girl was becoming
weaker by using her magic to help us. This girl was constantly helping and
getting closer and closer to death for it.


“You should rest,” I argued. 


“I have no time to rest. You Guardians need to be
taken care of like children, always running around and getting into trouble.”


“You look like a child to me,” I said.


“I may very well be. I am not sure anymore,” she
said. Dylan would love her; he hated few things more than when a question was
answered with a riddle. “Please hurry. Time is seeping into this realm and I
must get to Dylan before he gets to Mulo.”


Rasik and I both took one of her outstretched hands.
The journey out of the void was no pleasant flash; the world crumbled slowly
until there was only white light, but the vertigo was atrocious. That was
probably caused by time bleeding into the void, for time was merely a
perception here.


I came aware of our surroundings and struggled to
shake it off. I didn’t recognize the highly inhabited city, but I knew the
gravity by heart. If that didn’t tell me I was on Earth, the impeded energy
flow did. 


“Why here?” I asked. 


“I tried to take us to Duran, but the beast is there
and I cannot go there now.”


“Dylan is fighting that demon and I can’t even be
there to help?” Before she could respond, I grabbed her arm and pulled her out
of the busy street-way. Every corner, crack, and crevice of this place was
bustling with people, except for a little post-office entrance. Rasik followed
us and we had a fair amount of privacy. 


“You are in no danger; you have rejoined with your
body,” she responded.


“That is beside the point. Dylan is not safe.”


“He is, though. Dylan needs only to heal the hole the
beast made and it will be forced back into the void. The beast’s powers are
limited when it’s in a mortal body. In order to assimilate, it has to take the
child’s life.”


“Why can the gods not kill it?” 


“Because the beast cannot be destroyed outside of a
mortal body; it is as old as the gods.”


“Does Dylan know this?” I asked. She shook her head.
“Then you must tell him!” She vanished, hopefully to share this information
with Dylan. I looked around to make sure no one noticed that a person just
vanished, but no one was paying us any attention. 


“So, can you give me a ride home? My book is still
missing,” Rasik asked. 


I shook my head. “I cannot.”


“Is your magic damaged as well?” he asked me. I
reached into my bag and pulled out my book. “It had been, yes, but Dylan healed
Duran. My book returned to me right as Janus called me to get you. I cannot
help you because Azenoth is angry with me and will not let me return. I suggest
you ask him to transport you.”


He shrugged a little and focused on his sleeve cuffs.
“He’s mad at me for losing my book,” he said. 


I was forever being reminded that Rasik was the
youngest of the Guardians, except for Dylan now. Azenoth was known for a
horrible temper even more than Erono. Rasik was not the first Guardian of
Kahún, but the third; the previous two had been forcefully retired. While
Samorde suffered the appearance of a juvenile, Rasik actually had a lot of
growing up to do. 


“Go,” I commanded. 


He did. Normally, when we talk to our gods, our
bodies remain. It seems Azenoth was waiting to return him to Kahún, though,
because he instantly disappeared. I wondered if it frustrated Azenoth that his
third attempt at a Guardian was terrified of him and would hide any chance he
got. Actually, it probably pleased him. 


Two young men interrupted my hiding place, as they
needed to use the ATMs in the post office. Chased out of my spot, I sighed and
looked around. 


Well, I really didn’t recognize the highly populated
city, but the people were familiar. Ronez made me visit a few of the countries
of Earth once, including Japan. By the density of the city, I had to assume I
was in the Kanto region, as it seemed too dry to be Kansai. It looked more like
Tokyo than Yokohama. 


“Sumimasen.” I stopped a lady who did not look
terribly busy. “Eigo ga hanasemasu ka?” I had learned English, but there were
too many languages of Earth to learn them all. Fortunately, I knew how to ask
if they spoke English in most of the dominant languages. 


“A little,” she said. She smiled uncertainly. 


“I am lost. Is this Shibuya?” It was really a guess.


“No, Shinjuku.”


“Oh. Arigato gozaimasu.” 


She bowed and walked off. Figures I would arrive in
the most populated city in a country that was smaller than the state that Dylan
had lived it. It would take some work to find a place to travel safely. Despite
my rush to save Dylan, I didn’t want to cause mass panic if someone saw me
vanish. 


After a few minutes, I knew that the post office
entrance would be busy for a while. The streets were more interesting the
further I went. There were huge intersections that branched into smaller, but
still very large streets. There was nowhere as massive or populated on Duran.
All over were vending machines of drinks, cigarettes, and alcohol. Little tiny
restaurants sat unassuming like jewels covered in mud, especially when I found
less busy streets. 


Only those who knew where to look or who were lucky
enough to get lost would see the treasures buried in this city.


I found a narrow alley between a hotel and baseball
practice field. This would make a great place, as there were no cameras or
people. Surprisingly, the baseball practice court, which was too small to do
anything other than practice throwing or hitting the ball, was empty. Baseball
was a very important sport in Japan, so I supposed it was the wrong time of
day. 


My transition to Duran started as normal, but I could
feel something hold me back. I had a split-second to decide whether to struggle
against the pull, or let it drag me back to Earth. I let it pull me back,
because anything powerful enough to stop a Guardian’s travel was powerful
enough to cause harm. Traveling was extremely dangerous, and I didn’t want to
end up half here, half somewhere else. 


The girl appeared like static, an image not really
there, flickering. The amount of nominal energy expelled was enormous around
the girl. “Take this.” She tried to hand me Dylan’s iron star again, but
flickered away before I could take it. I grew more concerned as the seconds
passed. Finally, after several minutes, she reappeared, still holding the pentagram
out. “I am running out of time. Take this to Dios and use Dylan’s magic to heal
it.”


“How? I have no idea how he heals the worlds.”


“This magic is meant to heal and Dylan has already
used his energy to heal three worlds; it will heal the world on instinct.”


“That sounds very dangerous,” I said. “I don’t have
permission to be on Dios.”


“It is the newest assignment from Erono and Zer has
agreed to allow your safe arrival.” She vanished. 


With my plans changed, I focused on the symbol and
magic of Dios. It was a slightly oppressive place. While the High King was a
good boy and a fair king, the entire world had been through so much misfortune.



Much like Duran in the beginning, the people were too
focused on power. Add to that the lack of resources provided by nature, and war
was the natural and frequent outcome. The people of Duran focused on their
spiritual belief that peace was the ultimate goal and the only way to get there
was to stop fighting. The people of Dios developed stronger and stronger weapons
until the entire surface world was obliterated and ninety percent of the
population dead. Still, it wasn’t as bad as what happened to the people of
Enep.


I wondered for a brief moment what my own aura looked
like, having seen so much suffering in my travels. It was the Guardian’s duty
to help all of those in need, except for those being punished by their gods. In
two thousand years I have learned that no matter how much I helped, there would
always be more suffering somewhere in the universe. I accepted this, and for
that, I can survive seeing people’s pain. I knew Dylan would never accept it,
and so he would never settle for it. 


I once thought I could save everyone always, but I
was too old now, and I knew better. Dylan was different, though; he was smarter,
kinder, and far more powerful. He could do it for as long as he believed he
could. Perhaps I should feel useless, being so outdated, but I knew I had a
purpose. I was more useful than ever. I could protect my nephew so that he
could be the Guardian that no one else could.


Dios was also a rather dark place; the people used
magic to get what they wanted, the world crawled with goblins and trolls and
other underground creatures that were sentient, but not actually people, and
even the magic had a grimy feel to it. At least the people were trying to make
it better. 


I arrived in Nila’s kingdom, right in front of his
door. I could have arrived in his chambers, but the guards would have panicked.
Even so, I had an energy shield in front of me ready for the attack I knew
would come. The goblins were a suspicious lot and startled easily. Still, as
powerful as their magic was, it was no match for mine. 


The goblins stopped attacking when they recognized me
and all fifteen backed away fearfully. Nano must have recently scared them. Or
maybe it was that they remembered that the last time they attacked me, I set
them all on fire. 


I heard the door open behind me and before I could
turn to look, I was being squished by Nila. He was the type of boy who would
never grow up. For the sake of his duty in life, I hoped he never would. 


“Edward, welcome home!” he exclaimed, before taking a
huge breath. “I am fluent in English speaking now, you should not ever be gone
again so long, Nano has mate and baby, did you---” 


I put my hand over his mouth, but he continued
talking, even when it was too muffled to understand. I hated when he went on
and on without pausing or even breathing between sentences; it couldn’t have
been good for his health. “You know my name isn’t Edward.” I let him go and he
gave me a look as if I had said something stupid. 


“Dylan say he name you Edward,” he said. I sighed.
Nila was really just messing with me. “What bring you home?”


I never actually understood why he called Dios my
home like that. “I’m here to help Dios.” I pulled the pendent out of my bag and
held it up. “I’m just unsure how to do that.” 


I was about to ask where Nano was when Nila reached
out and touched the iron. He gasped when the iron flashed with a green light,
which immediately flooded the entire room. The energy released was as violent
as an explosion and everyone was thrown off their feet. 


I held onto the metal pendant as energy pulsed and,
even as it burned, I couldn’t let go. Only minutes passed before the energy
reversed direction and poured into the pentagram. When all of the energy had
retreated, I dropped it to the ground. 


The goblin guards created an energy shield over Nila
just before rubble fell from the ceiling that would have seriously injured him.
The shield went down as I reached him. While it looked like he was uninjured, I
could never be sure with a void. With absolutely not a drop of magic in him and
no magic effective on him, I couldn’t use my energy to search for internal
bleeding or broken bones.


“I am fine. Why Dylan’s magic is in a star?” he
asked, letting me help him to his feet. 


The guards were very nervous; they wanted to protect
him, as that was their job, but they knew better than to challenge a Guardian.
I wished I could fire them, because they should be willing to risk their lives
to protect their king. 


“How did you know that was Dylan’s magic?” I asked
him.


“Dylan healed me; I know Dylan’s magic. I touch metal
and Dylan’s magic explode. Iadnah magic stronger than void blood. Magic heal
Dios even near me.”


“Dylan healed you? How? Your blood should be immune
to all magic.”


“Universe bleed, void suffer, I become not void.
Dylan’s magic healed me when I not void. Now I void, but I feel Dylan’s energy
still. Only magic I feel is Dylan’s.”


“Because his energy is different from nominal energy,
or because he healed you?”


“I do not know.” 


I picked up the pentagram, which had grown cool
enough to touch, and slipped it into my bag. None of the energy had actually
been destroyed, nor had it been lost, so I should be able to use it on another
world. 


“Is he with you?” Nila asked at the same time I heard
a squeak. I turned to see Cylo standing there. Three of the guards had swords
drawn on him, and the man was terrified.


“Let him go,” I told them in Dego, as it was the main
language of Dios. They looked at their king for confirmation before sheathing
their weapons. Cylo appeared confused and nauseous. “What happened? Where have
you been?” I asked him.


“What do you mean? I have not been anywhere. We were
in the castle, fighting those winged monsters, and now we are here… with
odd-looking goblins. Was I knocked unconscious? Have we left the castle?”


“We have, yes. I guess I need get you back to Kahún,”
I said. He was muttering to himself as I turned away. “Nila, can I borrow your
throne? I need a place to sit and concentrate,” I asked the young king. 


He smiled as if I had asked if he wanted candy. “Of
course, Edward. You are family now.”


“How do you figure?” I was afraid to ask. Nila often
came to odd conclusions and frequently visited a world that resided in his
head. I wondered if this was how Dylan acted when he was a child. Dylan
would make a good role model for Nila. 


“You are uncle of Dylan. I adopt Dylan as brother.
That makes you my uncle. Uncle to High King is big honor, yes?”


“More like a chore. Does that mean I can resign from
being your uncle?” Nano asked. We all turned to see him standing in the open
doorway with Vivian tucked against his side.


Nila nodded. “You are no longer needed. You are mean
uncle to not bring Dylan back.”


“You tried to kidnap him,” Nano accused. “It’s nice
to see you survived, Kiro,” he said to me. Vivian agreed, with considerably
less confidence in my survival skills. 


Nano may tease his nephew, but he cared about him as
much as I cared about Dylan. All of the Guardian’s had a common goal; to
protect the worlds and our books. Nano and I shared a unique goal; to protect
someone very important. Dylan and Nila were both very young and very powerful.
Dylan had the magical power to destroy Earth, and Nila had the political power
to destroy Dios.


Nano and I were friends, and I would never want to
cross that friendship, for in a battle without magic, I would lose every time.
While sago had a meager advantage in strength to humans due to our density, we
had nothing on dile. Zer was smart when he created his people; he learned from
the other gods’ people. Dile were enormously strong, and still as fast as sago.
Those who were slim, such as Nano and Nila, were actually stronger than the
bulkier men of Dios. In any battle of physical strength, no one could best a
dile. 


Oddly enough, they were not normally heavier than a
sago. Zer had done something no other god perfected; they were extremely
compact and light, but unbelievably strong. The people of Dios had a weakness,
though; they all feared water. Their bodies were extremely difficult to damage,
but no dile could swim, because they would quickly sink and drown. 


This was one of the reasons there was so little water
on Dios. I hoped someone had warned Dylan and Mordon to keep Sammy away from
the water.


“I can return this man to his world if you are
worried about facing Azenoth again.”


“Actually, I need Rasik’s help. I want to ask
Azenoth’s permission to return to his world and heal it.” I pulled Dylan’s
pentagram out of my bag. “This belonged to my brother before he was killed. I
thought it might have a little of his power left in it, so I gave it to Dylan
to protect him.” 


Ronez had spent Dylan’s whole life protecting him,
and when you spend so long protecting something, it becomes at least a part of
the essence of your magic. I wanted Dylan to figure this out for himself,
because it was such an important, and instinctual, part of a Guardian’s
success.


“I can help?” Rasik appeared before us as if summoned.



“Were you listening in?” Nano asked. He sounded as if
scolding a child. Rasik was mischievous in an accidental way. 


Rasik shook his head. “I wasn’t listening, I just
thought you wanted help.”


“Wait… What they took from me… you helped me
remember,” Cylo asked desperately.


“What did they take?” I asked. 


“My daughter. They took my daughter. Please help me
get her back. I have no idea who took her or why, but she is gone!”


“I need permission to return to Kahún and when
Dylan’s magic heals it, Rasik can probably help you.”


“Without my book, I am no help to anyone, but I will
do what I can,” Rasik confirmed. “I can attain you an audience with Azenoth. He
may try to kill you, but I am fairly certain he will listen to you first.”


“Can you convince him not to kill me?” I asked.


“I cannot even convince him not to kill me.
Give me just a moment,” he said before vanishing. 


I took a seat on Nila’s throne. Gods never seemed to
care if you became concussed as a result of their brusque summons. I barely
touched the seat before I was standing on the stone in the middle of the sea.
Azenoth appeared before me as he had before, similar both in appearance and in
temperament. 


His glare demanded I remain silent, but I had a tiny
amount of time to both state my case and convince him to let me live after
bothering him again. “I offer my assistance,” I said in Sago. As disrespectful
as it may have been to speak something other than Enochian, it would have been
worse to misuse the god’s language.


“You want to use the magic of the younger Noquodi to
heal my planet. Why should I let you on Kahún? My world does not need your
help.”


“Your Guardian’s book is missing. My book returned to
me when my nephew healed Duran. His magic can heal Kahún.”


“I am more powerful by far; I can take care of my
world.”


“You are not mortal. You created this world and gave
it life, but no world has ever been exactly what its god made it to be. With
respects, you are not alive. Your world is trying to patch the cracks, but it
needs a living being’s imagination. A living person can imagine what it looks
like, bond with the world. I can’t explain because I have not seen it as Dylan
has. As far as I know, and as far as Tiamat has told me, only Dylan has the
right combination of life force, desire to help, creativity, and power to do
this task. What I have to offer is a small amount of Dylan’s power, which has
healed enough worlds and has a strong enough connection to Dylan to do this.”


He glared at me, but I could see it in his eyes that
he was considering my words. 


“It may be the purpose of the Guardians to serve
their gods, but it is our instinct and drive to help. Not just our own people,
either. Please allow me to land at Kahún. I can leave the moment the magic has
done its job.”


“In order for you to release the magic in that
amulet, someone of pure origin must touch it.”


“Pure in blood, or pure in the origin of the planet?”
I asked. Pure in blood would be easy to find, because that meant they could not
have an ancestor from two worlds; not that they had to be from the world I was
trying to heal. I would work in that case, because I was pure sago. However, if
he meant pure in the origin of the planet, that meant that the person had to be
a native to the planet specific planet I was helping, but not necessarily that
they couldn’t have an ancestor from another world. 


He sneered. “Pure in both,” he said. 


So the person had to be native to Kahún and have no
blood of a foreigner. The gods encouraged their Guardians to interrelate with
other planets in order to mix genes and keep the races compatible. Some of the
gods forced it while others, like Azenoth, thought their people were better
kept pure. Even on a more pure world like Kahún, at least sixty percent of the
population would have a distant ancestor of another world. I knew for a fact
that Ronez had a few children on Kahún a few hundred years ago.


“I can get it done.”


“Do it quickly, because if I lose my patients with
you, it will be the last thing you ever regret.” The instant he finished his
sentence, I was flashed to the most useful place I could ever hope to arrive;
the troll king’s castle on Kahún. Rasik and Cylo appeared beside me in the
empty chamber. 


The throne sat empty, so where had the royals
gotten to? Why are there no guards to spot us? I sat down in the huge
throne. I probably looked like a two-year-old in the massive chair. 


Cylo gasped. “What are you doing? That is the troll
king’s seat! He will kill us!” 


“Why would he do that? His chair is not being used, I
might as well sit.”


“Are you trying to get us in trouble?!”


“Actually, I’m trying to get their attention, and the
louder you yell, the faster we’ll get it. So yeah, I want his adrenaline going
when the guards burst into the room to arrest me. He’s more likely to listen to
me if I confuse him, and he’s not going to agree with me easily.”


“You are insane!”


“A bit, yeah. I need to find someone who is of this
world and completely pure of blood. You already said you are half sago. Rasik
is half Vaigdan and I am not from this world.”


“I get it. You think the queen will be full blooded.
How will you know if she is or not?”


“In order to heal the planet, in order to save myself
and all the people here, I need someone born on this world and pure of blood to
touch a metal pendant, which will release my nephew’s magic. Is that okay with
you, your majesty?” I asked the king.


Cylo and Rasik, having not realized the king had
walked in, turned and gaped. The three guards that flanked him moved to attack,
but he raised his hand to halt them.


“You are back,” he said like an accusation.


“Yes, and more clever than before, I think.”


“Clever? You think I would let you near my wife and
that makes you clever?”


“No. I think I’m clever because I don’t want to use
your wife.” I got out of the seat and started towards him, ignoring the guards
as best as I could. “In fact, I doubt her blood is pure, as the people of every
world are genetically capable of interbreeding. On the other hand, trolls are
not compatible, and therefore, it is highly unlikely that you have troll blood
from any other world. You could possibly have person blood in you, and the
people of Kahún and trolls can, as your daughter’s parentage suggests,
interbreed, but then you would be called the ‘mostly troll king.’ I need to
find someone who is pure of blood and a native to Kahún, not necessarily a
person. So what do you say?” I stopped right in front of him and held up the
pentagram by its chain. “Want to save the world today?”


He glared at me as if I were not as smart as I
thought I was, but then grabbed the amulet. In great waves, energy flowed out
of the pentagram and started to heal the damage done to the world. I could feel
the nominal energy become stronger and more stable. When I checked, Rasik was
hugging his book to his chest. The task was done and the energy returned to the
metal. 


Cylo sniffled. “Can we find my daughter now?” he
asked.


“Rasik can help you,” I said. 


The man in question put his hand on Cylo’s shoulder.
“Please describe her. When did you last see her?” the young Guardian asked. The
man was always expressive with his joy, excitement, or shame, but he was
serious in his duty as a Guardian, and now he was completely focused on helping
Cylo. 


“I was transporting documents. Normally, my daughter
stays with a friend when I travel long distances, but my friend was ill. We had
been traveling for about six days. We ate dinner and went to bed, just like any
other night. I was woken by a crash. We hit something. I tried to get to her,
but that was the last thing I knew before waking in the goblin dungeon.”


“Why did you not keep her with another friend? You
must have more than the one,” I asked.


“Well… Not that I could leave her with,” he said,
obviously reluctant to explain. 


“Surely there are pirates and you would want her
somewhere safe. Why could she not stay with someone else?”


“Is it important?” Cylo asked. 


“Absolutely.”


“Because the people of Kahún hate magic. There is a
ban on magic… or was before you came. No one could know that…”


“No one could know that she did magic?” I finished
for him. He nodded. “How could she do magic when there was no energy on this
world?”


“I don’t know. She could always do it, her whole
life. She’s only ten. When she was younger, she would pass out easily from
stress. The doctors said it had something to do with a blood disorder, but
there was nothing they could do about it and they could find no proof. I had to
keep her away from the public because of her ability to do magic, so I used her
fainting as an excuse.”


“So we need to find out what crashed your ship, and
that should lead us to finding your daughter,” Rasik said. “Maybe she
disappeared like you did? That seems to be happening a lot.”


“She would have reappeared when Dylan’s magic healed
the damage… Probably. Maybe she has appeared somewhere else on this world.
Either way, it should be a simple search now.” 


Erono was pulling me back to Duran before I could
even finish talking. I closed my eyes as everything started melting together to
avoid extreme nausea. When I felt my feet on the ground once again, I opened my
eyes to find myself standing before my cabin. A quick search of my territory
with my magic showed that there was no Dylan, Mordon, or demon around. 


Unfortunately, there was the dead body of Keiske-so
Tae, my nearest neighbor. His charred body was abandoned in front of my cabin,
obviously having been used by the demon hunting Sammy. I returned his body to
his territory and spent the next few hours creating the ceremonial passageway
to the spirit world, which was according to the Shomodii traditions that Tae
followed. 


Tae had been seven when I found him wandering the
streets of Anoshii, starving, and took him in as my apprentice in magic. While
his was great at magic, he was an astounding artist. He fell in love with a
neighbor’s daughter before he completed his training. I remember the night that
the sixteen-year-old woke me up crying that he betrayed me with her, and I only
laughed as I told him I didn’t care about the law. It was a stupid law anyway,
so I told him he could still be my apprentice and be with her. The day after he
got his wizard title, he married her. They took a territory bordering mine, had
a couple of kids, and lived happily for the first hundred years or so.
Unfortunately, his wife had no magical skill and couldn’t retain her youth.
When she died, Tae barely hung on to his sanity, but he never remarried and
became a recluse. 


I still had some of his paintings hidden away in a
fire-safe box. He could have lived with wealth his entire life if he had sold
his paintings, but he was too afraid. His wife and I were the only ones to ever
know what amazing talent he had. The world just lost one of its very best
artists, and nobody knew it.


But I would move on. I had to. I couldn’t mourn the
loss of my children, friends, or apprentices forever. Everyone around me died…
it was the curse of being a Guardian. Then there was Dylan. My brother was
killed because I didn’t have his back; I wasn’t going to make that mistake
again. 


I sighed, reminiscing about when we were first
separated. It took nearly thirty years to learn to travel the worlds… only it
was Ronez who figured it out. My brother appeared one day while I was in the
middle of a brawl. Seeing me under attack, he struck first and asked no
questions later. He had to show me how to travel, so I could visit the world he
was assigned to. 


When I returned home, I pulled the card out of my
bag, which I hadn’t shown to Dylan. Something held me back. Once sitting
comfortably on my favorite chair on the porch, I focused my energies and
cleared all thoughts but those of Tiamat. I focused on her voice and the feel
of her magic. Projecting my thoughts over space was the most I could do. Tiamat
was not my god so it would be no surprise if I couldn’t reach her at all.


When I felt no response, I stood and went inside. I
had no way of helping Dylan and no way of contacting any of the gods who would.
It looked like I was going to have to leave it up to Janus and Mordon to help
my nephew. I set the card down and the table and went to get a cup out of the
cabinet. After filling it with water from the pitcher, I heated the nominal
energy until the water boiled, then got a packet of tea out. 


I turned to find Divina standing right in front of my
table, looking at the card. I set down my tea as she picked the card up. “I
tried to read my cards and that came up. What does it mean?” I asked. 


“It’s an omen. You should not have this,” she said,
looking up at me. “It was meant for Dylan.”


“What kind of omen?”


“A bad one.” She waved her hand in front of her and a
small circle of burning light appeared. She held the card out until sparks
flared out to engulf it. When the circle closed, the card was gone. 


“What did you do?”


“Made sure he got it.”


“Did you seal his fate?” I asked, not sure whether or
not to be angry. I knew she loved him and didn’t want to hurt him, but it was
difficult sometimes to think of her as the woman I knew instead of the god she
was and had always kept secret. 


Dylan had only known her for a few days before she
faced Vretial; he didn’t realize that she changed. I trusted the Divina I knew,
even when I found out she was a god and had been lying to me since the day we
met… but something happened during her recovery. 


“It was not a weapon, but a warning. I can’t know
what it means now because Dylan still has a decision to make. The future is too
uncertain. If he makes one choice, the omen will come to pass. If he makes
another, it will become lost.”


“But why an apple?”









Chapter 13


Mordon


 


I could see in Dylan’s eyes that he had an idea, and I saw the moment
when he hesitated. The sky lit up with fascinating colors as the energy
clashed. Rojan scented something in the air and drew my fire to keep us warm,
just in time. The sky took on a purple cast and the air grew cold. After
focusing his magic, just when he was about to strike, he doubted himself.
Whatever his plan was, it must have been too dangerous to risk. My friend
didn’t have enough confidence in himself. 


He made it to our side safely and had time to put a
defensive shield. That was what he did; protect people. He was a Guardian and
all of his instincts centered on helping and protecting people. Dylan would
never stop, never give up, and never forget those he couldn’t save. It wasn’t
in him to harm anyone.


He closed his eyes and held Sammy close, but even
then he wasn’t done. His power was still stirring around us, drawing on his
desire to protect us. My eyes were open this time, so I saw exactly what Dylan
could do.


The protective shield that Dylan created was strong
enough to be visible. It was an actual shield of cracking and snapping energy,
somewhere between lightning and plasma, but it was also a mixture of green,
blue, and red. What I hadn’t seen before was how the world outside the shield
just broke up into white light. 


I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t. All around
us was emptiness; the most empty vastness that anyone could ever imagine, where
anything in existence would be destroyed. We were in the void. 


Just as quickly as the world had disappeared, it was
rebuilt. For the first few seconds, I thought we were back in the Aradlin
forest, but I quickly realized this was more of a jungle. A dark, cold, creepy
jungle.


“I don’t like this,” Dylan said, letting the shield
fall. 


“I agree.” All I could smell was blood and fear, and
it wasn’t from one injured creature. Rojan reacted rather violently to the
smell, causing my eyes, fingers, and teeth to shift. I tried to push him back,
but he was too agitated. I was able to shift my eyes back only.


Get out. Something is coming. Something that
cannot be killed. 


I’m not sure if I was acting on instincts or if he
had control, but the next thing I knew, I was pulling Dylan in the direction I
could feel was towards the light. Dylan was clearly startled, but wise enough
not to argue. Trusting me explicitly, Sammy laid his head against my shoulder
and stayed quiet. 


The ground was soggy and laden with roots, while
vines and branches hung low from the trees, all of which made it very difficult
to run, but Rojan was pushing me to run faster. We came to clearing, not
actually well lit, but the visibility was a definite improvement. The sky that
could be seen through the trees was dark with rain clouds and possibly a low
sun. 


“Stop!” Sammy cried. We did, as even my dragon
listened. 


Over the sound of our heavy breathing, we could hear
a small stampede of animals take off… in the opposite direction. Unfortunately,
we could hear they didn’t make it. Several of the alien creatures started to
call out in terror, but none finished their cry. What could kill so many
animals so quickly that they couldn’t even scream first? 


It was silent throughout the forest, for as far as I
could hear. My hearing was incredible; there was not a heart beating anywhere
around us. 


It has us surrounded. 


What does? There is nothing there.


I felt my eyes shift and it was as if the world came
alive… with darkness. Around us I saw there were no living animals, but there
was something so much worse. The ground around the clearing was covered in
darkness that moved and crawled across the muck. It was not alive, but it was
hungry. It was hungry, it was fast, and it could not be killed. I shot a ball
of fire at a patch of it, but it scattered faster than the flames, and then it
converged onto the flames. So much for the dragon fire. 


“Mordon, look.” I turned to see that the darkness was
creeping closer. When I shifted my eyes, I saw that it was overcoming the
light, but very slowly. “It can’t stand too much light. Can you make your fire
brighter?” 


“I can control the temperature, so I should be able
to make it white-hot.”


“Alright, good. You got this, then. Make it
white-hot. If the shadow thing isn’t burned by the heat, it should at least be
driven off by the light.”


“Yeah, but I would need to actually burn something.
Besides, plasma is brighter.”


“Well, unlike Shiloh, Edward was never a fan of using
plasma, so he didn’t bother to teach me. I know how to do it, but I
never practiced it. I never needed it except when I made lightning, which,
until recently, I could only create during storms.”


I stared at him. He is being overcautious,
Rojan warned me. He is afraid of what he can do and it will be his downfall.



I could have argued with Dylan and insisted he try,
but Sammy’s safety was at risk. We both had something more important to
protect. “Take Sammy. I don’t want him in my arms when I do this.” He took the
baby, careful to touch only the papoose and not the actual child, who looked
too terrified to even cry.


Spotting a particular fallen log that swarmed with
the blackness, I called out my fire and the log lit with light. The darkness
scattered. I concentrated on making the fire hotter until it was too bright to
look at.


Sammy cried out and my fire collapsed, leaving me a
little blind for a few seconds. A quick shift of my eyes showed me that the
darkness was gone. At least for now. I returned my eyes to normal and
looked at Dylan and Sammy. Dylan was holding his pentagram, pulsing with green
light, away from him and the child. 


“Take him,” he said. 


“What happened?”


“He cried when it touched his skin and then it
started to glow.” His eyes flashed with the same green light as the pentagram.
“It has been absorbing my magic since I’ve been wearing it.”


“How are you not out of energy?” I asked, taking
Sammy back.


“Because my body, my soul, whatever, keeps creating
more. The more I use, the faster I use it, the faster the energy is replaced.”


“That’s not necessarily a bad thing.”


“I am not supposed to be this. I’m human,” he said.
He was getting upset. 


“You are sago, just as much as you are human.”


“The sago part I’m fine with. The freak part I’m
not.” He grabbed the baby bag and started walking in the direction we came
from. Just before he reached the edge of the clearing, an energy shield went up
in front of him, just like the one I had used to keep Dylan from getting on the
elevator. I didn’t create this one, though; Sammy did.


Without hesitating, slowing down, or even glancing
back, Dylan waved his hand at it. It crumbled instantly; my friend was getting
too powerful. Sure, any Guardian could do that, but there was no fluctuation at
all in his magic. 


Like with physical strength, the more effort
something took, the more strain in energy. Moving a fallen tree by hand is more
difficult than moving a branch, but the same goes when using magic; moving a
fallen tree with energy took more force, and therefore caused more strain than
moving a branch with magic. This affected the energy around a person. When
Dylan’s magic was not impacted, it was essentially asserting that it took no
more effort to crumble Sammy’s shield than flicking a pen. If the child was
strong enough to create a visible energy shield, it was no small matter. 


Sammy was using magic that took wizards like me years
to learn, and it was nothing to Dylan’s strength.


After a few minutes of walking in silence, an
arachnid skittered into our path. What was so bothersome about it was that the
red and black bug was as long as my arm and had fangs. In the past, when I
first met him, my friend would have freaked out and said something sarcastic
and bizarre. Dylan just kicked the monstrous creature out of the way and
continued. 


This new side of Dylan was no fun. 


Feel that? 


I focused on my senses and felt something else was
near. This was a beast, not as terrifying as a black mist, but it definitely
would have teeth. I knew before we saw them that they were not hunting, but
searching, for we had wandered into their territory and they knew it. 


“Dada, doggy coming,” Sammy warned. 


What in the world is a “doggy”? It sounded
horrible. “Something is a few minutes out, coming straight for us,” I
clarified.


“A dog of some kind, according to Sammy. We can
handle a dog.” He sounded more annoyed than worried. He had described dogs to
me before, and this didn’t feel like a docile pet to me. 


“Not doggy,” Sammy argued. “A woof.”


“Woof is the sound dogs make, honey,” Dylan said. 


“Not woof!” he demanded. Then the child howled a
sound entirely unnatural. It was a howl that caused a chill in my blood and
Rojan to get his back up. Even Dylan froze.


“A wolf? We can handle a…” The ethereal howl was
answered with another, from the beasts approaching. “Oh, it’s that kind of
wolf. We should run.”


“Run where? What is a wolf?”


“You know how I described a dog as like a small,
domestic draxuni?”


“Yeah.”


“Well a wolf is like a draxuni. Only, wolves don’t
howl like that. They do howl, but not like that. We should definitely go in
another direction.”


“But that is the way out. And you just kicked aside a
huge monster of a bug without a problem. We’ve already gone up against draxuni,
why are you worried about this?” I asked. He shrugged. “Seriously, what’s
going on?”


He gave me a hard look. “Drop it.”


“No.” We hear another howl, much closer this
time. I slapped my hand over Sammy’s mouth when he tried to howl back. Dylan
put his pentagram, which was still glowing, back on. 


“I have heard a howl like that, but only in movies.”


“What made that sound in movies?” I asked. 


One of the creatures entered our limited light from
behind a massive tree. Covered in thick auburn fur, it did have the general
body shape of a draxuni, but I was thrown off by the proportionally larger head
and the fact that on four legs, its head came to my chest. Its ears were folded
back in anger and it was starling; revealing very large, very sharp teeth. A
second one jumped onto a huge, fallen tree to tower over us. This one had fur
as black as the shadows and all I could see clearly were its eyes and teeth. 


“Werewolves,” Dylan answered. 


“Is it too late to run?” I asked. 


“I’d say so. Time to fight. Don’t let them scratch or
bite you. In the movies, if a werewolf bites you or scratches you, it would
spread the infection. I mean, I always thought it would be cool to shift into a
wolf, but dragons are much better.”


“Well, I could bite you and see if you turn into a
dragon.”


He looked at me and shook his head. “I’d be more
likely to turn into a turnip.”


“I’m willing to risk it.” 


Apparently, the brown draxuni-like creature did not
like being ignored, because it snarled and leapt right in front of us. It opened
its mouth wider to show off its teeth, and Rojan roared. The wolf was asserting
her dominance, and I have no idea how I suddenly knew it was a she. Rojan was
bigger and badder and she would not get away with that. My eyes, teeth, and
claws shifted and I was snarling before I could stop myself. She stopped
snarling for a moment to stare in surprise, then she tried again. I took a step
towards her and let my fire rise to the surface. Smoke seeped from my mouth and
nostrils as I growled. It was all Rojan in charge. 


The wolf before me started to change; her body
reshaped with sickening cracks and crunches and her fur receded until I was
looking at a beautiful woman… who was completely naked. Her hair was the same
color as the wolf’s fur and her eyes were a cold, bright, electric blue. She
was only marginally shorter than me and had a body of a woman who did physical
labor every day. 


The fact that she shifted from her beast to her
person was a sign of submission, but when she looked me straight in the eyes, I
knew she wasn’t submitting completely. She was testing me. Rojan purred inside,
but I still growled until she finally looked away. 


The other wolf was not deterred and tried to use the
distraction to advance on Dylan. I passed the woman to intercept the other
wolf, but Dylan purposely got in the way. “You’re holding Sammy. Don’t pick
a fight just yet.”


I snarled at this wolf, who stopped just a couple
steps in front of Dylan. I wanted to pass Dylan the child and attack, but Dylan
wasn’t supposed to hold him. Surely it wouldn’t hurt for Dylan to hold him
another minute so I can kill the challenging beast. 


Yes, kill him, Rojan jumped at the idea.


You can’t just kill him. The wolf is also a
person.


A person who challenges us. He threatens Dylan and
Sammy. He should die, Rojan argued. 


The woman said something in a beautiful, rather
jagged-sounding language. The wolf didn’t stop snarling, but he backed away a
few steps. Other wolves moved in to surround us when the black wolf turned and
disappeared into the forest. The woman indicated we should follow her as she
started in the direction the black wolf had gone. 


“What do you think?” I asked Dylan.


He shrugged. “They want to take us to the wolf pack,
where we could be ambushed by hundreds of werewolves, and the black one isn’t
even afraid of a dragon.”


His words irritated Rojan and I couldn’t stop the
dragon’s response from leaving my mouth. “He had better fear me lest I will
burn him alive and eat him while he still begs for mercy.”


Dylan stared at me. “Nice to meet you, Rojan. Such a
lovely image. I have to say, I don’t think werewolf is on the menu tonight.”


I restrained Rojan this time. “It will be if they
keep making Rojan angry. Honestly, I don’t want to be picking them from my
teeth, so I really hope they give up quickly. Rojan is much stronger and would
very much like to kill them all.”


“Except the woman,” Dylan smirked. We followed after
her. 


I tried to look innocent, even as Rojan rumbled. She
might be worthy to live. 


I rolled my eyes. “Being part dragon may or may not
make it more difficult for me to find a companion, but that does not mean I am
willing to settle for a person who turns into an animal.”


Dylan’s eyes widened dramatically. “So racist!” He
was joking. 


Companion, never. A pet, perhaps, Rojan said. 


I groaned and put my face in my hands. One of the
wolves behind us snapped in warning when we slowed down a little, and I snapped
right back. The wolf wasn’t expecting it and jumped away. Rojan liked that. 


“You’re getting pretty comfortable letting Rojan have
the reigns,” Dylan said. 


“I guess I’m used to him already.” I was starting to
realize Rojan was as much part of me as my hand. Except when his reaction would
be inappropriate, why would I prevent him from responding or even talking?


Rojan heard my thoughts and purred. He liked the
freedom. 


We came to the end of the jungle and found ourselves
on a hill overlooking a village settled into a valley. About thirty small
cabins littered the village with several small gardens placed throughout. There
were no separate yards or territories, which I expected from the people with
such wild beasts. 


“Wow,” Dylan said, peering at the sky with
fascination. 


Billions of stars and spilled across the night sky,
but it was the moon that dominated. The moon was huge and had colored bands
across it like a planet… or like a beautiful stone. Rojan moaned. Something
about that moon made him feel longing. 


As if that cleared anything up. 


I felt the wolves behind me change to people, but I
didn’t bother looking. Rojan would warn me if I needed to pay attention. They started
talking and got louder when we ignored them to the point where they were
annoying. 


“Do you think they realized yet that we don’t speak
their language?” Dylan asked.


“I doubt it. They seem a bit savage and uncivilized;
they are probably slow to learn as well. Here they are acting like they’re in
charge, when Rojan can burn them like steaks.”


“Steaks? Are you hungry? You keep referring to them
as food.”


“I am, actually. I just think they would taste pretty
bad. Rojan is willing to test that theory.”


“Hypothesis. It’s a hypothesis. A scientific,
unproven, educated guess is a hypothesis. A theory is a hypothesis proven time
and again without fail. Since you have never eaten a werewolf before, it can’t
be a theory,” Dylan corrected. He did that a lot.


The woman turned back when we wouldn’t continue
following them down the hill. She said something, her voice higher and warmer.
She was trying to encourage us to follow her, probably with words she thought
were very cleaver. Rojan chuckled like an adult watching a child do something
ridiculous. 


“Mordon…” Dylan said. 


I reacted in time to steady him. He clutched his head
and squeezed his eyes closed. “Are you still sick?” I asked. It was a difficult
concept for me that someone could be sick when I couldn’t smell sickness on
them, but I wasn’t a Guardian and didn’t know what it felt like.


“My energy is doing something and it’s making me
dizzy.”


I let my eyes shift for the hundredth time today and
saw his magic responding to something. It looked as if he was doing a normal
spell, but his god energy was working instead of the nominal energy. What it
was doing I had no idea. 


He opened his eyes at the same time mine shifted back
and they flickered with the same green glow like when he held the pentagram. As
quickly as it had started, his eyes returned to normal. Just as the woman
started talking again, Dylan winced.


“Oh, no,” he moaned.


“What?”


“I know what my magic did. I mean, I only thought it
for a second; I didn’t even actually want it.” He sent the woman a glare, which
stopped her in her tracks. She was probably not often glared at in the middle
of sweet talking someone. 


“Want what?”


“I blame you, Sammy. I thought that it was annoying
not knowing what they were saying. Apparently I can learn languages magically like
your kid… or maybe it’s just translating. When she spoke again, I knew what she
was saying. I heard her words in their foreign language, but I knew what the
words meant.”


“That ability should not be bad, especially for a
Guardian. Don’t be so quick to worry,” I encouraged.


He already feels he is a freak; this will not help
him right now. Your friend is about one new ability away from becoming
self-destructive.


I nearly brushed what Rojan was saying off until I
realized what he said. What do you mean?


He feels his magic is growing too quickly and he
is becoming too dangerous. He wants to be more human and is thinking of how to
do it; therefore, he will avoid using his magic even as it builds up. This will
lead to a lack of control. If he accidently harms anyone because of it, his
regret would be catastrophic. He needs to continue using magic during this
delicate time in his development when his magic is most malleable. I can assure
you, he will continue to grow more powerful whether he uses his magic or not.


Why? Why is he getting more powerful?


You should pay more attention. His magic is
learning. Every obstacle he faces, every time he runs from the demon, every
fear he has makes him grow stronger. His magic is growing to accommodate. If he
only uses it to heal, his magic will only learn to heal. If he uses it to
attack, his magic will become volatile and difficult to control. 


Why didn’t you tell us this before?


You should have realized this. I know this because
I am using the senses you have always had. 


“You need to pay attention,” Dylan said. 


“Rojan is paying attention for me. I don’t want to be
trapped in their village. I don’t like the aura I get from them, and I haven’t
even seen them with my dragon eyes. Their intentions are sneaky.”


“I know. We need to save this world and then get out
of here. I think I finally understand how to travel the worlds. We should be
able to leave at any time.”


“Then heal it and let us leave now.”


“I don’t know about using magic in front of these
strangers. Humans are afraid of magic, how do we know these people aren’t? I’m
a Guardian; I can’t just terrify a whole population of people like that.”


I growled in frustration, but I knew he wouldn’t
change his mind. While he had been talking, the people behind us were arguing. They
were pretty irritating, especially since none of them seemed to care at all
they were standing around in dusk, on a hill top, completely naked. Not one of
them wore a strip of anything. There were only two other women, neither of
which looked as pretty as the one who had challenged me. 


Rojan and I were able to single out their leader by
who yelled the loudest and was the biggest. Rojan said he was the black wolf.


“They just realized we can’t speak their language,”
Dylan told me quietly. “They think we must be from a land far away, and they
are clueless as to what we are.” He looked at me. “I think this might be a
world of shifters. They are discussing what our beasts could be. You showed
them your claws and teeth, but they don’t know what you are. They can’t
identify us by smell, and it’s making them really edgy.”


“But they think we’re of this world. Don’t let on
that you learned their language.”


“Why not? That might help us pretend to be a native.”


“Because they might say something in front of us that
they wouldn’t if they knew you understood them. They might reveal their evil
plans,” I insisted. 


Rojan agreed, but was hoping they would misbehave so
he could eat them. I just hoped Rojan wasn’t serious, because I didn’t want to
eat anyone. 


“They’re talking about the dark. It’s going to be
dark soon and they are afraid of it. They’re arguing now about whether to leave
us to die or force us to go. I think we should follow them for now.”


I sighed. “Alright. Pet, you can follow us in front,”
I said to the woman. I hadn’t meant to say it so rudely. Rojan had decided that
she would be our pet and we had to train her to be a good one. She looked
startled that I was talking to her. “Go, pet!” I demanded. She jumped a little
before taking off down the hill. 


We followed behind at a more leisurely pace until she
slowed down. Rojan was pleased that she was so easily trained. When the man who
had been the black wolf tried to pull in front of us, I growled. He growled
back and stepped in front of me. That was not going to pass with Rojan. 


Dylan took Sammy with a sigh as I faced off against
the fool.


The man was faintly taller than me and a fair amount
more muscular, but it was his wolf, not his body that he fought with. His wolf
was challenging my dragon and Rojan would win hands down. My eyes, teeth, and
claws shifted as my fire rose to the surface. 


With my eyes in dragon form, I could clearly see his
aura. He was not the most immoral person I have met, but he was driven by the
desire for power. In fact, he had done some horrible things to get where he was
today. He was a beast all the way through and would not hesitate to kill, but
he was a leader willing to fight for the lives of his pack members. If he would
back down, Rojan would let him live. 


I could feel the wolf in him display his dominance,
and I could feel the moment the beast realized that he was up against a
stronger opponent. The man was clearly confused, even as he stepped away and
lowered his eyes. Neither he nor his wolf knew what Rojan was, but they knew
that we were stronger. 


I took Sammy back and Dylan laughed as we continued
down the hill. “You and Rojan make a pretty funny team. It’s probably not every
day that the werewolf alpha meets someone bigger than him.”


“What is a werewolf?” I asked. 


“A wolf shifter. They look more like wolves in beast
form than the draxuni do, but these guys are much, much bigger than wolves. I
don’t think wolves are the only type of beasts people shift into, though. They
kept discussing what our beasts were. More likely, they are a wolf pack and
people all over the world shift into different animals. 


I growled when one of the less dominant males got too
close. He was more curious than anything, but Rojan didn’t want anyone that
close to our backs. Sammy hung over my arm to get a better look at them, then
twisted around to try and reach into the baby bag, but I caught his searching
hands just before he got the baby wipes. 


“Look at that; you’re teaching him to be violent,”
Dylan said.


“Me? He knew how to throw things when we met him.”


“I can’t believe that was less than two weeks ago,”
he said. He was right; it felt like we had been on this mission for months,
when it had actually only been days. 


We reached the village a few minutes before dark. The
shifters behind us broke up and went into their separate cabins, whereas the
auburn-headed woman led us to a cabin and indicated we should enter. 


“You first, pet,” I said. I hadn’t meant for my voice
to be so growly, but she darted inside. 


Dylan shook his head. “I hope you make a better
boyfriend than pet-owner, or you’re going to die alone.”


“She made Rojan angry when she challenged him, and he
hasn’t forgiven her yet. He wants to train her. I wonder what he would do if
you challenged him,” I said.


Dylan shrugged. “We probably won’t find out. I’m not
out to challenge anyone.” He went inside and I followed. The only response
Rojan felt was the irritation that Dylan went in first, not because that was a dominant
move, but because Dylan needed to be protected from my pet and should not be
alone with her.


Dylan was peaceful down to his soul, and coupled with
his Guardian-driven need to help people, he was liable to walk into a dangerous
situation at every turn. He needed to be protected. As powerful as he was, as
horrible as his childhood was, and as dangerous as a Guardian’s life was,
Dylan’s first instinct wasn’t self-preservation. He would risk his life to
protect everyone else, because that was his nature, so I would make it my job
to protect him. 


The cabin was pretty basic. There was a bed to the
far side with a window above it. On the left wall was a kitchenette, complete
with a small wood-burning stove and a counter. A wooden table sat in the middle
of the room. Rugs littered the floor. The woman stood back, watching me for
approval. There was not much to approve of, but it was warm and the colors were
not repulsive. 


“Mama, hungry,” Sammy said. I looked at him. He put
on a brave face, even as his tiny stomach growled.


“We’ll find something soon,” I said. “We should go to
Earth next,” I told Dylan. He nodded. Really, I wanted him to hurry up and heal
Earth because I knew he was feeling worse and worse. Whatever was happening to
his book to make those names disappear, it was impacting Dylan’s health. 


The woman ran out of the room. Rojan bristled at her
acting without permission, but didn’t feel she was worth going after. 


“Your pet just escaped,” Dylan supplied helpfully. I
shrugged, just as the woman ran back inside. She carried a small wicker basket
and set it on the table, then backed up. “Interesting,” Dylan said. 


“What?” I asked, sniffing the basket from across the
room. I could smell bread, vegetables, and cooked meat. 


“They are all terrified of the dark, but she just ran
out there to get food for you. She risked it because she wanted to please you.
Not much of a wolf, is she?”


“She realizes who is in charge. Good, pet,” I
praised. She didn’t understand my words, but my pleased tone was universal and
she smiled. “I smell no poison or toxins or anything wrong with the food.” I
went to the basket and pulled out some of the bread. I gave it one more careful
sniff before handing it to Sammy, then got some of the roasted meat for myself.



Dylan pulled out a vegetable and handed it to Sammy,
who made a face as if Dylan had handed him a severed hand. Dylan had just bit
into the meat when Sammy’s vegetable plopped out of his hand and landed on the
floor. 


Sammy made an exaggerated gasp and put his hand over his
mouth. “Oops! Oh, no!” he said before stuffing his mouth with bread. Dylan
turned around as if Sammy wouldn’t realize he was laughing. The baby smiled up
at me.


Rojan thought it was hilarious. 


When the three of us had eaten enough, I pushed the
basket towards the woman. After that, I settled Sammy on the bed and handed him
his stuffed dragon. The little child rolled over to sleep without a fuss. 


The woman took this as her chance and cautiously
approached me. She was talking, but at least her voice wasn’t irritating. Her
scent had changed a little, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I did understand
that her voice had lowered, and not in a threatening way.


When she stood right in front of me, I stared
dispassionately at her face. Yes, I knew she was very attractive, but Rojan
felt it would be weak to react to her body. When she reached for the buttons of
my shirt, I let her, but shifted my eyes for a moment. 


She was a beast inside, just like the others, ruled
by her instincts and the dangerous predator she became. But she was also very
young and innocent. She had strong morals against killing. Her person side was
good, even as her beast side was strong. To her people, she was a leader that
demanded respect and submission. For me, she was willing to submit. She had
seen that I am stronger than her and neither she nor her wolf were foolish. 


Rojan liked that. 


Her hands shook as she undid the ties of my pants.
The person in her feared my non-reaction as a rejection even as her wolf pushed
her to act. Even while mostly naked, standing in front of a very attractive,
completely naked woman who was offering herself to me, Rojan would not let my
body react at all. She spoke again. 


Can you smell that scent she is putting off? She
wants to breed, Rojan said. He didn’t like the idea of mating with her any
more than I did. She was more beast than person as far as we were concerned,
which is interesting because my dragon felt she was too much of an
animal. 


“She is saying that she would make a good mother,”
Dylan said. 


There were too many voices in my head and the woman,
who was more wolf than person, was too close. She had just started to go to her
knees when water formed in the air, enveloped her, and slammed her into the
wall, not quite knocking her out but definitely stunning her. 


“My mama!” Sammy yelled. Rojan purred with pride that
Sammy would show his dominance. I didn’t think he should learn to throw women
around, but too many men I knew were terrified of women, so it was good that he
would stand up to one. This was the second woman he threw across the room.


Unfortunately, Dylan was right about their fear of
magic. The woman started screaming and yelling and the black wolf burst in,
quickly followed by the rest of the pack. I got to work fixing my clothes. I
didn’t need Dylan to translate what the woman was saying as she yelled her head
off. They moved to attack as if they forgot how much more powerful Dylan and I
were. 


Dylan sighed. “Sammy, look what you did.” 


“Sorry, Dada,” he said, not sounding very sorry. 


One of the men shifted into his dark brown wolf and
attacked. Dylan very calmly created an energy shield. The wolf crashed into it
and withered on the ground in pain. “I may have made it a bit electrically
charged,” Dylan explained. 


This only made the wolf-men angrier. They were
afraid; I could smell it, but they would stand their ground against magic.


“They would submit to your dragon, but it appears
they have morals and think magic is evil,” Dylan said. “Let’s try to leave
peacefully.”


“We tried peaceful. They have attacked us, challenged
us, and upset Sammy. I think we should burn this place down,” I said. Rojan
agreed with me, but I knew Dylan would refuse. Dylan always refused; he was a
Guardian who had to be above vengeance. 


“Okay,” he answered. I looked at him. He smiled and
nodded. “Do it. Burn it down.”


Sammy gaped at him with his mouth open. 


The woman, my pet, was picked up roughly by her arm
and held by a man in the back of the group. I thought she was being protected
until the same man put a knife to her throat. She begged for help and the black
wolf turned to her, then blew her off with some cold remark and turned back to
us. 


“They’re angry with her because she submitted to
magic users and tried to be with you,” Dylan said. “They’re calling us all
kinds of nasty names and they’re ready to lump her in with us. Mordon, I think
the alpha, the one who turns into the black wolf, is her father. She sounds
pretty upset that he wants her dead.”


She brought it upon herself, Rojan insisted. I
shook my head. 


“She can go with us. Maybe we can get her to another
pack. She shouldn’t be killed for doing something when she didn’t know any
better,” I insisted. Dylan glared at me. “What?”


“You’re all good with burning everything to the
ground until someone needs your help,” he accused. “That’s so dragon-like of
you.”


“How would you even know?” I asked him, then
interrupted before he could respond. “Let her go,” I demanded. “Tell them what
I’m saying; they already want to kill us. Tell them she’s my pet and they will
let her go unharmed or I will burn them all to ash.”


“I can understand them, I don’t know if I can speak
their language. I’ll try.” Dylan closed his eyes and breathed out, then looked
at them. The words that came fluently from his mouth were definitely of their
language. It sounded less guttural from him, but he had no trouble putting
power behind his words. 


Their response was to collectively take a step back
and the girl gasped as she was held tighter. 


“That’s a negative, captain. Should I fire a warning
shot or do you want to hail them again?” Dylan asked. 


“They didn’t understand my ultimatum, so explain it
to them.” I barely got the words out of my mouth before the door behind the men
was blown to bits. The men were unharmed, but scared out of their minds. 


Dylan grinned and said something else in the foreign
language. The man holding the woman let her go, but she looked like she wanted
to run out the door. 


“Get over here, pet,” I demanded. She may not have
understood the words, but she got the message, and ran to my side. 


“We might be at a standoff. I don’t actually want to
hurt them, but they really do want us dead. If you let the woman go, they’ll
kill her. I’m not sure if it’s because she brought us here or because she
submitted to you, but they aren’t having any of it.” 


A gust of wind blew in through the empty doorway and
the grown men freaked. They all got out of the way, as if they were afraid of
something outside. I took a deep breath, tasting the night air. Not a heartbeat
thumped in the dark, as the entire pack was crammed in this room, but there was
definitely something out there…


“There’s something in the dark. Dylan, can you put an
energy field around this cabin?” 


“You mean, one that would keep out that darkness of
death thing we faced in the woods? Yeah, I could do that, of course I could…
problem is to keep the darkness out, I would have to make it air tight. Cabin
this size with this many panicking people… I’d say we would have about twenty
minutes before we start to suffocate. Assuming they don’t have super-efficient
lungs.”


“Plenty of time to come up with a plan B,” I
insisted. I felt my hair stand as the shield went up over the cabin with a
cracking, live sound. The wolves started to panic even worse until Dylan
explained what he did and why. They were still cautious. 


My pet tried to slide her arms around my left one,
possibly looking for comfort from a stronger male. 


“Off!” Sammy demanded. 


Dylan laughed as she jumped back. I caught Sammy’s
hands before he could reach into the baby bag for something heavy to throw.
Dylan took the bag. 


“I can keep them away long enough for you to heal
this world,” I said. 


“What about doing a little bit at a time? Weren’t you
the one saying I need to take it slow?” he asked.


Truthfully, I knew he was powerful enough now to do
it all at once, but I also knew that would be the worst thing to say. “I think
the dangers of taking it slow outweigh those of using too much energy too
fast.”


“I don’t want to strain my magic. I’m already getting
more powerful, I don’t want to increase the speed at which I become more
powerful.”


You are on a magic-fearing world with monstrous
insects, flesh-eating shadows, and people who are all part beast. It is worth
the risk. Get done and get out, Rojan warned. 


I relayed the message and added that I agreed. 


He nodded. “Okay. Let’s see what healing looks like
on this monster.” He sat down on the bed and closed his eyes. 


I let Sammy down and growled at anyone who looked at
Dylan in a way I didn’t like. Sammy wrapped his arms around my legs and watched
Dylan. I felt the energy engulf the room and about the time I knew something
went wrong, Dylan opened his eyes. 


“I did it.”


“Already?” I asked. He hadn’t had his eyes closed for
an entire minute. 


When he pitched forward, I was barely able to catch
him. He shook his head and righted himself. Without even looking around, I knew
that something was wrong. I inhaled, but there was nothing to smell. I couldn’t
smell anything except a slight mold, like no one had been here in years. 


“Where’s Sammy?” Dylan asked. The two of us were
alone, and the cabin looked as if that had been the state for a very long time.
Dylan jumped to his feet with a yell, but I pushed him back on the bed. 


“We’ll find him. We’ll find him. Just breathe. He’s not
the only one missing,” I said. He frowned at me, both wondering what I was
saying and worrying out of his mind. I felt the emptiness inside, as if I had
been living with someone for many years and they were suddenly absent. “Rojan
is gone.”


Dylan put his face in his hands and focused on
breathing. I sat next to him. “Why does this cabin look like no one has been
here in years? Were we thrown into the future?” he asked.


“Normally, that is something I would be able to pick
up on by smell, but not this time. My sense of smell is gone. That’s probably
what happened, so what’s the next step? Look for their Guardian?”


“Yeah.” He put his hands down. “Assuming their
Guardian isn’t like their people, he should be the best person to help us. I
could use my magic to try to go back in time, but who knows what would happen?
If we can’t find him, I can try again to heal the damage.”


“I thought you said you already healed the whole
world. I was surprised because it only took you about minute,” I said.


 He frowned. “I did.”


“Then why would you need to---”


“No, I mean I did say that, but I didn’t finish. I
couldn’t have finished. I thought I had, but I still feel the damage. The world
is bleeding and growling like a wounded dog, snapping at his rescuer. The
people neglected this world and its magic.”


“We need to do this quickly.”


“Yeah, Sammy is missing,” I said. 


I didn’t like the look on his face. “Yes. That’s very
important, but I feel like we’re running out of time. Guard the door while I
search for the Guardian.”


I studied the door, confused. “Didn’t you blast that
door?” I asked. 


He scowled at it like it was a venomous snake. “I
did. They must have rebuilt it.”


“Priorities. So if this is the future, what happened
to Sammy? Certainly if left alone on a world with magic-fearing monsters, he
would take over and rule the world.”


“In less than a week. I don’t sense anyone powerful
around. And by around, I mean on this world.” I stared at him, causing him to
pause. “How long did I spend on that search?” he asked me. 


“I didn’t realize you did a search. Something’s wrong
with time. Is it just us, or is it everything around us? Is this something
happening to us specifically? That would make me think you did something when
trying to heal the world. If it’s something that is happening to everyone
around us, I think your powers are protecting us.”


“So we have two possibilities, but no solutions. What
do we know?”


“It is time, probably not space, that is messed up.”


“It happened when you grabbed me, right after I
thought I healed the world. I sat up on the bed and then I just felt sick.”


“So this could be a magical attack of some kind.”


“We have yet to meet the Guardian or the god. I think
either of them would want to talk to us quickly, to threaten us if nothing
else.”


“My dragon and Sammy are missing,” I added. We sat
for a few minutes, thinking of what all we knew for sure. It was a pretty short
list. 


“We’re in this alone.”


“We’re in this together,” I corrected. 


 


*          *          *


 


After a lot of thought, and a little bit of argument,
we decided to leave and search the village for clues. It was still dark
outside, but there were three moons to light the village. The large one we had
seen earlier was still there, but it was now joined by two smaller ones. Dylan
scoffed when I said it was odd; Duran had two and Earth only had one. How they
could function I had no clue. More interestingly was that one of the moons was
orange. 


It was a short search; everything was exactly how we
left it, down to the size of the vegetables in the garden… but they were
covered in dust. It looked like everything had just stopped, the people had
disappeared, and the only thing that continued was time. Decay. 


Several things seemed to have been abruptly
abandoned, such as a half-chopped pile of logs and a clutter of books that had
fallen from a table. I didn’t really notice the books other than to see that
they had not been picked up, so I was turning to leave when Dylan went straight
for them. 


“What are you doing?”


He looked up at me as he plopped down in front of
them. “Books can be so dangerous. What better place to start than by digging
through books that were thrown on the floor?”


“How do you know they were thrown?” I asked. 


He pointed at the pile. “Look how they are separated.
Someone had either pushed them individually off the table, or scattered them
out while looking through them. Ooh, check this out.” He held open the book for
me to look, but it was written with weird, squiggly shapes. 


“Can you read that?” I asked. 


He nodded. “Sort of. I know it’s a recipe book for
potions.”


That could definitely be something. “So on a world
where everyone fears magic, one of the villagers uses it?”


“Not just any old villager’s cabin. This is the
alpha’s cabin. I was watching where everyone went.” He searched through other
books and said that they were all magic books; mostly they were about
mind-control and persuasion.


After that, we saw no reason to stick around his
place. A quick search of all of the other cabins took up time we didn’t have.
Every cabin had a few books and Dylan had to check every single book, only to
find they had nothing to do with magic. 


We were arguing whether or not to go back into the
jungle when we both felt static in the air. The little girl appeared again,
this time with an ethereal glow. Her image flickered, which added an extra
level of spookiness. 


“I tried to warn you,” she said.


“When? What did you warn us of?” Dylan asked.


“He’s coming.” The whisper in my head was her
voice, but her lips never moved. 


“At the springs?” Dylan asked. “That was three years
ago. You knew a demon was coming and you couldn’t have been a little more
specific? You were a ghost then… or you are now. Was that now for you?”


“You are difficult to find. I need your magic,” she
said.


Dylan pulled out his pentagram. “We need help, too.
We’re lost. How do we get out of this place? Where are we? Where is Sammy?” he
asked her. 


“You are where you are supposed to be, and so is the
child.” She looked at me. “You are not. You should not be here.”


“I go where Dylan goes. Where is here?” I asked.


“Skrev. It is a world that relies on balance and
harmony; a world that suffers in silence and has been for so long.”


“Why should Mordon not be here?” Dylan asked. 


She looked at me. “How long did it take Dylan to heal
this world?” she asked me.


“He didn’t heal it; he said he didn’t finish,” I
answered. 


“How long did he spend trying to heal it?” she
reiterated with frustration in her voice.


I shrugged. “About five minutes,” I answered. 


She vanished.


“Five minutes?” Dylan asked, looking at me. “You said
a minute. One minute.”


I shook my head. “No, it was five minutes. I said
five minutes. You must have misheard me,” I insisted. I had a good grasp of
time. Dylan and I looked at his pentagram, which he still held. “She didn’t
take it.” 


Just as the last word left my mouth, the pentagram
vanished and the world around us changed. When the scene rematerialized, we
were standing in a new place, and we were not alone. 


 


*          *          *


 


Sunlight streamed through the patchy ceiling. The floor
we stood on was straw, and it looked like the walls were just as unstable. The
only furniture in this precariously designed structure was a lavish chair, upon
which the only other person in the room sat. The woman sat with her head held
high and the posture of a woman confident in her place. Rojan would have had
something to say about that. 


More important were the creatures surrounding her and
us in the room. These things were long and thin and slithered and hissed; we
were surrounded by snakes. I tried to smell their intentions, but I got nothing
again.


“I can’t identify any of the snakes, but the shape of
their heads suggest these are a venomous variety. It’s always good to be wary
of snakes,” Dylan said.


Most were thicker around as my arm. “Do you fear
snakes?” I asked him. I couldn’t imagine my friend’s downfall would be a small,
poisonous reptile. 


Dylan nodded. “My mother was one.”


The woman before us was definitely on the attractive
side. She had long, slightly curly brown hair and soft, symmetrical facial
features. While she had nothing particularly unique about her, she came
together very nicely. I could tell exactly how nicely because her clothes were
at a minimum. Her chest was covered with a shaped brown corset that barely
covered her navel. The matching loin cloth was one stiff breeze away from…


“Pay attention,” Dylan said. 


I was about to say that I was paying quite a lot of
attention when I realized he was talking about the snakes. All of said snakes
had left the woman’s side and now surrounded us. 


Dylan raised an energy shield around us powerful
enough to see, as it normally was anymore. One of the bigger snakes reared up
until its head was even with ours, then it hissed and licked the air with a
forked tongue. One of the smaller snakes tried to strike the shield, receiving
a massive shock. As the brave snake withered in pain, the other snakes
retreated just a little.


“Can you move the shield so we can make it to the
door?” I asked.


“I have no idea. Let’s try. The snakes had better
move, though.” Before he could even try to move the shield, it flickered. “Oh,
god.”


“What’s happening?” I asked. 


The shield flickered again and the snake who was
poised in front took the opportunity to strike. I barely saw the creature move,
but Dylan was at least a little prepared. As it struck for his face, it sank
its fangs in Dylan’s arm, which he had put up in time. The snake retreated just
as quickly, in time to avoid the shield flickering back to life. It hissed
again and its fangs dripped with clear liquid. 


The woman said something in their language and the
snakes cleared a path, not to her but to the doorway behind her. The shield
collapsed for good this time. “She told them to lock us up,” Dylan said. “Can
you growl at them or something?” he asked, holding his arm at the wound. 


I shook my head. “Rojan’s gone, and he’s the one that
growls. I think I might manage to incapacitate them with laughter.”


The snake in front of us, that had struck Dylan,
shifted into a man. He was a fair amount bigger in both height and body mass,
and he appeared to be just as fast as he was in snake form. His voice was deep,
but had a hiss to it as he demanded we move. Of course, I couldn’t understand
his words, but the meaning was evident. 


When neither of us moved, the man got behind us and
shoved me towards the door. As we walked slowly, snakes backed out of the way,
but struck at us if we stepped too close. Dylan stumbled and I caught him
before he fell. He started gasping for air.


When we got to the door, Dylan fell against it. I
kneeled in front of him to try and keep the snakes from converging on him. “How
long was I healing the world?” he asked me. 


Talk about out of the dark. “What are you on about?
Why are you gasping?”


“Those snakes are venomous. I need to heal or it will
cause cardiac arrest. How long?”


“Seven minutes.”


“You’re sure?” 


“Absolutely.” There wasn’t a doubt in my mind. “Why
did your shield flicker?” I asked. 


“This world is still damaged. It’s resisting my magic
somehow… I think it’s afraid. It responds like a dog that was abused by its
owner.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he exhaled a strange burst
of energy. Then his breathing evened out and he climbed back to his feet. “We
have thirteen minutes.”


“Thirteen minutes to do what?”


“Thirteen minutes to live.” That was all he said
before opening the door and going through it. I glared at the snakes before
following. 


This room was smaller than the first and five metal
cages took up the majority of the space. The cages were barely tall enough to
stand up in and were raised just a little off of the ground. They all contained
a small water basin and a cot. 


The shifter behind us demanded something and Dylan
entered the first cage we came to, plopping down on the small cot. I entered,
but stood near the door to discourage them from following. The man shut the
door to the cage and I heard a few clicks. They left quickly after that.


Dylan groaned, sweating profusely. “What can I do to
help?” I asked. 


“I need to heal, but I don’t know how to heal myself.
I’m going to pass out, don’t panic. I’m trying to call to Earth for help.”


“Don’t you dare die,” I said. He shut his eyes for
just a second before he yelled and clutched his head. “What’s happening?” I
asked. I asked that question way too many times since we arrived on this weird
world. 


“Earth’s trying to help me,” he said in obvious pain.
“So is Duran, Vaigda, Malta, and Dios.” 


He started to fall off the cot, so I moved to push
him back on, but jerked my hand back when I got an electrical shock. Even
without my dragon senses, I could feel the energy inside and around him going
nuts. Finally, the overload caused him to pass out and other than some
involuntary jerking, he was calm. 


I checked him repeatedly for breathing and a pulse.
Fortunately, as soon as he lost consciousness, the energy started to gradually
calm down. After a few minutes, which seemed like hours, the woman entered the
room. She studied us as Dylan started to stir, and her eyes widened in shock.
He sat up and rubbed his eyes. 


I grabbed his arm and saw there were no marks in his
skin. “How do you feel?”


“Like the time I was stung by a box jellyfish and the
time I was bitten by the copperhead all rolled into one. Fantastic. But the
venom is out of me. Or at least it’s not working anymore. I just wasn’t
prepared for the magic of five different worlds flooding my system.”


The woman demanded something, but kept her distance
from the cage. “What is she saying?” I asked. 


“She is asking how I survived,” he said. Then he
spoke to her in her language. She looked startled at his words and frowned at
me. 


“What did you tell her?”


“I told her that my brother, you, is an extremely
powerful dragon who can heal anyone.”


“And why did you tell her that?”


“I’m not sure yet.” I stared at him until he looked
away and shrugged. “Guardian instincts. They are really strong right now. It
was either that, or tell them I am an android… which, now that I think about
it… I should have.”


When the woman started talking again, he listened.
Her voice had lost its edge. 


“She wants you to go with her,” he said, lying back
slowly. If he was still this weak, it would be really difficult for us to
escape anytime soon. 


“Why would I do that? Is she threatening you?” 


“Do you trust me?”


“Of course I trust you.”


“Then you don’t think I’m crazy?” he asked. 


I didn’t hesitate. “Of course I trust you,” I
repeated, not answering his second question. He didn’t want to hear the answer.



He pushed me towards the door and I almost missed the
energy flowing into me. He was faking his weakness. “Go with her. I’ll be fine
here.”


There was a small clicking sound before the door
opened. The woman backed up just enough to let me slip by. She closed the cage
and stepped aside, indicating I go first. I really didn’t want this woman at my
back. After demanding I go repeatedly and receiving a blank stare, she gave up
and went first, giving me a nice view for my stubbornness. Apparently I didn’t
get that behavior from Rojan. 


I was led through several more doors until we arrived
at a room which smelled strongly of herbs and antiseptic. Beds cluttered the
room in neat rows. Bowls of medicines and trays of surgical supplies were
strewn around carelessly as if they were in the middle of an unpredicted war,
but only one bed was occupied. Lying on it was a young boy who couldn’t have
been older than five.


“How is he?” the woman asked the only other person in
the room. The man was middle aged and looked to be under an unendurable amount
of pressure. I was so distracted by the miserable sight of the child that it
took me a minute to realize I understood what the woman said. I heard it in
their language, but I knew what the words meant.


“Damn you, Dylan. You should have asked me before
sharing your powers!” Dylan and I used to go into the forests of Shomodii
to test the distance of our telepathic link. Across the lands, there was no
way, but he would definitely hear me from across this building. 


“Stop whining.”


The man sighed and wiped his hand down his face. “He
has hours left if he is lucky. Who’s this?” he asked. 


“One of the two intruders. When I went to check on
them, the one that was bitten was recovering. He said that this man was a
healer. I see no other explanation for such a recovery.”


The man studied me, but I was paying attention to the
little child. His heartbeat was too slow and he had lost a lot of blood. “Can
you get him to shift? He cannot heal if he doesn’t shift,” the man said to me.


“He knows only some weird foreign tongue,” the woman
interrupted. 


“How can he help us if he cannot even understand us?
What is his beast?”


“I don’t know. He seems to not have one. He protects
the other one; maybe we can use threats to make him help us.”


I was ignoring them by this time, as I was close
enough to the little boy to put my hand on his head. His eyes opened, revealing
stone grey irises that were not completely circular. I could feel his pain, not
like it was a part of me, but as an observer. He didn’t fight me as I scanned
him with my energy. His body was broken in numerous places and he was bleeding
inside and out in too many places. With physical tools, it would be impossible
to stop all of the wounds in time to save his life, but with magic…


Something else brushed against my energy, not out of
threat or curiosity, but out of desperation. There was another soul inside this
boy, trapped and suffering for the both of them. This smaller being, as young
as the boy, wanted to help him. It was his beast. 


I guess that it was no different than Rojan was for
me, except this beast was not ancient or wise. Dylan’s magic stirred inside me
like my absent fire had before. I released it exactly as I would my fire with
the deep intention to free the beast inside him. 


Before the energy had finished flowing out of me, the
little boy was shifting into a tiny snake with scales that matched the color of
his eyes. The woman and man were going on and on about how the boy would live
now because he shifted. I wanted to yell at them that if they had taken better
care of him, he never would have been injured, but I kept my tongue, turned,
and walked back to Dylan. I found him standing outside the cage, looking
through the window on the far side of the room.


“Did they let you out?”


“Of course not. I picked the lock. I just wanted to
check out where we were. Better get back in,” he said. He went right back into
the cage and shut it. There was another clicking sound just as the door opened.
The woman was back and looked startled to see Dylan standing at attention. 


“You seemed to have recovered.”


“And you brought my brother back. Now, your charge
bit me and my brother helped you. I think you owe us,” he said in their
language. “How much time did I spend healing this world?” he asked me.


“Why do you keep asking me that? I’ve told you
five times now that it took ten minutes.”


The woman looked suspicious. “What do you want from
me that you cannot get from your magic?”


“Information. Answer just one of my questions and you
will have been useful. There’s a cloud in the forest that hates the light. A
cloud of darkness.” He spoke quietly as if telling a ghost story, as if
speaking too loudly would draw the darkness to us. The woman’s eyes filled with
fear. “Ah, you know it, then,” he said with a smirk.


“It is a creature of death. It cannot be killed and
has terrorized the people of this world for hundreds of years.”


“But it is dark outside, and there are people walking
about.”


“Our pack has learned; the creature of death only
attacks those who shun magic. While most packs fear and ban magic and us for
using it, not one user of magic has ever been attacked.”


“It attacked us, and we use magic constantly.
Question two: The red books. I have seen them everywhere. They just look like
history books.”


“Everyone has a copy of our history. Where are you
two from that you know so little?” she asked. 


He shrugged. “We are not from this world. I can only
speak your language because of magic. So tell me, every person of this world is
a shifter of some kind?” he asked. She just gaped at him until he rolled his
eyes. “You answered two of my questions. Let Mordon in here and then be on your
way,” he said dismissively, sounding a little like Rojan.


The woman did open the cage in order to let me in,
then locked it. When she walked out, I looked at Dylan. “You have the potential
to be very clever, when you are not being unwise.”


“Sometimes wisdom is knowing the right thing to say,
but for me, it usually is knowing when to shut up. We have to hurry. We have
ten minutes left.”


“Ten minutes to do what?” I asked. 


“Ten minutes to live. I already said that.”


“What? You said thirteen minutes a while ago. That
was when you were dying of the snake bite. We aren’t dying.”


“No, we are perfectly healthy and fine and we’re not
dying. We’ll be fine for nine and a half minutes and then we’ll be dead.”


“But it was thirteen minutes fifteen minutes ago.”


“No, that wasn’t fifteen minutes ago. It’s been three
minutes since I was dying of the snake bite,” he insisted. I stared at him.
“Don’t complain to me, it felt like fifteen minutes, but it wasn’t. Something
is wrong with time and we have to find the way out. There’s a pattern, there’s
got to be a pattern. What’s the pattern? Those books, the history books.”


“What about them?”


“I don’t know yet. I can’t see it. I saw it, but what
did I see?” He gasped and fell back, barely making it to the bed. 


I could feel his energy go wild, but he didn’t appear
to be in pain, so I just waited. 


“Another world. A world I don’t know is reaching out
to me through my magic. Edward healed the world with my energy.”


“The little girl must have given him the pentagram,”
I said. 


The energy settled down quickly and he breathed
easier. The door opened and I sighed, really just wanting everyone to leave us
alone until I could get a straight answer from Dylan about this “ten minutes to
live” thing. 


This time it was a young girl who came in. She was
about ten and overly thin. Her hair was ginger and tied back and her skin had a
translucent paleness to it as if she had never seen the sun. She came straight
to the cage and stood there, as if unsure what to say. Dylan got up and crouched
in front of her.


“Do you need help?” he asked gently. She looked like
she wanted to run away, but nodded instead. “Are you injured?” She shook her
head. “Sick?” She shook her head again. 


“Hungry,” she whispered. 


“We have no food,” I said. 


She glanced at me and then back at Dylan. “I cannot
drink from the snakes,” she said. As she spoke, I could see two little fangs
scraping against her lips. “Their blood is cold. There have been no visitors
for days and I am so hungry.”


“I thought everyone here was a shifter,” Dylan said,
backing away just a step.


She shook her head. “Everyone here is a beast. Most
are shifters.”


“But you are a vampire,” he said. Dylan had told me
about vampires before, and I certainly didn’t want to be this close to one. “My
magic can do anything,” he said gently. He reached out with his magic and
though it went into her, she didn’t look affected.


“You cannot heal hunger,” she said. She sat down,
clearly too weak to remain standing. I wanted to believe it was a ruse, but she
was so thin. 


“I have not yet come against anything that doesn’t
respond to my magic.” He turned to me. “How long was---”


I rolled my eyes. “Twelve minutes. For the seventh
time, you spent twelve minutes trying unsuccessfully to heal this planet.”


“You don’t have to be so harsh about it. Isn’t twelve
minutes a long time?” he asked. “Why didn’t you interfere?” 


I frowned as I remembered him trying to heal the
world. I remembered that I was worried over how long it was taking, but I was
constantly watching his energy and he seemed to be doing fine the whole time. I
never felt the need to interrupt, though maybe I should have. It hadn’t taken
him so long to heal the other worlds, except for Duran.


While I was busy recalling the event, Dylan had
gotten the cage open. I realized what he was doing in time to pull him back.
“Don’t you dare!”


“Are you really going to let a little girl starve to
death?” 


“She’s not a little girl; she’s a vertically
challenged vampire.”


“She’s a starving vertically challenged vampire. I
can help her and if she tries to take too much, you can get her off me.”


“Absolutely not!”


“What if Sammy turned out to be a vampire? Would you
want someone to let him starve?” he asked. 


“Sammy would never be a vampire. And if he were, he
would deserve any meal he wanted and no one would have the right to refuse
him.”


“She is someone’s little girl. She is someone’s
Sammy.”


“It’s a trap.”


“You know it isn’t. Even I know that,” he said. He
looked me right in the eyes and I sighed. This was absolutely ridiculous, but I
knew that look. He was a Guardian, unable to refuse anyone help at any cost. I
had to hope that if Rojan were here, he would be able to stop Dylan. 


The stupid man offered his arm to the girl. She held
it firmly and was about to sink her little fangs into his skin when a flash of
light filled the room. 


 


*          *          *


 


We were back in the wolf village. This time, it
looked even more desolate. It was still dark, but I didn’t feel the presence of
any lurking monster… on the other hand, I was without Rojan, so maybe there was
something there and I just couldn’t sense it.


“Something doesn’t make sense. Let’s go poke at it,”
Dylan said, walking off towards one of the houses. 


“I think you’re banging your head against an open
door. So, it doesn’t bother you that we just appeared here when you were about
to save that girl?” I asked. The sky cracked with thunder and it was becoming
very cloudy. All we needed was to add rain to our problems.


“No, she’s saved. We need to find out what I’m
missing before we run out of time. We have eight minutes.”


“Why are you calm, then? Obviously, you know
something you’re not telling me.”


“Deception one-oh-one: Appear weak when you are
strong, and strong when you are weak. I do know what’s wrong, but I don’t know
why. The history books. All the red books are history books, and they are in
every house. Why is history so important here that everyone would have a book
in their house? The same book… no. They’re not the same.” He went inside one of
the cabins and I sighed before following him in. “They all look the same on the
outside, but look. The one they had at the snake village was much bigger.”


He plopped down on the ground and looked through it.
“There’s no mention of why they fear magic here. There’s no mention of magic at
all.”


“Why would there be in a history book?” I asked. 


“Humans fear magic, too. Their history books are full
of wars, but also witch burnings. These people fear magic even more, so there
should be something about people being killed for doing magic or how magic
destroys people. Something. Why is there no magic in these… No magic… There’s
no magic.”


“There is, though. There’s magic all around us.”


“Not all over, and not always, but there is magic
missing. I have tried several times to do magic when it just flickered away. One
minute, everything will be fine, and the next there’s a blank. That also
explains why I couldn’t heal the world completely. Now magic is being erased in
history. It is possible that a lot of history is missing, as well. I’m going to
try and heal it again.” 


He closed his eyes just as the room turned red.
“Wait, Dylan, look.” I went to the window and after a moment, Dylan opened to
door. The sky was deep red. It wasn’t the bright red of a sunset, but the
darker crimson of lava. It was incredibly sinister. “Get on with your healing,”
I said, shutting the door. 


He sat down against the door and closed his eyes. The
moment he closed his eyes, I felt like I was being watched. The temperature of
the room cooled considerably and it got a little darker. No sound whispered in
the night inside or out, not even a slight wind. 


He gasped and I could feel energy pulsing out of him.
It was an energy we hadn’t encountered before, and it was coming from inside
him. As I moved closer, he waved me off, but it took several minutes before he
could catch his breath. 


“What happened?” I asked. 


“I don’t know. It’s rejecting me. How long---”


“Seventeen minutes,” I interrupted. “I don’t
understand why you keep asking me that.” 


He stood up and faced me. “Because your memory is changing,
because something is watching us, and because if we don’t heal this world in
three minutes, we will die,” he said. He was very close now and looked into my
eyes as if searching for something, even glanced from eye to eye. “Your eyes
are still mismatched,” he said.


“Yes, it’s a genetic abnormality; it’s permanent.”


“No, it’s a dragon abnormality. Your eyes changed
when Rojan was suppressed, which means, either Rojan is still here, or…” He
trailed off, clearly dreading his next thought.


“Or what?” I asked, hardly more than a whisper.


“I don’t want to worry you.” 


“Oh, ‘We’re going to die in three minutes, but don’t
panic or anything.’”


“No, you can panic about that, I just don’t think you
should know where we are just yet,” he said. He was rambling and started
digging through the books. 


“So you know where we are? It’s not the future?”


“Yes, I know exactly where we are, and no this isn’t
the future. Every time I connect to another world, it wastes minutes we don’t
have. The time we have diminishes faster the more magic I use. We have to
figure this out now. How do you feel?” he asked.


“Fine,” I answered. He winced. “What’s wrong with me
feeling fine?”


“Nothing, except I think you’re wrong. I think you’re
blocking your pain. Or maybe I am. Sit down.” I pulled the chair from the table
over and sat. “Stay there for a minute,” he said, heading for the door. 


“Why? What are you getting?” I asked.


He stuck his head back in the open doorway. “Nothing,
I just didn’t want you to try and save me.” He disappeared outside. 


I ran after him, but the door slammed closed as I
reached it. After a lot of struggle, I determined that the door wasn’t budging,
so I used the chair to break the window. 


By the time I caught up to Dylan, it looked a little
like a nightmare. Dylan radiated magic to the point that he was glowing. He
didn’t even need a shield, because the power was so strong that it would keep
anything away. Still, the energy had a gentle feel to it, as if it were healing
magic. Healing magic strong enough to burn through metal. Lovely. 


What was worse was the blackness, the moving shadow,
surrounded him. In the red light of the sky it was easily visible, like a black
hole among stars. The closer it crept, the brighter Dylan’s energy became. “The
woman said it didn’t attack magic users,” I said. 


“It attacks those who reject magic. I have been
rejecting my own magic because I didn’t want it to grow out of my control. I
never wanted to be more than in control of myself. My magic is becoming
stronger the more I use it, but I lose control the more I reject it.” 


When the darkness reached his foot, there was a
familiar flash, bright enough to drown everything else. 


We were back in the forest, but it was more like we
were in a dream than really there. Standing in front of us was a god. After the
five gods I had met so far, including Tiamat, this one didn’t look particularly
frightful; his appearance bordered on average with medium length, medium brown
hair, hazel eyes, and black clothes. The power emanating from him, though, caused
my skin to crawl. It wasn’t that his aura was menacing, it was just really
copious. 


“Nice to meet you, god of Skrev,” Dylan said in a
foreign language. Apparently Dylan’s magic was still working on me to make me
understand. 


“And you, young Noquodi. I am called Araxi. How
interesting that you speak the language of the gods.”


“I was not really able to learn. It is through my
magic that I am speaking Enochian now,” Dylan said. “Kiro tried to teach me…”


The god grinned. “Then you do not yet understand. All
Noquodi are encouraged to learn to speak the language, but none will ever
become fluent in it. Enochian is not a language made of words and sounds; it is
the language of our being, our magic. Only someone with Iadnah magic can speak
our language. Others can merely learn to imitate the sounds.”


“I guess it is another strike against me,” Dylan
said. 


“To the other gods, yes. They will feel it is
blasphemy and that you think of yourself as one of us. Many of my brothers
believe that you want to be more powerful, but I was watching. When the little
vampire girl would not be healed by your magic, you resorted to other methods.
Why were you so determined to help someone that I know your people consider to
be a monster?”


“Sure, humans have vampire lore, but she was a little
girl who needed food. It isn’t her fault her food is blood. I bet vampires have
human lore, too, and are all terrified that humans are torch-wielding maniacs
with wooden stakes in their pockets.”


“You refused to use your magic to help yourself
because you were afraid of it, but when someone needed your help, you never
hesitated. Any other Iadnah would suspect you of being fake, but I was in your
head.”


There was no surprise in Dylan’s expression. “That’s
been going around a lot. You were in my head, I was in yours in a sort.”


“You felt the soul of my world and instead of turning
away, you continued trying to heal it.”


“Why make a world like Skrev, though?”


“On other worlds, people dominate. They fight and can
easily destroy the world, but on Skrev, people and creatures live in balance.
Because of the tears in time and space, the balance was broken. Made worse is
that my people now fear magic. This creates more damage. In the unending cycle,
my world is on the verge of collapsing from time and space and my Noquodi has
gone into hiding.”


“Did you threaten him?” Dylan asked. 


The god shrugged, which struck me as odd. “Only a
little.”


“I’m sure he will return when the world is healed, if
he’s allowed back. I must know it’s difficult for a Guardian to stay away from
their world for long. I miss the feel of Earth’s magic, but Duran is my home.”


“Then we will make a deal. Help my world and take
care of it in the absence of my Noquodi, and I will defend you from the other
Iadnah.”


“Dylan, think before you agree,” I warned. 


The god didn’t miss it though; he looked at me.
“Speak freely, dragon child. You offer him sound advice and should not be
afraid to do so.”


“It isn’t like I would disagree to help anyone.
Especially if his Guardian isn’t doing the job,” Dylan said to me in English. I
sighed. 


He was a very caring and friendly person, but he was
too quick to agree to help. “Just because you are willing to help every single
time, doesn’t mean you should agree ahead of time. What if his view of helping
conflicted with yours?” I regarded the god. “If a man was killing dozens of
people a day with magic, and for some reason you decided to tell Dylan to deal
with it, what would you have Dylan do with the man?”


“Kill him, of course,” the god said. 


“And what would you think is right?” I asked my
friend. 


“Imprison him in a dark hole with no chance of ever
seeing the light of day again. Oh, and he could only ever eat mushy peas for
the rest of his life. And put a clock in his cell so that the constant ticking
can drive him insane. A drippy faucet, too. Killing him is too good for him.”


The god was staring at Dylan as if he were completely
insane. “I am glad I was not too far into your mind. I think I should never
visit it again. That being said, I wonder if my sister would trade Noquodi.”


“We’re not sweaters. So what about if I help you when
you need it, but I solve the problem my way? As long as I’m not currently
helping Earth, you tell me the problem and I will fix it.”


“No other Iadnah allows their Noquodi a choice.”


“Sure, and I’m sure any one of them would do what you
say, when you say it, but I have good ideas and I can carry them out. I’m also
pretty stubborn and dense at times; I could spend days twisting what you tell
me to do around until I like the outcome.”


“I could kill you.”


“And piss off my girlfriend? Am I really worth that?”


“But you are already about to die.”


“Yes, I am aware of that, in about one minute,” he
said. 


He looked unfazed. I sighed again. I needed new
friends. Or maybe we needed a third friend; one who would smack us both when we
planned out our next adventure.


“If you need help against another god, call for me.
If my Noquodi does not return, or if he needs assistance, I will summon you,
but allow you to choose how you will solve the problem. I make this deal in the
confidence that my sister probably won.”


“Won what?” he asked. 


I poked him in the stomach for being an idiot. “Won
in the best Guardian contest, stupid.”


“Oh, well, I accept the modified deal then. But I
need your help. I need to heal Skrev, and it’s rejecting me. I need to do so in
the next minute or I will be no use to you as a Guardian because I’ll be dead.”


“My world has been allowing you to help it the entire
time. However, it has been abused and neglected by the people, and you will
have to be stronger than the damage done to it. You have the ability to heal
it, but you must use more energy than you have ever had to use before. If you
cannot heal it in time, then my world is lost and I will have to start all over
again. Tiamat will also have to find a new Noquodi.”


“Save Sammy and Mordon,” Dylan said. “They’re not
your people and they need to live.”


“The damage to my world is too great at this point.
If I took anyone from the world, the void will open completely and nothing
would survive that. I am too powerful, and you will have to be as powerful as a
god to save them. You could take them and save yourselves without healing the
world, but the void will open just the same. You would be buying yourselves a
miniscule amount of time at the loss of every world in the universe.”


“I hope it’s a long time before I meet you again,”
Dylan said with a scowl.


The god laughed. “I hope I will meet you again.” With
a bright flash, we appeared in the village, just as we were before, minus the
shadow. Thunder cracked across the sky again, but it was snow, not rain, that
began to fall. It wasn’t cold enough to snow, but such laws of physics appeared
to be broken today.


Dylan sat right in the middle of the dirt path and
put his face in his hands. “I can do this,” he said. 


He got to work on healing the world. Even as he
worked, I started feeling sick, almost like I suddenly realized my body was
aching. When the energy started pulsing from Dylan with the strength of his
magic, it became difficult to breathe. As the seconds passed, it was getting
more and more difficult to remain standing. 


Dylan opened his eyes and they glowed brighter than I
had ever seen them. A wave of nausea took me down. I could breathe, but I
wasn’t getting enough oxygen. I still had to watch over Dylan, though, so I saw
when the energy exploded. It was hard to follow, but there was definitely some
lightning and fire in the explosion, and I barely ducked in time to prevent
massive burns. 


Taking a good breath, I looked up. We were back in
the cabin with Sammy and all the townspeople. Everyone, including Dylan and I,
were breathing heavy. In fact, several people were unconscious. I immediately
stumbled over to Sammy, who was crying on the bed. My body felt shaky and I
couldn’t fully stand.


Welcome back, Rojan said. 


I reached for Sammy and he lunged for me. 


“Cover his eyes,” Dylan warned. 


The moving darkness crept into the room through the
doorway, as the wood was still shattered, and the people who were still
conscious began screaming and scrambling to get away. Dylan reached out and
grabbed my arm an instant before the room filled with a blinding white light. I
suddenly felt weightless and the pain faded away.


When it cleared, and my eyes adjusted, we were back
on Duran in front of the Dylan’s cabin. My pain returned, but it wasn’t as bad
as before. Dylan flopped back in the grass. Sammy wiggled out of my arms and
crawled over to Dylan to hug him. 


“Dada hurt?”


“Yeah, honey, but I’ll be okay. Where do you hurt?”


“I’m okay, Dada,” Sammy said bravely. Dylan pat his
back gently. “Mama’s chest hurts.”


Dylan held up his hand and a small ball of glowing
green energy formed and hovered over his skin. “Go give this to him.” 


Sammy easily wrapped his tiny fingers around the
sphere, climbed to his feet, and brought it to me. He didn’t hand it to me,
though; he pressed it against my chest, where it was instantly absorbed into my
skin. I figured it would have been cold, but it was actually really warm and
all of the pain in my body quickly melted away. “Thank you. What happened? I’m
confused.”


“I’m not surprised you’re confused; you’ve been
suffering with increasingly low oxygen for nearly five minutes. I sealed the
cabin air tight to keep that shadow monster out, and I told you we had twenty
minutes.”


“So when we returned to the cabin we started
suffocating? I felt messed up before we got there.”


“You felt messed up because your body was oxygen
deprived and it was blocked from your conscious mind. It took me a while to
figure it out, but your memory was changing. You first said I only spent a
minute trying to heal the world and then you kept changing your answer. Rojan
was missing. Several times I felt like I was suffocating. Nothing felt right,
not even my magic. Mordon, we never left the cabin.”


 


*          *          *


 


“How could we not have left the cabin?” I asked.


“I think we were actually in something between my
mind and the soul of the world. Everything around us was some symbolic avatar
of the world. None of it was truly real, but it was affecting us and we were
affecting it. That’s why Rojan was missing; he was watching over us. The entire
time we were in what we thought was a time bubble, I was actually sitting
there, trying to heal the world. That’s why your time was changing; Rojan was
keeping time for us. You ‘remembered’ what he was seeing. Remember the clicking
sound the cell of the door made?”


“When it locked?”


“Yes. There was no lock on the door. It was locked
because it made the locking sound; it was only locked in our minds.”


“Then how did you pick it?”


“How did I pick an imaginary lock? With the imaginary
lock pick I imagined keeping in my bag. Obviously. A mathematician never
reveals his secrets.”


“You mean magician,” I said. He shook his head with a
knowing smirk. “So it was all a test created by the planet that you had to pass
to heal it?” It sounded a little appalling. No one should be punished for
trying to help. 


“In a very subjective, generalized sense, yes, sort
of. But this world had scars from way before Tiamat defeated Vretial. It was
abused by those who shunned magic, and then here I come, denying my own magic,
and trying to meddle with it. Of course it was cautious.”


“It’s a planet. I know they generate nominal energy,
but they can’t have personalities,” I argued. 


“You can’t see the souls of the worlds. Something I
know about magic, and I don’t know how I know it, is that magic retains
purpose. Magic is imprintable, and a world functions on magic. How could a
world, surviving and thriving on magic, not create a semblance of that same
purpose? And then you have the gods, who create the world, the people, and the
animals around their own desires and intentions. The worlds do each have a
personality, strengths, weaknesses, and a very, very simple consciousness. But
all of the worlds can influence and be influenced by its magic. 


“When magic is created in fear and shame, that magic
will only ever be able to cause fear and shame. What happens when a world is
full of people who only ever create magic in fear and shame? A world based on
magic, full of people who hate magic?”


“It sounds like a pretty miserable situation. Let me
soak in the knew information for a bit,” I said. Dylan closed his eyes,
possibly to nap. I wanted to go inside and sleep for a week, but the going inside
part was too much work, so I just laid there to sleep. Rojan? Are you doing
okay? You’re not talking much.


Sleeping.


Oh. Were you okay watching over Dylan? Did you
suffer a lot from the lack of oxygen?


I had the strength to keep watch and follow the
plan.


What plan? I asked. I didn’t remember making a
plan, especially since I had no idea of what was about to happen.


Distract the enemy until Dylan arrived. That was
the plan, no? I could hear the grin in his thoughts.


Oh, yeah. Yes, that was the plan. “Did we let
all those people die?”


He looked at me. “It was a creature that couldn’t
stand light. What could possibly be brighter than that flash?” he asked. 


I had to agree there; not even sunlight was that
bright. 


“You said there was something in the dark.”


I looked at him. “When did I say that?”


“When I blew the door down. Why did you say that? We
knew there was something out there, so it seemed odd. Out of character for
you.”


“I don’t remember saying that. I’m too tired to think
about it. What about the woman? Rojan’s pet?” 


“Now that the world has been healed, she should have
a chance. Their memories are going to be all confused; they should at least
hesitate to hurt one of their own if they don’t even remember what they’re
punishing her for.”


“I was hoping you would say we had to go back for
her. I wanted to keep her,” I said. I could feel his stare and regretted saying
it out loud, even as Rojan grumbled his agreement. “As a pet only, of course.” Exhaustion
was the doorway to honesty, and I wanted neither to cloud my judgment.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke in a bed, feeling as if I had slept for days.
Wrapped in comfortable, warm blankets, I didn’t want to move. Unfortunately,
the small weight lying on my chest did, and when it settled, there was hot
breath blowing all over my neck. 


I pushed Sammy a few inches away from my neck and
rubbed his back until he fell back to sleep. 


“You need to eat,” a really annoying person
interrupted me from returning to sleep. 


“Go away.”


Tell the annoying person what happens if he wakes
a sleeping dragon. 


“Rojan’s going to eat you,” I growled. I heard a
furious hiss from the protective Shinobu. “And your little cat, too.”


“It’s dog…”


“What is?” I asked, opening my eyes. We were in
Dylan’s cabin. Sammy was sprawled on my chest, Dylan sat on the edge of the bed
with a plate of steak, Shinobu sat curled on his shoulder, and I knew Edward
was upstairs. “How are you feeling? Still sick?”


“I feel better. Not perfect, but definitely better.
Apparently, Edward healed two worlds using my pentagram while we were working
on Skrev.”


Dylan tried to take Sammy one-handed so that I could
sit up, but Shinobu hissed at the sleeping baby. I growled at her at the same
time Dylan reached up and smacked her head. 


“You don’t hiss at Sammy,” he warned. 


Startled, she jumped from his shoulder and scampered
up the bookshelf. Dylan almost never reprimanded her. Ignoring her, Dylan put
the plate of steak on the bedside table and took Sammy. 


“You still shouldn’t hold him.”


“I’m powerful enough now that being in the same room
should be harmful.”


“You don’t seem any different to me,” I said, taking
the plate and the silverware. “How long was I sleeping? I’m starving.”


“Two days. Edward says I can hide my power, that all
of the gods can. It’s how Divina blends in. Apparently, I’m powerful enough now
to hide it and I can prevent it from reacting with Sammy’s energy.”


“And are you going to be okay? You were the one to say
we are who we are.”


“It’s not the same thing; you have always been a
dragon. I keep changing. Who knows what I’ll end up as?”


“You may someday be as powerful as the gods, and I
know you hate that, but you will never be one of them. You will always be Earth’s
Guardian and you will always be half sago, half human. Have you seen Divina?” 


He shook his head. “She isn’t at her place. I want to
try to contact her, but I think she’s still fighting the others about me.” 


Sammy was awake now and chewing on Dylan’s finger.
Dylan took a sack of berries out of his bag and gave them to the baby. He was
so focused on Sammy that he didn’t see Divina appear behind him. She was
blocking her scent and powerful aura. 


I set my plate down and reached for Sammy. “Come
here, Sammy,” I said. 


Sammy frowned up at Dylan, but turned and crawled
into my lap. “She must love you a lot to fight so hard for you, especially
against her brothers,” I said.


“I know. She loves me and I love her. I know I’m
freaking out about it now, but really, it doesn’t matter how powerful I get as
long as she never leaves me. I don’t want to be more powerful than I need to be
to protect Earth, and I don’t want the gods to feel threatened by me, but more
than anything, I don’t want to become someone she doesn’t like. I know she
likes protecting me. I do not ever want her to feel threatened by me.”


“How could she? If she asked it of you, you would
never use magic again.”


“If she asked me not to do magic, I know she would
have a damn good reason.”


With him sitting on the bed, facing me, she came up
right behind him. I could see it in his eyes the moment he realized she was
there. As he turned to look at her, she sunk her fingers in his hair and leaned
down to kiss him. They were perfect together.


Sammy buried his head in my shoulder. At least he
knew better than to attack Divina, but anyone could see the Dylan’s love for
her. Dylan pulled her down onto the bed, so I took Sammy and went to stand by
the bookshelf. When they lasted several minutes without stopping their kiss to
breathe, I got a little worried. Is it possible for him to have lung damage
from the cabin that was not healed?


Leave him alone, Rojan advised.


“Breathe,” I whispered. They ignored me, so I took a
few steps closer. “Breathe,” I whispered louder. Dylan waved me off without
stopping, but Divina pulled away. He tried to follow her, but she stopped him
with a gentle hand on his chest. 


“I love you, you stupid idiot.”


“I love you, too. Can you tell me now why you stayed
away for so long?” he asked. 


Lying next to him, she leaned her forehead against
his, obviously dreading the conversation. “You really want to live with me?”


“I want to marry you.”


“But you’re a Guardian. You’re supposed to have
children. Don’t you want them?”


“Of course I do. But I want them with you, and no one
else. There are nine other guardians to have little wizards. We could adopt.”


“What if I don’t want to adopt? Would you leave me if
I never wanted to be a mother?”


“Of course not. You’d just have to make it up to me
by not calling me stupid anymore,” he said, jokingly. 


Sammy glanced up at me as if unsure what was going
on. 


She scoffed. “I don’t like that at all.”


“Well… you could stop calling me an idiot.”


She sighed. “Maybe I could do that.” She leaned away
from him a little. “You know how much I love you, you say you trust me, but you
still think I could leave you. I’m an Iadnah, Dylan. I’ve lived just an instant
of my lifespan in this form. I have created a world and everything that has
ever lived on it. Without this body, I’m sure I wouldn’t know love or be able
to feel it, but it comes with many other feelings, too. Some you wouldn’t like.
You want to have children, and you shouldn’t have to live your entire life
without them just because you were coerced into loving me.” 


“What do you mean, ‘coerced’?”


“These emotions are both the best thing and the worst
thing about having this mortal form. You cannot help your emotions. You didn’t
choose me; your emotions did. A young, powerful Guardian… why fall in love with
one woman when you can have anyone?” she asked him.


He leaned back against the pillows and laughed. “I am
proud to be Ronez’s son, but I’m not him. I’m a guy, but not a slut. I know
what I want and it’s you.”


“You have too long a life to never have children, but
I am a god. I would make a horrible mother, because I have no maternal
instincts.” 


“Really? None? Mordon, please bring Sammy over here,”
he said. 


I really didn’t want to. Divina would never hurt a
child on purpose, but Sammy could seriously anger the wrong person. I handed
him to Dylan, and he handed the child to Divina. She took Sammy, but held him
out at arm’s length. Both the child and the woman stared at each other with
wide eyes. He looked over at Dylan with a worried expression, then back at
Divina. 


“Aren’t you supposed to support the head or
something?” Divina asked.


“Not at this age.”


“Is he going to throw up on me?”


“That he might, but only if you make him mad. He has
a vindictive streak,” Dylan said proudly. 


Rojan chuckled with approval. She handed Sammy to
Dylan, and he handed Sammy back to me. Before I could step away, Divina grabbed
my arm to stop me. 


She looked me straight in the eyes, leaning closer
until all I could see was deep blue. Rojan responded by staring right back.
Rojan knew she saw him, but it wasn’t threatening. Still, I stayed aware of her
mood as best as I could. 


“What a beautiful dragon. Why are you green, though?
I’ve never seen a green dragon. Blue, black, dark brown, light brown, and even
smoky white, but how do you blend in? Or are you green for something other than
camouflage? There was a nest of mine once born red and black. They were very
beautiful. Are you a forest dweller? Maybe a swamp?”


“The desert, actually.” Rojan was talking and, though
it was weird, it really wasn’t like he was taking over my body. “While my
scales are green naturally, I can change the color at will.”


Hang on. What do you mean “desert”? And that you
can change your color? We never lived in the desert. You said you’ve always been
with me.


I have been a part of you for your entire life,
but I am much older than you.


“Sorry to interrupt, but have you accepted Dylan into
your clutch?” Divina asked. 


Rojan knew it was more for confirmation than a real
question. “Dylan is Mordon’s best friend and someone he looks up to. It was
either accept Dylan, or eat him. The latter would have upset Mordon very much.
The same with the little child, though I would never eat a child, sago or
otherwise.”


What is a clutch?


It was Divina who answered me. “Dragons of every
world are alike in one aspect; it is their most basic instinct to guard. They
must guard and protect something. As they are all very territorial, they form
clutches; small family units of three or four dragons, usually a mated pair and
babies. They protect each other.”


All dragons have difficulty with fertility and so
we treasure our children above all else, even our mates. Sometimes a dragon’s
need to have children drives them to steal another’s child.


“Dragons kidnap each other’s kids?” Dylan asked. 


I got how Divina could hear me, but how was Dylan
listening into my head? 


“No, dragon children are too well protected. However,
there will never be an orphaned dragon child, because any dragon child would be
instantly adopted by anyone. Dragons have been known to kidnap sago children
and dragons on other worlds steal children of the people there. No dragon would
ever turn down helping a child of any species.”


“So where is your clutch? Did you have children?”
Divina asked. 


I felt Rojan’s pain, but his memories were blocked
from me.


“They are all dead now.” 


I wanted to press for answers, to know what happened
and why he hid himself from me. He had memories and a past, which had never
occurred to me, and I realized then that I didn’t actually know Rojan very much
at all. It seemed that he knew me pretty well, though.


You do not really want to know what happened to
me, and I do not want you to live with those memories. 


I couldn’t agree to a secret being kept from me, but
Rojan wouldn’t be pressured on the matter. Coexisting like this might sometimes
be difficult; however, I knew it was worth it to have Rojan. I may not have
known he was there until recently, but I didn’t feel like myself when he was
gone. I didn’t know what he really was, only that he was part of who I was.
That was what Dylan had been trying to tell me.


“We need to get back to healing worlds,” Dylan said.
“Of course, I want to heal Earth next, but I have an idea that might be better.
I had never even heard of Skrev before, and it was in serious need of help. I
figured out how to travel---”


“You have learned to flash,” Edward interrupted,
stepping down the stairs. It was getting really crowded in the room. “That’s
what we call it. Only the gods can flash; the Guardians learn to travel using
our book’s magic.”


“Okay, so I learned to do that. Maybe I can transport
us again, but instead of landing us in a particular place, I try to land us on
the world that needs healing the most.”


“Absolutely not. You have no idea where you would end
up,” Edward argued.


“I think it’s a great idea,” Divina said. “Whatever
world needs him the most, the longer he waits, the worse its condition will
be.”


“So you will go with him, then?” he asked her.


“I still have things to take care of.” The glare she
sent him told me they knew something Dylan and I didn’t. My first instinct was
to relay this information to Dylan, to warn him, but his expression said that
he was already aware of it. “You can’t go with them, either; you keep getting
banned from worlds. Why is that?”


He sighed. “I have no idea. I blame you, though.”


I hoped to prevent one of their infamous arguments by
being positive. “We can manage another world on our own. I mean, we just took
care of Skrev, and I can’t imagine a world worse than---”


The room filled with a bright flash, and then it
became colder than anything I had ever felt before. There really wasn’t any
relief as far as the brightness went, because when the flash faded, we were
left in a bright white blizzard. The only thing worse than the instant snow
blindness, was the nearly instant frostbite. 


Right before my eyes, I could see the desolation of
the world as it reached out to Dylan and tore the healing magic from him. I
didn’t even have to shift my eyes to see the world drawing magic without
waiting for it to be given freely. The world was more damaged than not. I
believe at one point, Dylan screamed, but I couldn’t hear anything over the
wind. 


My fire tried to flair inside me, but it was just too
cold, too fast. Dylan was passed out on the ground before the world had even
finished with him, yet I could do nothing. My mind was scrambled and I couldn’t
feel anything. I managed not to crush Sammy as I collapsed, but could only try
to cover him between Dylan and myself before passing out. The last thing I
heard was him crying.









Chapter 14


Dylan


 


Waking was a long and painstaking task. Before I could even open my
eyes, I was suffocating from the overwhelming heat radiating from someone lying
next to me. As sluggish as I felt, I rolled away from the heat. Sammy called
out just as the bed disappeared from below me. 


I hit the hard wooden floor with a grunt, and
apparently it woke my energy, for it roared up from inside, so powerful and
potent that it would have burned me if I didn’t immediately let it out. Just
like the last two times I woke on Duran, I released the energy. There was so
much excess that even as I exhaled it, it seeped from my skin. It actually felt
natural this time.


“Next time I agree to go on a mission with you, hit
me,” Mordon’s groggy voice said from the bed.


“Why do you run so damn hot?”


“I’m part dragon, get over it. Where are we?” he
asked. 


I finally opened my eyes and saw that we were in a
small hunting cabin. The walls were made of logs and half of one wall consisted
of a fireplace, which was currently crackling with fire. Wild wind could be heard
even over the roaring fire. Sammy leaned over the bed to check on me and Mordon
gently pulled him back away from the edge. There were no windows to assess
where we were.


“I don’t recognize anything. The gravity is just a
little lighter than Duran’s, and a little heavier on the oxygen.”


“I can smell the ice and hear the wind, so there must
still be a blizzard out there. I hear no trees or leaves, so we’re in a cabin
out in the open.”


“The last thing I remember is the world taking my
energy and Sammy crying. Before you start, I’m fine. This world was crumbling
and saw my energy for what it was. You can’t blame it for saving itself.”


“At the expense of you, I can. You could have died,
and there was nothing I could do. The entire reason for me being here is to
keep you alive, and I couldn’t do anything because it was too cold.”


He was nearly growling. Anyone else would have
thought it was his dragon, but I could see in his eyes how angry he was that he
couldn’t protect me. “We both passed out, so who dragged us in here out of the
cold?”


“I did.” The girl appeared like she had on Dios;
completely corporeal and healthy. “As I told your uncle, you Guardians have to
be watched over constantly,” she said. 


“You’re looking better,” I said. 


She smiled. “So are you. You have healed five worlds,
and your uncle healed two more with your magic. The healing that you have done
is spreading. The boundaries between the void and the universe are becoming
stronger. Therefore, I am getting stronger.”


“What are you?” Mordon asked. 


“I am just a person, but with a powerful ability. I
can cross between the universe and the void, I can open doors to it, and I can
draw power from it. Like with Iadnah energy, the void is completely different
from anything else in the universe. Since I was little, I got what I wanted,
but I was disconnected with the world around me. I have very little grasp of
time, but I can see into the future, I can be in the future.”


“That sounds like it can get very confusing,” I said.


“It is. At any given time, I have no idea how old I
am. Sometimes I feel the pull to go somewhere, to help someone, and I have to
act on instinct. I know things I have not yet learned. I forget who I am
sometimes and I get lost.”


“Well, you just saved us. We’ve already healed this
world, which I think set the record. Where should we go now?” I asked. 


“I suggest we go back to Duran so you can recover,”
Mordon said. 


I was shaking my head before he could finish talking.
“I’m good to go.” I got off the floor and sat on the bed. “There are only three
more worlds to heal. We can go to each one, heal it really quickly, and take a
nap in between.”


“You need more recovery time than that.”


“What I need is to get everything done with so I can
be with Divina.” 


Mordon paused to listen to Rojan. He really needed to
learn how to do that without being obvious about it. “Besides, we can’t go to
Enep with its god trying to kill us,” he said.


“Regivus will relent when his world is the only one
still suffering,” the girl said.


“Where are we?” I asked. 


“We’re on Mulo, a cold world, like Enep.”


“You mean the whole world is like this? Why is it
cold?” Mordon asked, appalled. I had to agree with him.


“That is the way this world was created. Each god has
a preference.”


“What’s up with the Guardian of Enep?” I asked. She
frowned at me. “He looks about Sammy’s age,” I explained. 


“The people of Enep were created too aggressive and
with too much power, so they killed off the world. It became a cold world.
Regivus made them live with their mistakes for a hundred generations as
punishment. For a hundred generation, no one can die. They grow old and
regenerate into children. They can also never have offspring during this
punishment. They are forced to live with their memories for a hundred
generations.”


“Wow. That sounds miserable.”


“The war that destroyed everything lasted two hundred
days, so the punishment was originally two hundred generations, but Samorde
volunteered to take some of the punishment on his own shoulders. He was forced
to make it in his life looking like a child, growing so slowing that he would
only be mature when the punishment ended.”


“What about the world? They’ve been punished, but did
the god fix the damage to his world?”


“No. It will be repaired when the punishment is over.
Since the people were designed to live as the world was created, their life
expectancy is only about forty years. As part of the punishment, Regivus
prevents any genetic adaptation to their strenuous environment.”


“Well, as least their sentence isn’t as long,” Mordon
said. 


“How long do they have left?”


“About two generations,” she said. 


So all of these people are suffering a punishment
that is based around time, and there is damage being done to time. 


“I have to go now. I will return to my own world, now
that it has been healed by your uncle.”


“What is your world?” Mordon asked. 


“Kahún.” She disappeared. 


 


*          *          *


 


“We should go heal Earth now,” I said. Sammy stuck
his tongue out. “What? Earth is your home,” I said. 


He got a serious look of concentration on his face,
as if he was searching for the appropriate words. I was expecting a single word
out of him that I was supposed to decipher. “Earth is boring. I want to
explore,” he said. We both stared at him in shock until he covered his face
with his hands. 


I picked him up and hugged him. “You’re afraid of
being weird, too, aren’t you, honey. We’re all weird in one way or another.
Your dad is the Guardian of Dios, so you and your mom will probably live there
with him. The king of the entire world is a void and you two will probably get
along great. Don’t be ashamed of your abilities.”


“You are,” he argued. 


“You can talk much better than you act like you can.
Are you able to pronounce ‘Mordon’ or ‘Dylan’?” I asked him. 


He shook his head, then leaned over until he could
see Mordon upside down. “Mama!” he yelled. 


I shrugged. “Only those who speak English even know
what that word means.” 


Mordon gave me a sour glare and I thought it was best
to drop the subject. Funny how Sammy could do no wrong but I was fair game to
get chewed out. 


“Did you want to explore this world before we leave
for Earth?” 


“Don’t even start. I’m not going out in that cold for
anything. You healed the world, now I don’t want to ever see it again.”


“That is not a nice thing to say,” said a stranger.


The man who appeared could have been Divina’s twin
brother, but he wasn’t a god. He had the same vivid blue eyes, his short hair
was the same raven black, his skin was just as perfect, and like her, he was
light on the muscles and had more of an elegant form.


“Guardian of Mulo?” Mordon asked. 


While he wasn’t a god, he was still very powerful. 


“Correct. My name is Azyle.”


“I’m Dylan, this is Samhail, and Mordon. Nice to meet
you. Unless you or your god wants to kill us, and then it’s not nice.”


He laughed. “Roshne will not destroy you after you
risked your life to heal his world. He is if nothing else, a fair and kind god.
He also adores his sister and wants her to be happy. And according to her, you
make her happy.”


“I try.”


“I actually have a message for you. More of the gods
are on your side than not, but they are still worried about your magic. Azenoth
brought up a good point; even if you are unwilling to attack them, you are
becoming more and more powerful and could lose control. Roshne wants to help
you learn to control your abilities.”


“Why would Tiamat not do that? I am her Guardian.”
Besides that, Divina was territorial and would probably take someone other than
Edward or herself training me as a threat.


“Tiamat is the youngest and has a tendency to be…”


“Absolutely perfect. She is perfect. She’s devious
and manipulative, but she’s perfect in every way. I will gladly accept any help
I can get from anyone, including Tiamat. Does Roshne want to meet with me now
or can I go to Earth?”


“I believe he is arguing with Avoli now, trying to
get a head start on the others. You should probably get an appointment book, in
case Tiamat ever decides to share you.”


I patted Mordon’s arm. “I’ll leave my
dragon/advisor/secretary in charge of that.”


“Is it not an agent that tells you when and where to
go?” he asked. 


I laughed. “Yeah, but secretary sounds better.”


 


*          *          *


 


I could feel us landing on Earth. It wasn’t that I
felt the ground under my feet; I could feel the unique magic that Earth had.
When the flash cleared, we were standing in front of my old campus apartment,
where I first met Edward. Luckily, it was late at night, so there was no one
around to see us. 


Sammy pouted. 


“We need to find a place where we wouldn’t be
interrupted, because I don’t want to get arrested for being weird in public,” I
said. 


“You can be arrested for being weird on Earth?”


“Absolutely, and meditating in the middle of the
street is very weird. I know where we can go, if it’s still there.” I took us
to the old skate park not far from the apartments, because they used to lock it
up at night. Luckily, they still did. 


Mordon didn’t let a little lock stop him. He yanked
it off as easily as if it were made of wet paper. The park had construction
work still half completed. I had been gone for years and it was still under
construction. The only difference was that the streetlights had burned out. 


The sliver of a moon provided nearly no light, which
Mordon had to complain about, of course. He said that a single moon was odd and
asked how our oceans functioned. I explained to him that we had less ocean
surface than Duran, then proceeded to inform him of hurricanes and tsunamis. 


“A storm in the open waters?! You have to tell Tiamat
to add another moon!”


I rolled my eyes. “You can’t just add another moon to
Earth. That would cause panic and then someone, probably Russia, will send
missiles at it. Or bombs or something.”


“Bombs? At the moon?”


“I don’t know about astronomy any more than
astrology. I know psychology, ancient scripts, and paleontology. I’ll stick to
the ground and leave the space stuff to the Doctor, thank you. Last I checked,
the Earth was flat and the land was made up of a supercontinent called
Pangaea.” I may have been a bit more stubborn than usual on purpose. When
Mordon stopped to gape at me, I felt better. I loved stumping my friend with my
foreign culture; it kept him on his toes and off of mine. Astronomy really was
not my favorite science, but I respected it as a form of Earth science. 


Honestly, I didn’t want to know that the sun was
growing and would eventually burn the Earth. Duran was my home, but Earth was
my world. My life began on Earth. It was a fascinating and beautiful world,
like its goddess. 


“No, Dada!” Sammy demanded out of nowhere. 


It was a little too dark to see his expression;
however, his eyes, were glowing. “What’s wrong? We’re not arguing.”


“Dark. He comes in the dark.” I couldn’t see his
face, but I could hear his sniffles. “No hiding in the dark.”


“The demon could attack any minute,” Mordon agreed.
“Get on with your magic thing and let’s get out of here.”


I was about to get to work when Mordon and Sammy went
stiff. The air suddenly became dry and cold and started to crackle with energy.
“He’s back,” Sammy said, wiggling around in my arms. The air around us was
building pressure. 


I felt the moment the pressure snapped, but I
couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Mordon’s eyes were shifted and he was
looking around. I was about to put up an energy shield when Mordon pushed me
away. 


As his hand touched me, his fire burned into me and
everything became dull and shapeless except for Mordon and the air around him.
Mordon himself pulsed with white, orange, and dark blue light. I had no idea
what it was, but I could sense that it was a part of his soul. It must have
meant a good thing, because Mordon was a good person. 


The space around him was torn with a gaping tear,
inside of which was burning white light that felt like the most evil thing I
could imagine. When tendrils of light extended towards us, I rolled over to
cover Sammy.


From inside the crack, a clawed hand reached out,
wrapped around Mordon’s stomach, and pulled him into the light. The crack
closed and my eyes returned to normal. Mordon was gone and Sammy started crying.



“Dada, the monster got Mama,” he cried weakly. 


“We’ll get him back.”


Instead of healing Earth the gentle way, by
connecting with the other worlds and guiding my magic through the lands to heal
the tears, I pushed out my healing energy. I could feel the world’s confusion,
and even Divina’s, but I didn’t have time to do anything about it. There were
more important matters.


I flashed us to Duran, or more particularly, to
Edward. He and Divina sat at the table in Divina’s cabin. “The demon took
Mordon,” I said without a hello or anything.


Edward looked startled. “Took who?”


“Mordon. The demon reached out of the light and
pulled him in,” I said.


Divina groaned and put her face in her hands. Sammy
continued to cry.


“Who’s Mordon?” Edward asked, still looking confused.



“Dylan, the void is outside time and space. If he was
sucked into it without the protective measures, then he is now outside of time;
he was never in the universe. He was never born,” she tried to say it gently,
but something inside me refused to hear it anyway. 


“But I remember him.” 


“You have Iadnah energy. We can see the universe the
way it is, the way it was, and the way it was supposed to be. Mordon was
supposed to exist. Everything he ever did and everyone he ever helped is being
undone. Rojan as well.”


“What do I do?” I asked. When I faced Vretial three
years ago, it was always with the knowledge that both Divina and Edward had my
back and when my plan would fail, they would have a backup. 


From the moment we landed on Earth in the rain, I knew
Mordon was there for me. We could do anything, survive any attack. Now I had to
be there for him and I turned to Edward and Divina for help. Edward didn’t even
remember Mordon and when I looked into Divina’s eyes, I knew I was all Mordon
had.


She shook her head. “There is nothing you can do,
now. You would need a void guardian to open the void, and even then, you would
never find him. This isn’t the first time something like this has happened.
Even the gods hate the void.”


“If a demon can open the void, so can I. I’ll go
after him myself.” 


“You can’t!” she yelled. She looked more afraid than
I had ever seen her. “It’s horrible that everything he ever did was undone, but
if you were lost in the void, Vretial will return, all the damage from the
ripples will come back worse than ever, and everyone you ever helped, every
life you ever impacted---”


“Mordon is gone because of me. He was the best person
I ever knew, who would never do anything to hurt anyone. If I can’t save one damn
person in the whole universe, what good am I? The day I allow anyone to die is
the day I never should have been a Guardian.”


“It was never about our people. We created Guardians
to guard our worlds from intruders; to protect the books, not to protect the
people.”


I hesitated. “I don’t believe you. The other gods,
maybe, but you love humans.” 


“I created them. I haven’t loved everything I
created, but humans were right. They were one of my best successes. That
doesn’t mean I would risk your life for one of them. Mordon isn’t human,
either.”


“He is a person. He matters. Maybe you and the others
didn’t make the Guardians to protect every single person, but you didn’t
exactly make me a Guardian. I will save him.”


“So you’ll risk the lives of everyone else in the
universe?” she asked as I handed Sammy to her. She took him carefully. He
buried his face in her neck and continued to cry.


“If he had died, yes, I would. But what happened to
him was worse than death, so no. No one will die today. I will succeed. I will
not be risking anyone’s life, because there is no option of failure.”


“Wait. Wait a few months and then I can help you.” 


She was pleading with me now. A god, the woman who
would always get her way and do it with a wink, was pleading with me as if she did
not have the power to stop me… but she didn’t. Today, no one could stop me, not
even a god. 


Flashing is extremely difficult to describe, like
walking. There are so many components to walking, such as balance, that come
naturally. Unlike when I first learned to use nominal energy, there was no
drawing energy and clearing my mind. I thought of where I wanted to be or who I
wanted to find, and I wanted it. My magic felt my desire to be somewhere, found
that place, and pulled me there. While I didn’t know the specifics of it, I had
to assume it had something to do with the void. 


I pictured the cabin that had been my home for the
best two years of my life. I knew the scent of the woods, the sound of the
birds, the way the wind blew from the hot springs, and the feel of the smooth
wood of the porch railing. It wasn’t that I wanted to be at the cabin, more
that I wanted to be home, sort of like a self-induced home-sick. 


When the flash faded, I was standing on the porch
alone. I focused on Mordon this time. I thought of the sound of his voice, the
last time he made me laugh, the way he treated Sammy, and the mismatch of his
eyes. He existed. I didn’t care how many people forgot him. Mordon was not
gone. 


I needed to find Mordon. I had to save him. My magic
only gave me a desolate feeling; he couldn’t be found. But I would find him; I
had to. I tried to open the void, but I had no idea what it felt like. That was
my mistake; still trying to flash to Mordon while trying to open the void, I
felt when the lines were crossed. 


The flash lasted barely an instant and left the last
person in the whole universe that I expected to see…


 


*          *          *


 


Nila, boy king and High King of Dios, took one look
at me before becoming deathly pale. He made it to the end of the porch in time to
save the wood from his dinner. I ran inside and got him a glass of water. When
he was done emptying his stomach, he rinsed out his mouth and sat back against
the rails. 


“What did you do, Dylan?” he asked, breathing heavily
and clutching his stomach. I realized with a start that while he spoke in a
language I didn’t know, I understood. He must have felt as bad as he looked to
speak the Dios language, as he normally spoke English to me. 


I tried to remember how I felt arriving on Duran,
with the heavier gravity and more oxygen-rich air, but I had been terribly
injured that night. No one should have reacted the way Nila was. 


“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,” he groaned. 


“What is?”


“My void blood and the void universe is the same
thing. My presence destroys energy like the void does. If a wizard or Guardian
touches me, their energy is absorbed and destroyed until they let go. No magic
can affect me because the energy is consumed instantly. It is impossible that
you could bring me here.”


“Obviously not impossible. I’m sorry I brought you
here, it was an accident, but maybe you can help. I need to open the void.” He
opened his eyes to stare at me with shock. “I’m not trying to tear the universe
apart. Trust me, please.”


He nodded. “I trust you, Dylan, but I cannot help
you. I do not know how to open the void.”


“Do you remember Mordon?” I asked him. His
expression, pained as it was, told me he didn’t. “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?”


“If your friend was pulled into the void, he was
never born. Being misplaced in time is worse than being misplaced in space. If
you do anything, it creates a paradox and can instantly tear the universe to
shreds or worse. If you are very, very lucky, and he is very, very strong, his
soul will make it to the spirit world.”


“How is that a good thing?”


“Because the Land of the Dead is part of the
universe. If his soul makes it there before it is lost to the void, he can be
in peace. But the void is like poison to souls. Even if he makes it there, he
will still have no place in time.”


“Maybe I could find him there and bring him back.”


“There would not be enough time, even with your
Iadnah magic.”


“You know about that?” I asked. Before he could
speak, he moaned in pain and clutched his stomach. He was sweating profusely
and had a yellow tint to his skin. “Why are you suffering? How do I fix this?”
I grabbed his arm and tried to send my healing magic into him, but my magic
refused to respond. 


“Too many questions, Dylan. You ask questions you
have the answers to because you want different answers. Easier answers, and
there are none. This will not be easy. Many people will die today.”


“Nobody will die. Not today.”


“Are you stronger than death?” he asked me.


“Today I am.”


“Then you have the answers you need. Know the
resources you have.” 


He might have said more, because the young king that
I knew never spoke in riddles, but he passed out. I backed away from him and
tried to flash us back to Dios. If I could go with him, I could get him some
help. Nothing happened. 


Before I could try anything else, Divina appeared.
There was no flash or anything, she just appeared. “You are so stubborn,” she
accused. “I’m going to fix the damage you caused, then deal with you.” 


I was expecting more, but she grabbed Nila and they
both vanished. I don’t think Divina had ever been so angry with me. 


Assured that Nila would be fine with Divina’s care, I
focused on the little girl. Apparently I remembered her very well, or maybe I
just wanted it more than I thought, because I instantly flashed and appeared in
front of her. As rude as it was, I paid no attention to the room or even
greeted her properly. 


“I need help.” 


She was startled, but nodded. “What can I help you
with?”


“My friend was pulled into the void. I need to get
him back.”


“I will do what I can. But how did you do that? How
did you flash? You are not one of the gods,” she said. 


“I agree. I just figured it out on my own,” I said.
She gave me a confused and worried frown. Her words came back to me and I got
it. “You haven’t met me yet, have you?” She shook her head. “Well, my best
friend and I are working on healing the worlds from damage caused by a god
being killed. We helped you, you helped us. Mordon was pulled into the void,
and now nobody remembers him. I need help.”


“I lack a lot of control and sophistication over my
power. I think we should wait until we are on solid ground,” she said
hesitantly. 


I finally took in my surroundings and realized we
were in a small cabin on a ship. There was a minor window, but it was pitch
black outside, so the only light was provided by a candle on the tiny table. 


“You didn’t realize you were over water, did you?”
she asked.


“More important things on my mind. I can’t wait that
long. We have to do it now.”


“Why now?”


“Because no one even remembers him. Please.” 


After a few seconds of considering, she nodded and
held out her hand for me. I took her hand and the air crackled. My magic
reacted instantly by sending an electrical current towards the perceived
threat. She yelped and pulled away, but only for a second. I was able to pull
my mercurial energy back inside before she took my hand again. The air
crackled, more violently this time. 


“Remember your friend. Concentrate on him and nothing
else,” she said. When there was a break in the pressure, when the room lit with
the vicious light of the void, I looked into the light and called to him. All I
saw was the light, though. There was no response, no Mordon.


Then everything pretty much blew up. The ship
collided with something strong enough to knock us both off our feet. The light
grew brighter for an instant before collapsing, taking the light of the candle
with it. Before I could do anything, the room lit up, but I was no longer on
the ship; I was lying in Divina’s cabin. 


She stood over me with Sammy in her arms. I climbed
to my feet and knew I was in trouble when she glared at me. She slapped me.
“You stupid idiot. Are you trying to die?!” She was controlling herself,
probably because of Sammy. 


“I’m sorry I wasn’t careful, but I have to---”


“Stop talking! Just stop! He’s not the most important
person in the universe!” she yelled. 


“He’s a person, and that is enough.”


“It isn’t anymore. Stay in here until I can look at
you without hitting you again.” 


She walked out the front door and slammed it behind
her and Sammy. I could hear and feel the energy field close over the cabin. I
tried to flash back to Earth, but I was completely blocked. I sat down to think
for a bit, all the while knowing that I was wasting… time? Was time the issue
in this case? Nila had said I would not be fast enough.


The door opened, but it was Edward, not Divina who
walked in. Sitting on the floor in despair probably didn’t help me appear
confident… I just put my face in my hands. “She’s trying to protect you,”
Edward said. “Since she met you, she has been trying every day to protect you.”


“This isn’t about me, or who I am, or what I’m
supposed to do. This isn’t about magic, or destiny, or demons. I’m the only one
Mordon has right now and she’s not letting me save him. I love her, but she is
making a mistake. If I can’t save Mordon, I will never trust Divina again.”


He hesitated, then kneeled on the floor in front of
me. “You never asked me how I met Divina.”


I looked at him. “I always got the impression it was
a bit of a secret between you two.”


He scoffed. “You look so like your father that I
expect you to act like him. Then you say something like that. Your father would
never let a secret go.” He ruffled my hair. “I’m glad you’re not so much like
him. And you’re right; it is kind of a secret. The point is…I knew she kept
secrets, but I trusted her. I always trusted her. But something changed. When
she absorbed Vretial’s power and lost her mind… I know she recovered, but she
isn’t the same. There’s something about her that makes me hesitant.”


“I know,” I said. He gave me a doubtful look, but I
smirked. “I can feel it; there’s something a little sinister about the look in
her eye sometimes. Still, I love her, whether it’s good for me or not.”


He stood. “Just be careful.” He left and shut the
door quietly behind him. 


I listened for the sound of his steps walking away.
There had to be a way to get out, to get to Mordon. I could ask one of the gods
for help, possibly Madus.


As I sat pondering my options, or lack of, I felt
something pulling me. It wasn’t a physical pull, but it was definitely pulling
something inside me. The world around me melted and reformed in a bright white
room. I was beginning to hate the color white. 


Regivus stood glaring at me, not managing to induce
the same amount of fear as Divina had with the same glare. Or maybe I was just
done being afraid.


“After watching you and listening to my brothers, I
have decided to allow you access to Enep in order to heal the damage you and
Tiamat have caused,” he said in Enochian. His tone was meant to make me feel
that I owed him and he was doing me a favor by allowing me to heal his world. 


“No thanks. I’m busy,” I said in English. He looked
startled; he must not have been watching me that closely.


“Your mission is to heal the worlds. Enep is one of
the worlds you need to heal,” he said as if talking to a slow child. 


I really didn’t care what he thought at this point.
“I have a new mission that comes first.” His blank stare told me he really had
no idea what I was doing. “My best friend was attacked by the demon and pulled
into the void. I will save him before anything else.”


“The dragon child? You would risk the people of my
world for one person?” he asked, not actually with disapproval. 


I think I had him confused at this point. With
enemies and children, it was best to keep them as confused as possible at all
times. Regivus was not my enemy or concern at the moment, though, and I had no
interest in battling wits with the god.


“Mordon was not just killed, he was never born. He’s
my best friend, the best person I know, and basically a brother to me for the
last three years, and no one even remembers him. To die is horrible, but to
never have lived is unacceptable. To not even be remembered is unacceptable. I
will save him, and I will do it before I help anyone else.”


“People of my world are being taken from time as
well,” he argued.


“And I will help them, but after Mordon. That demon
has taken someone I care about and I will not let anyone get in my way, not
even you. The demon will die. If you can’t help me, then don’t bother me. I am
officially off the call list until I destroy that demon as painfully as
possible and get my friend back.” 


“The demon can easily kill you.”


“Not anymore. I will make him regret ever coming
after us. When I’m done with him, he will cower with fear in the smallest
corner in the universe. My name will be his nightmare, and the nightmare of
anyone else who messes with my friends or stands in my way.”


“I was told by several of my brothers that you were
extremely peaceful and would never refuse to assist anyone. It is against
Noquodi nature to refuse to help people.”


“Not when it comes to my family. A member of my
family has been attacked and all bets are off. I will hunt down, fight, and
kill anyone who comes after my friends or family. It doesn’t matter who is more
powerful than whom because I am more angry than I have ever been and nothing
will stop me.”  


Regivus was a powerful god who probably always got
what he wanted. I could imagine he was a leader to his siblings and was hardly
ever denied. He could do anything he wanted to me as powerful as he was; he could
kill me, force me to obey, or even strip my magic away. The gods could control
minds.


But not today. Not now, not before I could save
Mordon. The gods could wait, but Mordon couldn’t.


“In order to save your friend, you would have to open
a way to the void. It would be extremely difficult and dangerous,” he said, his
voice just a little softer. “Does your goddess approve of your priorities?” 


“No, she doesn’t. I’m currently grounded in her
house.”


He laughed. “She is trying to protect you even from
yourself.”


“Yeah, she’s trying to protect me, Edward is trying
to protect me, and Mordon wouldn’t even be in this mess if he didn’t protect
me, but no one else is trying to protect him. No one remembers him, so even his
father isn’t trying to protect him, if the poor bastard is even still alive. I
know Mordon has saved his father’s life several times. He only has me on his
side now, and I have no idea how to help him. I don’t know how to open the
void.”


“Then Madus was right about you. I will show you how
to open the void, but the consequences of your actions are your own. If you
have the abilities of a god, you have the responsibility to use it wisely.
Otherwise, we will destroy you as you had Vretial.”


“Understood.”


He advanced until he stood inches from me and put his
cold hand on my forehead. His presence was overwhelming, causing shivers down
my spine, but I couldn’t let that deter me. Before I could ask what he was
doing, I was distracted by an unfamiliar sensation. It wasn’t memories, images,
or even energy that the god sent me. I could abruptly feel the void, and I
could see why the gods were wary of it. 


The void was truly outside the universe, outside time
and space, but things could live in it. The place the dead went was like an
inside-out bubble. It was a bubble of the universe in the middle of nothing,
and there were other bubbles, too. None of these bits of universe were
possible; none of them made any sense.


The gods didn’t really even understand the void,
since it existed before the universe did. While the universe that we knew grew,
the void was infinite and all-consuming. It wasn’t necessarily an evil thing,
just something that should never be in contact with the universe or anyone in
it. And with my magic, I could tear open a way into the void. 


I could feel it from a god’s perspective. When I
transported Mordon, Sammy, and myself from Dios to Vaigda, I had created a
protective bubble and tore through the void without realizing what I was really
doing. Now I knew exactly what my magic had to do. But the ability to tear
through the universe wasn’t all I was shown… Regivus showed me how to bend time
and space itself. 


Whereas I was running on instinct before, I could now
control my magic. It took a few moments for me to absorb what I learned, but
Regivus waited patiently for my attention. “You are at a turning point in your
life, and the Iadnah have a decision to make. We could help you and train you
and keep you from becoming our enemy, or we could let you stand with your
goddess behind you and keep getting more and more dangerous with no direction.
I am taking a leap of faith in my sister and in you. Prepare yourself. Now go
and save your friend so you can get back here and heal Enep.”


“Thank you.” 


I wasn’t actually somewhere new; my body was still in
Divina’s cabin. It was my soul, part of my soul, or my consciousness that met
with the god. When Regivus let me go, I simply woke up… but I was learning. 


“I will kill him,” Divina growled. She stood at the
door, still with Sammy in her arms. He wasn’t crying anymore at least. “He had
no right.”


“He helped me,” I said, getting to my feet.


“He helped you commit suicide.”


“You have no faith that I can do this?”


“No,” she answered. Even as she opened her mouth to
continue, I had heard enough. I flashed out, breaking her shield without a
second thought. 


The one place I could think of that wasn’t on Earth
or Duran was Dios, but midway through my traveling, I felt Regivus pulling me
somewhere else. Seeing as how he had just helped me, I let him. Unfortunately,
the landing was horrible. 


I hit the ground hard and gravel fell on top of me. I
was sort of dazed and confused even as I was being unburied. “Welcome to Enep,”
Samorde said. “Regivus figured you would have better luck opening the void on a
world that you had not yet healed. The barriers are weaker here.” 


“I will thank him when I see him again,” I said.


“I am sorry; I do not speak that language,” he said
hesitantly. 


I hadn’t even thought about what language to use.
Whatever language he spoke sounded like a good choice, so I repeated myself in
a language I could understand and speak, but had never learned. 


“Let me show you to a room where you can safely open
the void.” 


We were underground, but the world felt different
than Dios. For one thing, the gravity was comparable to Duran’s. It also looked
less civilized, at least where we were; the tunnels were smaller and unlit.
Samorde guided the way with a basic torch. 


Nominal energy swirled through me, curious about the
stranger. I let my Iadnah energy respond gently. It was a very timid planet,
full of docile, wounded people. Even worse was the wounds inflicted by the
ripples in the universe. It was like walking through the ICU at the hospital,
knowing that strangers just a few feet from you were dying and leaving loved
ones alone in the world. It felt wrong, even disrespectful to speak or make
noise among those suffering. 


Samorde opened a heavy wooden door that seemed as if
it had appeared out of nowhere. Inside was a place of meditation and magic,
where small candles were placed strategically in the room and the floor was
marked with circles and symbols. Several cushions lay against the dark walls.
“I will guard the door from outside and make sure you are not disturbed. If the
demon escapes, please scream loudly so that I can run away.” With that parting,
he left me alone. 


It took a moment to calm down enough to really
concentrate. I focused on the void, the emptiness of it, the impression that
Regivus had shown me. The nominal energy cleared away as if afraid of my
thoughts, but I could feel the damage all around me. It was against Noquodi
nature to allow anyone to suffer… it was against my nature to hurt anyone.


I reached into the worst wound I could find within
the immediate area and tore at it. The light filled the room slowly, right in
front of me, while the air stilled and grew cold. When the void was open enough
to form a door, the light spread apart. 


I gasped in shock from what I saw. 









Chapter 15


Mordon


 


With my eyes shifted, I could see the crack opening just in time to
push Dylan out of the way. Unfortunately, I wasn’t expecting the demon to reach
out and grab me. As I felt the burning claws sink into my skin, I couldn’t
regret anything.


Over the stabbing pain, over the blinding white
emptiness, over the loss of any conscious thought, I heard Sammy calling for
me.


 


*          *          *


 


I came aware in a room I was intimately familiar
with; my bed chambers at my father’s estate. However, I wasn’t alone. My father
sat on my bed, gazing at the picture of my mother that I had always kept on my
bedside table. When I packed to leave, that was the only one I left behind
because she looked so sad in the picture. It was the same expression my father
had on his face.


He didn’t see me there, though he should have. Before
I could say anything, the door opened and my father’s advisor walked in.
“Rojio, I have told you a hundred times to knock before coming into my room!” I
scolded on reflex. Many times I thought he was trying to catch me doing
something disgraceful and possibly traitorous. 


He didn’t look at me or even show any sign he heard
me. “Sir, Sujike-mor has arrived.”


“What is Sujike-mor doing here?” I asked. Sujike-mor
owned a fair-sized kingdom not far from my father’s and had a habit of being
the bane of my existence. Countless spies and assassins sent by him were caught
by me, and several wars were prevented. My father was a ruthless ruler, but
Sujike-mor was a worthless one. Again, neither of them heard me. 


“Did he say anything about Mordon?” my father asked. 


“He does not know your son has left. He is still
making his threats.”


My father sighed, looking more drained and tired than
I had ever seen him. “Good. The longer we have before they go after him, the
better.”


“Your son should be helping you ward off this
attack.” 


I never saw Rojio look so worried before.


“What attack?” I asked. I knew they couldn’t hear me;
I was pretty much talking to myself. Why can they not hear me? I was told my
father was injured and he looks healthy enough to me.


This appears to be on the brink of the attack that
caused his injury, Rojan answered me.


Regardless of my father’s disappointment in me, I
cared about him and wanted him to live. I never doubted the story that my
father had overstepped his boundaries and moved in on the wrong people, but
that was not why I refused to return to help him. 


I was afraid. 


My father was a strong and sensible king once, I was
told, before my mother died. But the man I knew was ruthless and sometimes
careless. He trusted the wrong people and challenged those who were stronger.
He needed someone there to protect him, to stop him from making foolish
decisions. I was not that person. 


My father was ashamed of me, but would do everything
in his power to make sure I was king when he retired. I had always wanted him
to be proud of me, but somewhere along the way, deep down inside, I must have
given up. I could never be king, not even to make him proud, not even to
protect him from his enemies and himself.


So this is before it happened? But I thought my
father was the one who attacked someone else. I didn’t know Sujike-mor was
involved. Can we stop this?


It has already happened. This is only a memory of
time as it fades from the universe. 


“This is not his fight, and Sujike-mor should never
have gone after him.”


“Sujike-mor is trying to force you to uphold your
contract.”


“The contract is invalid. That deal was struck before
Mordon was born and had nothing to do with him.”


“Mordon may be distrustful and rebellious, but if you
told him of the situation you have been put in---”


“Then he would agree to it, I know. And I would rather
send him away and let him make his own way in life than guilt him into an
arrangement made for someone else. Anget would have been happy, but Mordon is
too… he has always wanted to make his own way in life. He would prefer to make
a bad decision and suffer the consequences than allow anyone else to make it
for him.”


“You are his father; it is your call to make.”


“I would hardly be his father if I did not want him
to be happy.”


“When he was a child, you only wanted him to be
alive. You would have sacrificed his happiness for his health.”


“And in that time I had my son to make me happy, but
it never took away the pain of what I lost. I realized that life may not be
worth it without happiness.”


“He would be a king.”


“He never wanted that, either. I blame Rojan for
that,” he said. 


I felt a gentle pressure on my shoulder and turned to
look, only to find myself alone in a hallway. By the painting on the wall, I
instantly knew where I was. Movement caught my eye and I looked at the little
end table against the wall. I never knew why anyone put that table there, and
many people have tripped over it or hit it, but no one actually moved it. 


Sitting underneath it, chewing on one of the legs,
was a little boy. Only about two, the boy nibbled on the wood with enthusiasm,
while staring right at me. I couldn’t breathe. 


The small child had one blue eye and one purple; I
was looking at myself. 


Fearing a paradox, I ran. The one place I would never
find myself is my father’s study, so that was exactly where I went. I threw
open the door, startling my father and Rojio. They both stared at the door, but
neither could see me. 


How can I open the door if I’m not really here?


“Shut the door and lock it,” my father whispered.
Rojio did so as my father lit the lantern on his desk. Both of them looked much
younger, but that actually made sense when I just saw a two-year-old me. “What
was that behavior at breakfast?”


“The dragons, sir. They have sent a… message. They
want you to bring Mordon to their clutch.”


My father glared. “Absolutely not! That is breaking
their end of the deal!”


“Not unless they come into your kingdom. Actually
contacting the child is not against the agreement. They seem to want to know
how much he resembles Rojan.”


My father took a small statue off his desk and threw
it at the wall in anger. My father’s strength in his reign was his ability to
keep his calm. Even when he fought for more power, when he faced down his
enemies, and when he made irrational decisions in his quest for power, he was
always calm. He knew he would get his way and never let anyone rile him. 


Rojan, what is going on? How do they know you?


“You tell the dragons to stay away from my son or I
will kill them all. He is sago! My son will have nothing to do with them!”


“Yesterday, Mordon grabbed a pan off of the cooker
with his bare hands. Nothing burns him. Last week, he bit the nurse when she
tried to give him inoculations, and he left fang marks. You need to face what
he is.”


“He is sago. If he ever believes otherwise, I will
kill every last dragon on Duran, as well as the person who put those thoughts
in his head.” The threat was evident, but Rojio was used to my father’s abuse. 


“I have seen paintings of Rojan. If the dragons see
Mordon, they will know it is him.”


“I will make sure they never do. Now, go and get my
son. You will probably find him chewing on a table leg somewhere.”


“The future king of Mokii chews on wood.”


“Never scoff at my child. I will beat every drop of
peculiar behavior out of him. He will be a proper and happy king when I get
done with him. And if he starts sniffing things again, lock him in the
dungeon.”


When Rojio passed me to leave, I felt a pressure on
my shoulder, but I didn’t look. I watched my father until I knew the pressure
was a hand. I turned, expecting to see nothing. Standing very close to me was a
young woman, maybe a couple of years younger than me, but the light barely
reached her, so I couldn’t make her out very well. She put her fingers to her
lips and shushed me. 


I turned to look at my father, but we had changed
locations again. I was in a sunroom of all places. Funny; we didn’t have a
sunroom at the estate. More importantly was that while my father was there, he
wasn’t talking with Rojio. Sitting in a chair next to him was a woman I had
never met, but whose face I would never mistake. 


My mother sat there curled up on the chair as if
without a care in the world. “What do you think?” she asked. Her eyes were the
same purple as one of mine and her hair was light brown and flowed over her
shoulders to her lap. 


My father reached over and rubbed her stomach gently.
“Mordon is a great name, unless it is a girl,” he said. 


She laughed at his response. It was gentle and
sincere, like a mother should laugh. I choked. This was my mother, still alive,
who would die in childbirth. From her slim waist, I knew she was months off,
and the only thing that ran through my mind was to stop her. 


You will do nothing of the sort, Rojan growled
at me. 


“He will be a boy. He will be brilliant, brave, and
loved by many.” Her smile dimmed and faded to a frown. She looked at my father
as if he could make her fears go away. “I still cannot see myself in his
future.”


He took her hand. “Sujike has promised to help us.
You will make it. If I had any doubt, I would find a way, even at the expense
of the baby.”


She ripped her hand out of his. “Never. You must
promise me now that even if you had a chance to save me, you would never risk
our child.” 


There were footsteps from outside, running towards
the door. 


I was standing in the forest, not far behind the
castle grounds. The harsh panting of a little boy and his stumbling steps were
the only sound. It was winter and dead leaves littered the ground, but there
was no snow or ice, since Mokii was a fairly warm climate. Oddly, I felt disconnected
and unaffected by the cold.


Once again, I knew as the boy ran passed me that he
was a younger version of myself. He looked about four, and he didn’t see me.
When the castle bells blared, I followed him, for I didn’t remember this and
wanted to know what happened.


The child tripped and hit the ground hard. He rolled
over onto his side, curled in on himself, and shivered violently. I could hear
the guards searching the woods in the distance. Part of me wanted them to find
him and make him warm, part of me wanted them to leave him in peace. 


Having been in this child’s place, I wasn’t expecting
the massive dragon that swooped down on him. Blood, the same dragon I had met
in the Aradlin forest, landed with a quiet grace from his hiding spot in the
trees. His tail whipped with agitation as he watched for the guards that were
getting closer. He sniffed the child cautiously. The much younger me looked up
and reached his hand out to pet the dragon, still violently shivering. This
felt so familiar, but I was obviously too young to have remembered the details.
When a shout was made that the boy’s tracks were spotted, Blood covered the
child with his great wings and laid low to the ground, becoming completely
still. 


The guards, some familiar, some not, passed around
the dragon as if they couldn’t see the huge beast. When they were gone, Blood
folded his wing against his back and there were scorch marks on the ground.
“Thank you,” the boy said. “What is your name?”


The dragon made a huffing noise. 


“That is a funny name.”


In the blink of an eye, it was dark and we were in a
cave. A fire was lit and the boy was telling the dragon about life as a prince
from the eyes of a four-year-old. The poor dragon must have been bored out of
his mind. I guess I had to be thankful Blood didn’t eat me. 


“I should go now. My father will be very angry that
I’m gone,” the boy said, standing up. The dragon stood too, and huffed. The boy
smiled. “I can’t go with you, I have to go home. My father needs me. I will
come back in a few days.”


The cave changed with a flicker. Instead of a
four-year-old me, I was facing another boy who looked about seven, and a woman.
The woman was gorgeous. She wore a long, willowy, dark green dress. Her hair
was dark, blood red that lightened to fiery yellow underneath and towards her
face. Her eyes were forest green, and her skin was fair. The glare she gave the
boy greatly diminished her beauty. 


The boy looked nothing like her; he had shaggy black
hair to his chin and his eyes were vibrant blue. He looked very similar to me
at that age, but he had single-colored eyes, his skin tone was a bit darker,
and his facial structure was different. The light green tunic he wore over
brown pants was charred and covered in dirt. He wore one dark brown boot, and
his other foot, bare and scraped, was tucked discretely under the other. The
boy sat on his knees in front of the woman and tried to look contrite, but was
failing.


“You escaped your sister again,” the woman said. I
felt Rojan cringe. 


Is that kid you? I asked him. He didn’t
answer, but I could feel his thoughts that, yes, this was Rojan as a little
kid, in his person form. I guess I wasn’t the only one who got to suffer
flashbacks.


“She was not teaching me anything important,” the
young Rojan said. 


“Manners are important! All of our people will look
to you for guidance as they do your father, and you will not disgrace him with
your insurgent ways.” 


“Mother, I only went flying. How is that rebelling
against Father?” 


“You knew you had to be at the ceremony this morning
after your lessons and you missed it on purpose.”


“I did, but no one wants to be at the ceremonies. The
other dragons say they are outdated and theatrical. Marnd said that when he
grows up, he will get rid of the ceremonies.”


“You are to never speak with that boy again; he is a
bad influence on you. He will never have the right to ban the ceremonies.
Dragons have nothing if not our tradition, and the ceremonies are an important
tradition. You will understand them when you are older, like your sister.”


Dragon clutches are extremely protective of each
other, Rojan supplied. If someone messes with one of the children, the
entire clutch will fight to the death to defend them. However, when the child
grows up, they lose all family bonds with their parents and siblings. 


My sister never had that protective instinct. She
has attempted to kill me many times by this age, and my mother was stubbornly
oblivious. If I were less strong, less fast, less powerful, I would have been
dead.


These were the days where dragons were well-known
on Duran, when we were free. All of the dragons except for me, that is. I had
to obey the promises made by my parents, just because of my blood. If it were
not for my exceptional skills, I would have thought I was from another family.
Where my sister and my parents loved the life of luxury, class, and tradition,
I wanted to fly. 


I wanted to dive from cliffs and feel the wind in
my wings until I came so close to the water that I could feel the mist from the
waves that crashed against the rocks. Then I would pull up at the last possible
second so that only the tips of my wings would scale the water and soar
straight up towards the moon. When no one was around I would breathe not fire,
but lightning, just because I was the only one who could do it. I would fly in
the daytime, when the clouds were scattered and change my scales in time to
perfectly match the blue sky and the gray clouds. At night, I would disappear
in the dark and practice my lightning over cities. 


As he spoke, more to himself than to me, I recognized
the feelings that crossed his mind from the memories. The feeling of being
free… completely and utterly free. I understood in that moment how much I had
in common with Rojan.


I was suddenly standing in a cave well-lit by the
fires all along the edge of the room. The warmth and flickering flames made it
feel extremely cozy, but the sound of the crying girl broke my heart. I did not
know the sound, but I recognized it. The cutest little girl in the entire
universe ran into the room and flung herself down on a pile of furs. 


Following quickly behind was a man, tall and
imposing, but not obscenely muscular. His hair was black and his eyes were
deep, ice blue… Eyes that matched my blue eye… He sat beside the girl and
rubbed her back. “Why are you crying, Ueme?” I may not have known the girl’s
crying voice, but I knew his. 


I was looking at Rojan, as an adult, in sago form,
and by the pain I could feel from Rojan inside me, I could guess this was his
daughter. God, she was adorable. She had hair the color of dark blood, but her
eyes were blue, matching her father’s. 


“Ohonu. She said that her father was killed. She said
that hunters wanted to kill dragons and use our blood for dark magic!”


“Hunters will never make it into our clutch, child.
Quiet, now, and sleep. Your mother and I are always watching.”


“But Regar is still not home! What if the hunters got
him?”


“Your brother is fine, just out exploring. He will be
back in a few days.” Even as he spoke, I could feel the truth. Rojan, the one
sitting next to the child, was worried. The Rojan inside me was devastated. 


Where is your son? I asked him. In this
moment, while you tell your daughter that her brother is exploring, where is
he?


I found him the next day. The hunters had trapped
him and drained him of his blood and left his body in the forest. They killed my
son.


Who did?


Sujike and his family. 


I’m sorry for your loss, I thought, knowing
there was nothing I could say to help him over his pain. This was a memory; it
had already happened. Rojan knew this, but he wanted so badly to try and save
his son. I could feel his love for both of his children as if it were my own.


I made him regret it. Unfortunately, and
fortunately, the universe is a tangled web. It was his wife who killed my son,
so I killed her. I would never have killed their child, even as he was being
raised to hunt my kind. You will hate me when you know the truth, he
warned.


We are in this together, so I will get over it.
What happened?


 


*          *          *


 


I was suddenly standing in the sun room again. Next
to me was the woman who had appeared in my father’s study, and she was studying
the people in the room closely. Sitting in the same chair as before was my
mother with no signs of pregnancy. My father stood beside her, comforting her
as she cried and glaring at a much younger version of our family doctor. 


“You cannot be sure,” my father insisted.


“I am certain. Even she knew it; that is why she came
to me.”


“What’s happening?” I asked the woman, expecting her
to ignore me.


“She had a vision that she would die in childbirth,
so she went to Mokomo and he confirmed it. She has been very sick for a long
time,” she said. 


Her voice was soft and sounded very similar to my
mother’s. I studied her face now that it was light enough to see her and
marveled. This had to be my mother when she was barely an adult. 


“There is a very good possibility I can save her if
we start treatments now. However, she will definitely lose the child.”


“Do it,” my father demanded even as she screamed over
him. Her words were jumbled with tears, but she was obviously fighting for my
life.


“Even if you could survive long enough to deliver,
the unborn child will not.”


“He will; I can see it!”


“It is impossible. I’m sorry, but your only option is
to accept treatment and survive,” Mokomo argued. 


“You are wrong.” 


With ease and familiarity, as if entitled as my
father, Sujike-mor entered the room. When my father moved towards him, I
thought it was to attack. Instead, my father hugged him and my jaw just about
hit the floor. 


“I know a way to save both her and the baby,”
Sujike-mor said. 


“How?” Mokomo asked. My mother started to get out of
her seat, but Sujike-mor waved her back down. 


“You stay put and relax, Lidin. Stress is bad for the
pregnancy. I know a treatment that would make give you both the strength to
survive the illness. I am afraid that if I told you what it is, you would
refuse to use it.”


“What would be so horrible to make me give up my wife
and child’s life?” my father asked.


“Not you. I know where your priorities lie. However,
Lidin loves the dragons.”


“You want to use their blood,” my mother concluded,
horrified. It made me feel sick inside as well. “That is disgusting. To kill
such a magnificent creature…”


“It is either a dragon, or your baby. The doctor is
correct that while you may come to term, your baby will not survive the birth
without the blood of a dragon. I can find an old dragon that has lived his
life. Dragons treasure offspring; one may even volunteer his life to save an
unborn child. But there is a cost for this treatment.”


My father looked taken back. “If you need money, you
only have to ask.”


“It is not money I need. My wife has become very
demanding about finding a wife for our son. I want to merge our families now
that my son and Anget are old enough to marry,” he said.


My father and mother looked at each other.


“Who is Anget?” I asked the young woman beside me.
“And since when did Sujike-mor have a son?” 


The room dimmed and I was standing in Sujike-mor’s
main throne room. I knew the place because I had dragged several of his spies
back here. Despite his sneaky and manipulative attempts to disgrace my father,
steal his land and money, and sometimes kill him, Sujike-mor had always shown
politeness to me. 


I knew the king once had a wife that had died, but I
had no idea it had anything to do with dragons. A woman dressed in royal
clothes managed to appear immaculate even as she carried a bag in her arm.
Sujike-mor looked at the sack, horrified.


“What is that?”


“The only dragon I could find.” She opened the sack
and I fell to my knees. Inside was a tiny boy, only a couple of years older
than Sammy, and his head was covered in blood. That was Rojan’s baby, but I
felt Rojan’s pain as if he were mine. 


“You killed a baby dragon? You were supposed to find
an old one!”


“They are difficult enough to find. Who cares whether
it is a little one or a big one? They are all vermin.”


“We only hunt the adults. Kill an adult, and we will
wipe them out. Kill a child dragon and every single dragon in the world will
target us! You fool! Take the dragon to the lab and test his blood.”


Everything became black before my eyes adjusted. We
were in a dismal room that was something between a dungeon and a medical lab.
Sujike-mor stood over a microscope with his wife cowering against the wall. 


“This will never do. The child’s blood is not
powerful enough.” He glared at his wife until she looked down in shame. “Young
dragons are not allowed too far from their clutch. Go back to where you found the
child and find the mother. Kill her and bring the body back. If you fail, I
will make sure our son knows just how much of a failure you are.”


“You want me to fight a fully grown dragon on my
own?” 


“I demand it. Get out of here and do not come back
until you have the dragon’s mother.”


Everything grew black and the air became warm. He
sent his wife to kill mine. I was out hunting for the murderer of my son,
leaving my mate and daughter unprotected. After tracking her scent back to
Sujike’s home, I returned to my clutch to find my mate of a hundred and twenty
years dead and my daughter screaming, covered in her blood. I caught Sujike’s
wife before she made it back to her husband and took revenge. Then I buried my
mate and son. I was content in the death of the woman who killed them; I would
never have gone after Sujike or his son. That was my mistake.


When the light returned, I was standing on the
balcony of a guest room in my father’s estate, and so were the young woman and
a man I had never met. He looked familiar, though, as if I had seen a painting
of him before, but now he appeared to be in emotional agony. The woman could
not see me this time. 


“What has you so upset that you came to me in the
middle of the night? The night before our wedding even?”


“My mother was killed.”


“By who?” she asked, horrified.


“By a dragon. The dragon that lives in the mountain
by the red lakes. He killed her!” 


He was devastated by his mother’s death, and I could
feel Rojan’s misery at being the cause of the man’s pain. She killed your
son. You should feel no regret for killing her.


He is not the only one I left motherless.


“Rojan? But he never leaves the mountains. Why did
your mother go to the mountains?” the woman asked. 


“The cure. She needed the dragon’s blood to cure your
mother’s illness. Now my father cannot help her and she will die, too.”


“Wait, her mother?” I asked. They couldn’t hear me,
but I didn’t really care at that point. “Whose mother?!”


Did your father tell you that you were an only
child? Rojan asked me.


Yes. My mother had too much trouble with
miscarriages and I was the only one that made it.


Your father lied, Rojan growled. 


“I need you to help me. Together we can kill Rojan
and bring back his blood to save your mother and brother,” the man said. Rojan
and I both knew he wasn’t being brave to save my mother, he just wanted
vengeance. When the woman, my sister, hesitated, he grabbed her by her
shoulders. “Anget, we can save your mother! You have to help me do it.”


She nodded. “But Rojan leads all of the dragons on
the land. If he is killed, other dragons would come after us.”


“My family is not the only family that hunts dragons
to keep their population down.” He pulled her into his arms. “We can save your
mother and your baby brother.”


Where is your daughter? I whispered to Rojan. They’re
going to find your cavern. Where is your daughter?


At home sleeping, he said. 


The room darkened and I could feel the heat of
Rojan’s home. “No!” I yelled out loud. “I don’t want to see her die! Please
don’t make me watch this!” Rojan may or may not have been controlling what we
saw, so I could only wish with all I had that I wouldn’t be able to see Rojan’s
daughter dead like I had seen his son. I may not know those children, but I
could feel Rojan’s love for them as if the feelings were mine.


The heat vanished, but it remained dark. 


Sujike found his wife dead and told his son, then
returned to hunt me down. I was packing up my cave to move my daughter and me
to the desert where we would be safe. I am the oldest dragon I know, with the
most powerful bloodline, so other dragons looked to me for leadership. I only
ever wanted to live in peace with my mate and children. 


Sujike cornered me and tried to fight me. I led
him into the woods where my daughter would not get in the way and I let him
take his frustrations out at me. When he realized I was so much stronger than
him, he retreated. 


Sujike’s son and your sister did find my cave.
When they found me absent, they killed my daughter, but not before she could
inflict mortal wounds on them. I found all three of them dead. 


He finally stopped talking, possibly because I
couldn’t breathe. My misery was so potent it was a wonder I didn’t just die. I
was the reason Rojan, his children, his mate, my sister, Sujike’s family, and
my own mother were dead. If it weren’t for me, my mother could have been
treated by her doctor and Sujike wouldn’t have needed the dragon blood. 


Never think that. Your mother put you first, but
Sujike and his family hunted dragons for sport. This would have happened even
if your mother did not need my blood; she was just an excuse for him. It was
more my fault that your mother and sister were dead than yours. For my part in
their death, I am sorry, but words are all I have left to give you.


The last part was a bit cryptic, but that could be
expected coming from an ancient dragon. You have no fault at all for my
mother’s death, or my sister’s. But how did I survive when nobody got the
blood? 


Light returned and we were in my father’s bedroom. My
mother was in bed, heavily pregnant and my father sat next to her. They were
both crying.


“He just explained to her that I was dead and she
would not be getting the treatment she needed to save you,” Anget said. 


I didn’t have to turn to know she was behind me. I
did turn, though, because I was still in awe that I had a sister, and I had to
check to make sure she was still real. “How are you here if you died?” I asked her.



She smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. “Because you
are in the Land of the Dead.”


My mother screamed with pain in between short,
gasping breaths and held my father’s hand as he yelled for Mokomo, who burst in
with his medical supplies. I turned away; I didn’t want to see my own birth. 


For what seemed like forever, she screamed and cried
and it was truly the most horrific thing I ever had to sit through. I heard my
mother begging my father not to let her baby die and wiped tears from my eyes
when her screams ended. 


There was no baby crying. My father begged my mother
to open her eyes and the servants were scrambling around in despair… and there
was no baby crying. After a while, the doctor removed my mother from the room
and my father sat on the bed, ignoring everyone else. I had been staring out of
the window for hours, listening to the world come crashing down around me. 


Why did I have to see this? Why did my life have to
cause so much pain? Why couldn’t she have taken the treatment and lived?


“Never, ever think that.”


I thought it was Rojan, so it took me a moment to
respond. When it suddenly clicked in my head that it was a woman speaking, I
turned to see my mother, looking at me for the first time in my life. 


“It was not the first time; I saw them take you away
before my eyes closed for good,” she said. I couldn’t move from the window
seat; I was frozen absolutely still. When she moved towards me and put her arms
around me, I expected her to be cold and hard like a corpse… but she was soft
and warm and I could hear a heartbeat beneath her skin. “This is the Land of
the Dead, but it is sometimes difficult to remember that I died.”


“Because of me.”


“No, my baby, not because of you. I made a decision.
I knew I would die, but I also knew your father would save you. Nothing could
have saved me, but there was a chance you, and I made that choice. I will never
regret it. I knew before you were born what kind of man you would grow up to
be. You have already changed so many lives for the better and you are just
getting started.”


“Not now that I am here,” I argued. At least I would
have my mother and sister, but I felt like I was letting Dylan and Sammy down.
I would have my time when I died to be with my family, but Dylan was family
too, and he needed my help. I had to get back to him. 


My father suddenly got up and pushed all of the
servants out of the room. In his arms I could see a newborn baby, never opening
his eyes, crying, or moving. I listened and could hear a sluggish, barely there
heartbeat and strangled breath. The baby would die within the hour. 


The desperate man pulled a book off of the shelf,
still being meticulous with his cradling of the baby. He locked the door. My
mother put her hands over my ears and leaned her forehead against mine. “You
cannot hear this,” she said as everything was flooded with blinding white and a
horrible ringing started in my ears. It cleared as quickly as it had started.


“What happened?” I asked as my father cleared away
candles and books into a leather sack. He opened the sliding glass doors to the
massive balcony and then he returned to the bed to rock the baby as if he were
crying. 


“He used magic to summon Rojan.”


Within a few minutes, Rojan landed. He was imposing
as a person, but as a dragon, he was magnificent. Unlike Blood, this dark,
forest green dragon looked like he was built for battle. 


Entering the bedroom took much contorting on his part
and… well, the doorway took considerable damage. His wings, massive and with
sharp angles, were tucked as tightly as he could manage against his slim, but
enormous, frame. His neck was long and horns angled back from his head. From
his head, down his spine, and ending at the tip of his long tail was a row of
spikes. Out of his nostrils he snorted smoke and the wood beneath his clawed
paws scorched and creaked. 


The transition into his person form took a mere
instant. “Why have you called me here?” he asked and crossed his arms,
completely unashamed of his nudity. Obviously he couldn’t wear clothes when he
shifted. 


“One of my children is dead because of you. My wife
is dead because of you. You can save the life of my other child. You owe me
that.”


“I killed neither your wife nor child. I owe you
nothing,” Rojan said, his tone leaving no room for argument. Whereas my father
could out-argue anyone, Rojan’s shear presence demanded compliance. Whether
this was an aspect of dragons or just Rojan, I had no idea. 


Predictably, my father said nothing. I knew my
dragon’s true feelings, true regrets, but nothing except for cold indifference
showed on his face. 


Rojan looked at the baby and held out his hands. My
father hesitated, but must have realized there was only one way to get Rojan’s
help. He handed the infant over and Rojan took him with a gentleness I had
never seen before. 


There really was nothing to consider, Rojan
said in my mind. I knew you could be saved. I had nothing left except for my
guilt. Given the chance to save a child, of course I would. You needed me and I
had failed everyone else. What better way to spend my life than protecting
someone whose future was taken before he could even see it? There was nothing
left for me; I had lived my life well, better than I had ever expected. I
worked hard for what I had, for my freedom. To see that your life was taken
before you even had it was horrible, unforgivable. I could give you your life,
and protect you from some of the suffering I endured. It was never a choice for
me.


“His mother had already used magic to extend his
life,” the Rojan who stood in front of my father said. “She used an ancient and
outlawed spell. My blood alone would not be able to save him, but the spell
will allow him to assimilate my blood into his DNA, my soul will strengthen
his. I will do this, but you must understand that your son will be part dragon.
He will have incredible power over fire. Other dragons will seek him out to
determine just how many dragon traits he attains. Some will try to kill him.”


“Is there a way to suppress the dragon part of him?”
my father asked. 


“You are asking me if you can suppress me.”


“He would be ridiculed as a child if he acts like a
dragon.”


“He would also be extremely dangerous when he is made
angry,” Rojan agreed, “but I will not tell you how to suppress what he will
become, for it would make him miserable.” Even when he was about to give his
own life for a child he didn’t know, he wanted me to be happy. It made me sick
that I had made that girl subdue him.


“As long as he lives, I don’t care,” my father
declared. 


“Why would you call me? You want him to be as much a
sago as possible, why summon the most powerful dragon around? You have to know
I could never be completely suppressed. He will have much of my personality,
and many of my motivations.”


“You are a king among dragons, are you not?” he
asked. 


I rolled my eyes. Even before I could open my eyes
for the first time, he was pushing for me to be king.


“My bloodline is the strongest that ever existed and
ever will. For that, others of my kind either follow me or hunt me. With my
blood, he will be the same. He will be capable of leading others, and no one
will be strong enough to defeat him, but I warn you that if he is anything like
me, you will not be pleased,” Rojan cautioned.


I could see it in my father’s eyes as he brushed the
warning off. He thinks you mean that I would be too strong for him to
handle. 


I know, and I knew it then, but he was wrong. I
knew he would not be pleased because I spent my entire life trying to avoid
leading. Since I was trained by my parents to lead, I never wanted that much
responsibility. I only ever wanted the power to control my own life, not anyone
else’s. With my blood in you, that desire to be free was passed on. You would,
unfortunately, never make a good king because you would always be looking for
your own path.


Thank you for that.


Along with my yearning for freedom, my
dominant-protective tendencies, and weakness to the cold, my blood assimilated
well enough to pass on minor shifting abilities, including the claws, teeth,
and eyes. One thing I really wish I had passed on to you is the ability of
flight. 


Still in awe over what he sacrificed for me, I nearly
missed what he said. Dominant-protective? Those are two different things. 


Not for dragons.


Why are dragons weak to cold when we can just heat
our fire inside us to keep us warm?


That is not how it works. You are unable to shift,
but you have dragon fire in person form. Dragons cannot use their dragon fire
in person form, or shift their claws, eyes, or teeth. They can only keep
themselves warm in their true form. Mountain dragons and others born into cold
climates have adapted a resistance to it. 


Since you are not a full dragon, yet you share
dragon blood, that makes you an abomination in the eyes of many dragons. Others
will see you as my son or even a reincarnation of me, and instinctually follow
you as a leader. Still some may think you are pure dragon who can control his
fire in person form and assume you are the most powerful dragon ever born.


Either way, not a good idea, I decided.


Anget put her hand on my arm. “It is time to go
home,” she said. 


“I agree.” 


That voice was unforgettable and could never be
mistaken for another woman’s. I turned to see Divina standing next to my
mother, looking determined and a little frustrated. Still, I was shocked to see
her.


“Why would you come to save me?” I asked. Even though
I was Dylan’s friend, I didn’t think Divina particularly liked me enough to
come into the spirit world to get me. 


“Because Dylan is out there causing havoc trying to
save you, and he would risk his life to get to you. I figured if I came and got
you, then he would stop. There are some things more important than Dylan.
Unfortunately, I don’t know what they are anymore. Say goodbye to your mother
so we can get out of here.”


It was astonishing that a god understood the need to
say goodbye to loved ones, but I wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. I
hugged my mother for the last time and we both cried, then I hugged my sister.


“I can’t believe you are my sister.”


“I am just a memory now… but that is all I ever
wanted to be; remembered. Now you know I existed. I made foolish choices and I
hope you never make similar ones. Keep thinking and acting with your heart and
you will be fine.”


 


*          *          *


 


The flash cut our goodbyes short and we landed in a
dark, underground room with Dylan and Edward. “Here’s your stupid friend. Will
you stop trying to tear yourself apart now?!” Divina demanded of my friend.


Dylan looked to be a little in shock. “Um, thank you
for saving him, but…” He pointed to Edward. “Did you save him, too?” He
definitely seemed confused, and I was completely lost. 


When did Edward need saving?


“No, actually, I haven’t been saved, I am just on
rent. It is nice to see you again, Divina. Always a welcome sight when I return
from the grave,” he said. 


Something was wrong; Edward didn’t talk like that. 


Use your nose, Rojan advised.


I did, and realized what was off. That was definitely
not Edward. He smelled similar, and he looked identical, but his scent was
different. For that matter, Dylan looked nearly identical to Edward and this
man. 


This was Ronez… Dylan’s dead father.


“Please don’t flirt with my girlfriend, Dad. I think
I need some water,” Dylan said. “Mordon, this is my father. I opened the void
to try and find you and Ronez was standing there. I’m happy to see you three,
honestly, I’m just a little overwhelmed.”


“You tried to open the void when you knew what could
happen to you?” I asked. He nodded absentmindedly, swaying a little. I moved as
if I were going to steady him, but instead slapped him as hard as I could on
the cheek. He went down, but he deserved it. “You stupid idiot!” I yelled. 


Dominant-protective tendencies, Rojan muttered
to himself. Despite my best efforts to ignore his pain, I reached down and
helped pull him back to his feet. 


Divina snorted. “I agree with you. Maybe a few more
beatings and he will stop being so stupid all of the time,” she said.


“Divina,” Ronez admonished. “Men do not like to be
bullied by their women. You should be nicer to him because he’s the man and you
are just the little lady.”


“I never really liked you,” she taunted, glaring at
him. 


“I guess those were pity kisses then? That’s fine
with me. You should pity me more; I’m dead. That’s pretty pitiful. Kisses?”


“That is not exactly attractive.” 


“Please stop. My girlfriend and my dad… No amount of
therapy would make this all better.”


“I’m sorry, son. It’s genetic; no woman can resist
me. I passed it down to you, so you should be pleased.” Ronez was much more
playful than Edward, a lot more like Dylan. Apparently, Dylan had his father’s
personality minus the philandering. 


“If Divina didn’t save you, how are you here?”


“Kiro made a deal with the demon guard. Janus, a
demon himself, is precarious to deal with, but the two of them have a standing,
uneasy alliance. Unfortunately, Janus and the void itself suffered from the
damage of time, so I ended up kind of late. I was supposed to arrive the same
day Kiro ordered me.”


“Don’t trust Void-Express one-day,” Dylan said. 


That made no sense at all to me, so I assumed it was
a human reference. 


Dylan sat cross-legged on the ground. If it looked
more like he collapsed in shock and exhaustion, no one said it. Never tell a
madwoman she was crazy, and never tell Dylan he was tired. 


“Do you have to heal this world now? Can’t you come
back later?” I asked. 


He opened one eye to look at me, as if he were
concentrating with the other. “I can’t allow people to suffer and die so that I
can take a nap. Besides, I’m halfway done already.” 


“What do you mean?” I asked. I shifted my eyes to see
the tears and gashes in the universe healing at an alarming rate. Something had
happened for my friend to have grown this powerful. Of course, I had no idea
how long I had been away. 


The magic passed through me without pause, which was
odd. I figured with everything I went through, there would be some damage on me
like there had been on Shiloh, but it appeared not. Within another minute, the
world was as it should be and there was no sign of damage. Dylan’s magic was
gentle and controlled as it dispersed and he stood with no signs of
overexertion. I felt happy for my friend that he had accepted his magic, just
like I had accepted Rojan. 


Divina’s expression was schooled, but I could scent
her worry for him. As that was the last thing Dylan wanted, I hoped she kept her
feelings hidden. Ronez’s intentions were more difficult to read, as they
appeared to be quite a bit shallower. Or perhaps that was a distraction. 


“Can we all go home now so I can take a nap or
something?”


“Dylan, you must never let your lady know you are
lacking stamina. Fight through it.”


“Shut up, Dad.”


“That’s my boy. I told you I would be back to haunt
you again. Let’s go see my brother. I bet I scare the piss out of him.” He
looked positively gleeful at the prospect as the room filled with light, then
cleared and left us in Dylan’s cabin. Edward was on the floor, playing blocks
with Sammy. 


“Mama!” Sammy screamed, jumping up and running into
my arms.


“Dylan? Are you okay?” Edward asked, staring at his
brother as if the man would disappear. 


“I’m fine. Ronez said you brought him here.”


“I made a deal with Janus so that he can help you. I
just didn’t actually think I would see my brother again.” 


Ronez’s playfulness dropped like a rock in water.
“I’m sorry about the way things were between us. I couldn’t talk about---”


He was interrupted as Edward hugged him. They were
completely identical by sight, but their personalities and scents were
different. Edward let him go and patted his shoulders. “How are you solid? I
thought you would be…”


“I am essentially a demon. This body is as synthetic
as Divina’s. I mean, demons are a species while I am a soul, so I could never
be a demon, but my body is designed the same as a demon’s.”


“Then you can stay?” Dylan asked, hopeful.


Ronez smiled sadly. “I am the previous Guardian of
Earth. It would be unnatural for us both to live, and the universe needs
balance now more than ever.”


“What if I gave up being a Guardian? You could go
back to being a Guardian and---” Dylan started. Divina cut him off by putting
her hand over his mouth. 


“You will always be the Guardian of Earth. It was
what you were born to be, just like you were meant to be with Divina,” Ronez
insisted. “I was just keeping her warm for---” Divina slapped her other hand
over his mouth to shut him up. 


“What a family. Sammy, don’t grow up to be like
anyone in this room, okay?” I told the baby. He giggled and buried his face in
my shoulder. 


Divina removed her hand from Dylan’s mouth and he
took her arm, dragging her off to the bedroom. Edward sighed. “I’m sure he’s
thanking her for saving you,” he told me. “We should go outside.”


“I really hope he’s not thinking of me right now.” 


We all went outside and Edward cooked dinner. After
the first good meal in days, the sun was getting low and I was ready to go to
bed, even if it was just to rest in peace. 


When Dylan and Divina came out, they both looked
disheveled, but didn’t smell of sex. Divina sat beside me, discreetly adjusting
her skirt, and took Sammy from my arms. She certainly looked more natural with
the baby than before. Dylan didn’t sit down; instead, he grabbed my arm and
pulled me from the log. 


“We need to talk,” he said.


“Oh, no thanks,” I said. 


He rolled his eyes as he dragged me back to the
cabin, then finally let me go to fall into one of the chairs at the table.
“What happened in there?” he asked. “When you were pulled into the void, I
thought you were dead.”


I shrugged. “I’m not sure if I was or not. All I know
is that I found out a lot about myself.” I explained everything that happened
since I went into the void. When I was done, he was staring at me.


“Are you okay?” he asked finally. 


I shrugged. “I’m not really sure. I should be happy
that I met my mother and sad that it was for so short, and miserable and guilty
about all of the people who suffered… but all I can feel is… I don’t even know.
I really feel nothing.”


Your friend is knowledgeable in psychology, yes?
Ask him what that is called.


I do not want Dylan to diagnose me with anything,
I insisted. 


“You need to sleep and process things.”


Great. So he skipped right to the prescription. “I
can’t sleep.” I tried not to sound like a temperamental four-year old when I
said it, but I could only hope my friend understood. “I want to sleep, but I’m
wound up.”


He leaned forward and pressed his hand against my
forehead. “Sleep,” he said calmly. Lethargy overtook me and I felt Dylan catch
me before I hit the floor. 


 


*          *          *


 


Over the next few days, Dylan woke me up to eat and
bathe and made me read a book, insisting that it would help me to have a break.
I also played with Sammy. In that time, I worked through what happened, but I
never really had an epiphany. Rojan and Dylan told me repeatedly that the world
was better off with me in it. Mostly, I wanted to help Dylan finish healing the
universe and get on with life. Whether or not it was right that I was here and
so many others were dead, all I could do was make good use of my life. The best
way to do that was to help Dylan.


Ronez was fun to visit with, but I hardly saw Dylan
or Edward; they were both taking the opportunity to be with him. I would have
been okay, but Divina must have been feeling left out because she took care of
Sammy more than I did. I was tired of being alone with my thoughts.


“You said you had no motherly instincts,” I said one
night as Sammy ate berries in her lap while we were all sitting by the fire. I
had wanted to put Sammy to bed, but Divina insisted he stay up longer, since he
had apparently taken a nap earlier.


She shrugged. “Maybe it’s a learned talent.”


“Good thing you are getting the lessons then,” Rojan
said. I hadn’t realized he was about to say something, so I didn’t think to
stop him. 


Divina froze and looked at me. “What are you talking
about?”


Rojan grinned, but I didn’t let it out. Instead, I
shrugged. “That wasn’t me. Rojan must be bothered by something.” I turned my
attention to Dylan and Ronez, who were having a heated argument about who the
best Doctor Who was. 


“Tom Baker was born to be the Doctor. All of the
others based their acting on him,” Ronez insisted. 


“You haven’t even seen Matt Smith! You don’t know the
Doctor until you’ve seen Matt Smith!” 


Edward put his face in his hands. “Divina, cover your
eyes, you shouldn’t see me strangle your mate and ex-Guardian.”


“Strangle Ronez, but leave my mate alone,” she said.
Sammy giggled.


“Cut me a little slack here, I died to protect Earth.
Do you know how many of my favorite shows I missed?” Ronez asked. 


Dylan rolled his eyes. “Ungrateful dead,” he
muttered.


“What?” Ronez narrowed his eyes at his son. 


“I said, ‘glad you’re not dead.’ You know, that
you’re back. I’m glad you’re back.”


I thought it was nice that Ronez and Dylan were
bickering like they were; it made things feel settled. Still, I could smell
that something was bothering Edward. I had learned that I could rarely
comprehend Ronez’s intentions, probably because he was dead. The problem was
between Edward and Dylan; they were both being cautious around each other.


Let me talk to Ronez and Kiro, Rojan said. 


I shrugged. If Rojan had something to say, who was I
to keep him quite? I asked Ronez and Edward for a moment and they both followed
me into the cabin. Dylan gave me a look before I closed the door, but he
trusted me. 


Rojan’s presence took control of my body flawlessly.
I could have been worried that he had always had this power over me, but he was
my dragon, a part of me, and the one who gave up his life so I could have one.
I could give him nothing less than my full trust.


“Dylan is much younger than both of you, but about
the same age as Mordon,” Rojan began to speak with a strong tone and no
preamble. This strategic approach was well-known to both of us to display
competence and obtain attention. “Therefore, he has confided many of his
worries and thoughts in his friend. I am telling you this for the emotional
well-being of Mordon’s friend.”


“He’s upset about my pig-headed brother, isn’t he?”
Ronez asked, shooting a glare at his identical twin.


Edward glared back, but didn’t respond. Good… He was
reasonable for now. 


“Ronez, I can see that Dylan likes you very much, but
he calls you by your name. When he is unsure of something, he looks to Kiro,
not you. He consciously thinks of you as his father, but not subconsciously.”
Rojan’s tone was gentler than before, but Ronez still looked like he was
slapped. “You have my sympathies, but not my sorrow, for your stay is
temporary. With his deep affection for you, it will be distressful enough for
him when you must leave; do not wish more upon him.


“Kiro, you are another matter. The man Mordon knows
has grown leaps and bounds with your help. Dylan grew up in a world that never
cared about him. His mother barely tolerated him, and his only experiences with
father figures were abusive. He learned to rely on himself, to never look to a
father as a role model. You have broken down those preconceived notions, those
learned fears, but your past has replaced those fears with new ones. He
believes you hated your children, and that you would hate him by association.
He fears that the closer he is to you, the closer you are to kicking him out.”


“I would never kick him out! None of my children have
ever liked me and I never wanted Dylan to have the same---”


“You are such an idiot,” Ronez interrupted him. When
Edward glared at him, he didn’t give his brother the chance. “You gave up on
your kids. You always wanted it to be easy. Family is difficult. It’s
demanding, stressful, and completely disastrous sometimes. You make mistakes,
they make mistakes, and at the end of the day, everyone says they’re sorry and they
move on. You never gave them the chance to apologize, and you never moved on.
Dylan is the best son you could ever have and you are going to ruin it because
he is everything you ever wanted in a child!”


“I don’t want him to leave, but soon he will leave to
live his own life and I don’t want to get in his way.”


When Ronez opened his mouth, Rojan raised his hand
calmly to halt the Guardian. Ronez closed his mouth, probably in shock. I doubt
anyone else was brave enough to silence the man. 


“I was a father once, Kiro. I may not have been the
best, but I can tell you that I was loved by my children. It was not that they
told me they loved me, or that they always obeyed. You have to know your
children better than they know themselves to truly understand their feelings.
Very often, they do not comprehend what they feel. However, Dylan is not a
child, and he knows exactly what he feels. What he does not know is how you
feel.


“Yes, he will soon go and live with his mate, but if
you do not turn him away, he will still look to you for guidance. He will
always look to you as a father, whether it is with the love and respect you
have always wanted from your children, or the aggressive, obligated disfavor as
Mordon feels for his father. Talk to him, because he has too much to lose to
come to you. He has only ever known the rejection of a parent, so you will have
to give in first. Show him what a parent is supposed to be. Show him that he
can rely on you to be honest with him. Do not let fear ruin your relationship.”


When they both stared at us, a million questions
crossing their faces, Rojan waited patiently. Oddly enough, I believe he was
trying to model the role of a parent. 


Finally, Edward asked the question they were both
burning with. “How old are you?”


Rojan smiled. “I was alive when the books had not yet
been created. I flew in skies crowded with dragons, when the gates to the
worlds were open and we could all travel freely between worlds.”


“You are older than us,” Ronez said in awe. 


“Quite a lot older, yes. So heed the wisdom of my
years and sorrows. There is nothing more important than family.” Blood or
not blood. Rojan told me, giving me back the control. It was a little
awkward standing before the two of them, so I just turned and walked back out
to the campfire. 


“Not now,” I told Dylan silently when it
looked like he really wanted to question me. “So what is the game plan?” I
asked as the twin Guardians rejoined the group. “Where do we go? What do we
do?”


“Dylan has healed enough that the universe is stitching
itself back together nicely. The ripples that caused the damage in the first
place have stopped. All we need to do now is deal with the beast.
Unfortunately, the Ancient keeps getting more powerful,” Divina said. 


“The demon is still after Sammy. Even when we got him
to Dios, the demon was still after him. Of all the children on all the worlds,
why Sammy?” Dylan asked her. 


She sighed and Rojan growled; she knew why and had
been keeping it secret. I should have predicted that Dylan would figure it out.



“When Mordon was pulled into the void, you said no
one would remember him. Edward forgot, but you and I remembered because of the
Iadnah energy. You said we saw the universe differently.” He was
confrontational now. She nodded. “But Sammy cried.”


Edward gaped as if he suddenly got it and I could
feel Rojan’s mind working. We never got the entire story of what had happened
since I was pulled into the void. 


“Mordon, look at Sammy.” 


I didn’t hesitate to shift my eyes and look at the
baby in Divina’s arms. I realized too late that looking at a god’s soul was
dangerous. There was nothing to describe Divina, no human or sago descriptions.
She was not evil or good or innocent or anything; at least not at a level that
I could understand. Her intentions were difficult enough to read; actually
seeing her was something I never wanted to do again, just because the power was
too great. 


Sammy was the picture of innocence and goodness. He
was what I expected Dylan to have looked like as a baby; nothing in front of him
but a life of doing good and helping people. I could smell every intention
Dylan ever had, and now I could see every intention Sammy ever would have. 


And both of them had Iadnah energy filling them.
“That is very strange,” I said. I had seen it before, but had assumed it was
Dylan’s energy that transferred to him. I shifted my eyes back.


“Sammy cried because he remembered Mordon, and he
remembered because he sees the universe the same way we do. He’s just like me,
isn’t he?”


She wouldn’t look at him. “Avoli is rebuilding his
world, and jumpstarting the process by importing people from many worlds.
Therefore, he needs a Guardian. Afraid of what happened before happening again,
he asked me for help. Obviously he couldn’t have you, but you were more powerful
than any other. You are exactly what he was looking for, so he convinced Zer to
introduce Nano to a human woman. 


“Avoli thought that since your father was a sago and
mother a human, he had to somehow recreate the event. Erono refused to allow
Kiro to be used, but Zer will agree to anything. Avoli tried to find a woman
with similar genetic traits to your mother, but Nano met his mate and said he
would not accept anyone else. Amazingly, it worked. We still have no idea how;
perhaps it is a human thing. Maybe humans have some recessive ability that I
did not design or know about.”


“That explains why his development is a little…
advanced,” Dylan said. We all looked at Sammy, who was sitting still and
listening intently. After a few seconds, he hid his face against Divina’s
chest. “But Ronez has many children that are half human, and Edward has a few.
They can’t all be like me, because the gods freaked out over me.”


“No one is like you. I’m sorry, Dylan. I have no idea
how you have the magic you do, or Sammy. None of us do. We pretty much mixed
red and blue together and got gold… twice. It makes no sense. We dislike the
threat this poses, but we are not curious by nature. You are driven so solve
mysteries. We aren’t.”


Divina was a secretive person, powerful above all
others, and used it to get what she wanted. The love Dylan had for her was
tangible, and I would never doubt it, but I couldn’t imagine that she was right
for him. They looked amazing together, of course, the way they acted and
reacted to each other. Only having been together for three years, they could
feel each other. When one walked into the room, the other would stop and look.
Dylan once told me that even when he couldn’t see her, he knew when she was
near because it felt like the air was empty until she was there. 


I had no idea what he loved so much about her. She
was dominating, bordering on bullying and violent, she lied to him and kept
secrets, she never hesitated to use her power against him, and she obviously
didn’t love him as much as he did her. 


You do not see what goes on behind doors,
Rojan said. Her love is just as strong as his, and their relationship is in
complete balance. Your dragon instincts drive you to protect him, even from his
own decisions, but this time you must trust that he knows what is in his heart.



“So is he going to live with his parents or monks?” I
asked.


“It would be cruel to his mother to keep him from
her,” she answered. “Dylan, it wasn’t that I was trying to keep this from you.
I honestly didn’t know how he would develop, or how you two would react to each
other. Both Avoli and I were hoping you would be a role model for him.”


“Dada,” Sammy called, reaching out for Dylan. 


Dylan sighed. “Nano’s going to hate me. I’m not mad
that you didn’t tell me, Divina. I know you don’t always tell me stuff, but you
always have a good reason. Like it or not, I trust you. I mean, I don’t trust you
to tell me the truth, but I trust you to tell me what I need to know before it
gets me killed.”


Ronez laughed and Edward covered his brother’s mouth
before the dead Guardian could say anything. Then he gave Divina a glare, which
she deliberately ignored. 


“I may have something I need to tell you. I wanted to
make sure before… and I wanted my brothers to be on your side…” she said. Dylan
moved around Edward to sit next to Divina and wrapped his arm around her.


“Wait,” Edward interrupted. We all looked at him. “We
need to deal with the demon first. How do we defeat it?”


“Without a body, it is undefeatable. Even when the
beast is in a body, you have to destroy it before it can escape,” Divina said.


“It is an ancient demon, yes?” Ronez asked. “Powerful
enough to tear holes through the universe, but cannot do nearly as much damage
as it can when it is in a body? In the universe anyway? In the universe it
needs a body to integrate with, and that is the only time it is halfway
vulnerable?” 


Divina nodded. 


“So we need to find some poor bastard to sacrifice
that we can trap the demon in and kill it? Absolutely not!” Dylan demanded.


“I know what to do,” Ronez said. “This demon
desperately wants Sammy. How far is he willing to go to get him?” he asked. 


I didn’t like where this was going.









Chapter 16


Dylan


 


Spending the last few days with my father, with my whole family, was
great. Unfortunately, it was becoming tense, because we all knew we had work to
do. When my father told us he had an idea on how to defeat the demon, I
cringed. This would not be good; I could feel it in my blood.


“I can possess someone. Hear me out,” he said. He regarded
me with a seriousness I had never seen from him. Of course, I had only spent a
few days collectively with him my entire life. “I can possess Sammy and let the
demon come. Basically, surrender. He will try to possess Sammy and I can
destroy him from within. Sammy will be fine as long as I destroy the demon
quickly.” 


Mordon, Divina, Rojan, and I shot that idea down
immediately. 


“Rojan said to let the demon possess us and he can
fight it,” Mordon suggested.


I shook my head. “He already knows the dragon is in
you and that he can’t win. He won’t try again.” 


“Me, then,” Edward suggested. We all shook our heads.



“You are a powerful Guardian, sir, and I mean no
offense, but you are just sago,” Mordon told him. 


Edward glared at him and I smacked Mordon’s arm. For
a man raised to be a king, he made some stupid verbal errors. 


“Oh, what I mean is, the demon burns the bodies out.
I survived because I have dragon blood, and Sammy and Dylan probably can
because of their god energy, but you have nothing except your nominal energy.
You are definitely one of the most powerful people I know, but I think it would
be too much that you fight a demon and heal yourself constantly from its burn.”


“Dada…” Sammy said. 


I looked at him and he put his fist to his mouth,
giving me a very telling gaze. He really was afraid of being an outcast for his
abilities, even in front of a god, two Guardians, a former Guardian, and a
dragon. 


Some psychologists didn’t believe a child was really
alive until they had a self-conscious, which could only be measured by the
child’s acknowledgment of social customs and the actions he took to blend in. 


Sammy was less than two years old, but his cognitive
development was unnaturally advanced, enough so that he understood the concept
of being abnormal. Whether it was his magic that caused him to be like this or
his genetics, I wanted him to be happy and accepted. It was his choice how he
achieved that. 


He silently begged me with sad eyes and I knew he
wanted to help. Yes, I wanted him to be happy, but his safety was more
important. I shook my head and he turned his pout on Mordon. 


“What if the demon attacks while everyone is asleep?
Or when Sammy goes back to his parents? We have a chance to get the one-up on
the demon,” Ronez said. 


“You can’t guarantee he won’t be harmed,” I argued. 


“I can guarantee if we don’t do something, he will be,”
Divina said. 


After an hour of arguing, it was decided that nothing
more could be done that night, so we went to bed. Seeing as how there were only
two beds, we camped out in the living room. 


My father and I stayed up late into the morning
chatting about things. I wasn’t upset with him that he wasn’t there when I grew
up; I felt sorry for him. Being near me was too dangerous for both of us, and
he had to stay away. If I had a son and I was forced to stay away from him, I
would be miserable.


 


*          *          *


 


I woke up to arguing, predictably about our demon
hunting plan. Since when was I the kind of person who went after demons? I
remember being the kind of person who stayed in bed on Saturday mornings until
two, watching dirty cartoons and throwing paperclips at my cat. In fact, if
Edward had a TV… and would ever let me get away with not doing my chores… I
would still be that person. Oh, well. Magic was cooler than TV anyway.


Ronez had convinced Divina and Edward that his was
the right plan, but Mordon was still vehemently arguing against it. Everyone
sat around the table with Sammy in Edward’s lap. I sat down across from Mordon
and they all turned their attention on me. 


“Tell them we’re not putting Sammy’s life in danger,”
Mordon insisted.


“Dylan, it’s your choice. Between all of us, we can
keep him safe, but we have to end this. He can’t spend his life running from a
demon,” Ronez said. 


“His parents should be deciding this.” There was an
awkward silence, for everyone disagreed with me, but no one was willing to
speak first. 


Divina looked away when I tried to meet her gaze. She
always had an opinion, but this was choosing the lesser of two evils, and she
didn’t want a say in this any more than I did. On the one hand, Ronez was right
and I had no other idea how to trap the demon. On the other, it was Sammy’s
life at risk. 


“Dada,” Sammy said gently. I looked at him and his
purple eyes flashed. 


“He can see the future,” Divina explained. 


“Sammy, is this the right thing to do?” I asked him. 


His eyes flashed again. “Yes,” he said. 


“What if you hide him with his parents and we do
something?” Mordon asked. “We could go to Earth. Surely the demon would assume
he’s with us. He would possess whoever is closest that he can, probably
Edward.”


“I think he’s tracking Sammy, not us,” I said. “But
maybe we can trick him. If the demon is actually tracking Sammy, then it would
be his energy the demon is scenting. My pentagram absorbs energy. Maybe we
could use it as a decoy.”


“Dada!” Sammy cried. “Hide.”


“He’s coming now?” I asked. Mordon’s eyes shifted and
he jumped back when he looked at Sammy. “What is it?” I asked. 


“His energy is going nuts.”


Sammy covered his face with his hands and I could
feel confusion fuming from him.


“I hide and he comes. In the dark he finds me. I
don’t want to hide.”


“Dylan…” Mordon said, hesitantly as if the words hurt
to speak. “Maybe we should go with this plan. I trust our chances of protecting
him better when he’s with us than when he’s out of our sights.”


“If you’re sure,” I said. I agreed, but I really
didn’t want to speak the words either. I had to be the worst person in the
world to use a baby as bait. 


“Let’s do this outside so we don’t burn any cabins
down on top of us,” Ronez said. 


Edward handed Sammy to me and we headed outside. All
of us were miserable about the decision; even Divina looked sick to her
stomach. It didn’t help when she had to go back inside to throw up. As well as
I knew her, I was surprised to see a god so unwilling to risk an infant.


Ronez sat cross-legged in the soft grass and I sat
across from him with Sammy in my lap. “Ready?” he asked. 


I shook my head, but he closed his eyes and I felt
the energy stir. My Iadnah energy cringed away and tried to react by protecting
Sammy, but I had to push it down. Soon, Ronez pitched forward and Sammy
shuddered. 


I was expecting something that looked as horrific as
it was, but Sammy was calm. “Are you okay?” I asked Sammy. 


He frowned. “Weird, Dada. Too many minds. Not enough
space.”


“I can project his magic so that the beast can find
him,” Divina suggested. “Make sure Ronez can handle it. Mordon?” 


He shifted his eyes back to normal before looking at
Divina. “I can see his energy and it appears settled. Can someone mention how
creepy this is? Please? Anyone?” 


Everyone cringed, but no one said anything. Edward
busied himself with laying Ronez’s body back and I had to look away. 


“Shut up, Ronny,” Sammy demanded. We all stared at
him, more surprised at Sammy calling Ronez “Ronny” than anything else. “Ronny
says he’s good to go.”


“Keep watching him,” Divina told Mordon. 


He shifted his eyes back and focused on the baby. He
was being careful not to look at Divina with his dragon eyes and I had to
wonder what he saw in her soul that he couldn’t face. Sammy glanced up at me
for reassurance. 


“Dylan, you shouldn’t have him in your lap when we do
this,” she warned. 


Sammy’s bottom lip wobbled dramatically. 


“For my sake or his?” I asked. Her expression told me
I could risk it. I held him tighter to my chest and he buried his face against
my arm. “Bite my arm if it hurts, honey. Get this over with, Divina.”


I could feel his magic projecting. It felt off, like
it wasn’t really him, but it took less than two minutes for the demon to take
the bait. When he came, it was like an overwhelming heat and presence. It was
powerful, ancient, and determined. 


Sammy gasped. I could almost see the soul of the
powerful creature enter the baby, and though I wanted to fight it off more than
anything, that would be detrimental to the plan. I looked at Mordon and he
shook his head. Sammy started hyperventilating, sweating, and squirming. He
tried to squirm out of my arms, but I held him tight. 


Edward sat down in front of me and handed me a cold
wet cloth. I patted him down gently, not wanting to cause injury from the cold,
but he took the cloth from me and put it over his face. The temperature around
us dropped quickly and it started snowing, directly and exclusively over the
two of us. 


I glanced at Divina, who was making it snow, then to
Mordon, who shook his head again. “Ronez is handling it.” The temperature drop
helped for a few minutes before Sammy suddenly started convulsing. “It’s taking
too long! I think I can take the heat away.” He reached towards Sammy, but I
grabbed his arm. 


On instinct alone, I reached into Mordon for his
fire, for that feeling that I got when he was pulled into the void. My vision
changed until I could see Sammy’s soul. My mother could have convinced me of
angels if I had seen Sammy’s soul years ago.


Two other souls hindered his, though. One I knew was
my father’s. He was a decent man who has done some great things as well as some
things he regretted. He was also very powerful, old, and wise. The demon, even
more ancient and powerful than my father, was not wise; all the demon wanted
was to conquer and destroy. 


Using Mordon’s ability to see souls, I poured my
magic into the baby, tore the demon from him, and pulled the ancient being into
myself. The heat was overwhelming. I knew I was supposed to feel pressure or
something, but all I could feel was my body burning inside and out. Even trying
to heal myself was impossible with this pain. 


Someone was saying something to me and I was grabbed
roughly. Then, as quickly as the heat flowed into me, it vanished. My energy
flooded my body, instantly cooling and repairing the damage. 


Mordon was on his knees in front of me with his eyes
closed and teeth clinched. His expression calmed and his muscled relaxed as he
stood easily. 


“Are you okay?” I asked quietly as my voice was sore
from the heat. 


He grinned. “Very warm. I like it.” His grin faded
away and he wobbled a little bit. “Flash me somewhere else. He’s trying to take
control. Flash me somewhere that he can’t hurt anyone.” His voice was very calm
and controlled. 


Divina took Sammy from my arms, despite the baby’s
struggles to cling to me, and I flashed Mordon and myself to the hot springs.
Mordon inhaled deeply and exhaled smoke. His eyes and claws shifted.


“Rojan can handle the demon, but he can’t hold it
inside me. Trap---” His words were cut off and he was clearly having trouble controlling
his mouth. 


When Mordon’s eyes were shifted, they were entirely
black; no white at all was showing. Any normal human would freak, but I was on
Duran, my father was sago, and I knew Mordon. Mordon was good. 


“Give up the child and I will leave your friend
alive.” The growl was even more guttural than Rojan when he was angry, but it
was the language that made my skin crawl. The words and even some of the sounds
were unrepeatable, but because of my Iadnah energy, I could understand. 


“So you can finally talk,” I said in Enochian. It
felt like Enochian and the language that the demon spoke were opposites, not
just in sound, but meaning. 


“The dragon is strong enough to live in until I get
the child, but your sago friend will die long before I am forced to relinquish
the body. Give me the child.”


“Now why would I do that? Rojan can handle you. Yeah,
you may be older and more powerful, but you are in his home territory and he
has more fight in him,” I said. I started pacing a wide arch around him, back
and forth as the wheels in my brain turned. This was my calmest moment. With my
enemy at my front and my friends accounted for, even the hostages, I had the
advantage. 


“He cannot defeat me. I am more powerful than the
gods.”


“Really? I think they would take offence to that. Too
bad for you, it is me you are facing,” I said, still pacing. Surely he could
feel that I was charging my batteries. Sure, I could die, and sure, his power
was smothering, but I felt like he was finally in my trap.


He looked startled. “You? How could you possibly
compare to the Iadnah? You think because you have some of their powers that you
can best me?”


“Oh, yes. All I need is a few powers. You see, the
gods are ancient and wise and omnipresent. They have nothing to run from, and
nothing to fear. I don’t have a lot of knowledge in spells or non-corporeal
beings. I lack common sense sometimes and walk right into danger. I am
certainly not wise, either. There isn’t a lot about me that you should feel
threatened by. 


“What I do have is a mate who is sneaky and
manipulative. What I do have is an uncle who has survived more scrapes than
anyone. What I do have is a best friend who will tear down any walls that
anyone could possibly put up around him. And you know why I will defeat you? I
have the answer for you.”


“Why?”


“Because I am always learning to overcome my faults.
Mordon, trust me?” 


The words I had asked him many times before flashed
across his mind and I saw recognition in the blackness of his eyes. “Always,” my
friend responded despite the demon.


“Shut it down,” I said. 


Before the demon could catch on, Mordon shifted his
eyes, teeth, and nails back to normal. The dragon tattoo appeared over his
neck, just above the collar of his shirt. I tore into the void, just enough to
make a crack. Just a small opening into Hell. Small enough for a demon anyway… 


“Kick him out, Rojan.”


The demon was expelled more simply than in the
movies, and thankfully nothing like in The Exorcist. It wasn’t really
visual. Fortunately, I had a god’s magic and training, because I would have
missed it otherwise. I would have been too slow… but I wasn’t.


In the instant that the demon was between my friend’s
body and the void, I created a negatively charged time field around the demon
and my friend. If anyone else were to stand beside me, anyone who did not
control Iadnah energy, they would not have seen those in the field. However,
for me, they slowed. That gave me the precious moment that I needed to close
the void, which was outside the field. I simultaneously collapsed the time
field and created a universal bubble around the demon. The bubble was exactly
the same as the bubble I had created around Mordon, Sammy, and myself to
transport us through the void, except this was a bubble of universe… inside the
universe. Built of raw Iadnah energy and meant to protect the occupants from
the destructive void, there was no shattering it. 


The bubble filled with smoke and I could see the
face, the true form of the demon within. That was a face I would see in my
nightmares. 


“Creative.” Regivus’s sudden appearance was
completely unexpected. The equally sudden appearance of Tiamat, Erono, Enki,
Madus, Araxi, and a god I had not yet met, was not. “I have to say you never
cease to astonish.”


I shrugged and went to help Mordon off of the ground.
He appeared to be in pretty good condition for someone who was just possessed
by a demon that burned bodies. If he were anything but a dragon, we would all
be dead. My best friend and his dragon would probably never understand just how
important they were. 


“What do you plan to do with him?” Araxi asked me. 


I considered the gods. “Why are you asking me? Isn’t
divine punishment better left to the divine?”


“You should probably start considering yourself one
of us,” Enki said. I gave him my best look of disbelief, and he smirked. “We
know you never wanted to be a god, but you have the power, so you might as well
have the guidance.”


“I think he may not need it,” Tiamat said, looking
worried over the demon-incasing bubble. 


That was the last thing I wanted; for her to feel I
had become too powerful.


As the powerful energy stirred inside me, ready for
any command, I knew it was too late to restrict it. I was powerful. It was too
late to go back, but I would have done anything I could not to lose the goddess
that I loved. 


I didn’t realize that my chest was hurting, or even
that I had turned away from her, until her arms wrapped around me. “I am not
upset with you, Dylan, or with how powerful you have become. I am only upset
that you were in so much danger.”


“You worried about me being too powerful before,” I
argued. 


“My brothers didn’t know you and I was afraid they
would react worse to your power. I had no idea you could actually get through
their hard heads and stubborn stupidness.”


“Do you call everyone stupid?” I asked, shocked. “I
thought I was special.”


“You are, my love, in more ways than I can count…
unfortunately. I have realized that I cannot always be there to protect you, so
you need to be able to defend yourself. As much as I may dislike that you need
to be self-reliant, I am glad you can be, which you have proven many times over
the last week. Now, as you are the one who trapped the beast, you should decide
what to do with him.”


“I want to send him back to the void and make sure he
can never return. Is there a demon jail or something?” I asked.


“Not a jail, per se, but a warden. Janus is waiting
for your call. However, he cannot take the beast as it is now.”


“It needs a corporeal form,” I concluded. 


“Yes, that would be the easiest method, and the one
with the least chance of escape. However, if we show you how to do it, you
would be able to create people. Can you handle that?” she asked.


It was magic I never intended to use. “Wouldn’t it be
better if you did it?”


“Our magic will not go through the barrier, so the
spell must be done at the exact instant that you drop it, or the beast will
escape,” she said. 


“Okay. Tell me how to do it.” 


She put her hands on my shoulders. “As a demon, he
will try to appear in the most terrifying form he can, so the last thing you
want to do is picture someone who terrified you before.” Even as she said it, I
pictured my second step-father. “You need to create the image of a new person.”



“I’m not that creative,” I said. She gave me a
disbelieving look. “Not with faces, because I don’t really notice faces that
much. I couldn’t actually describe Mordon to you without looking at him. I can
barely describe myself.”


“Then picture someone you feel deserves to die a
horrible and painful death,” she said. I looked over at Regivus, who still resembled
Alec, but it was my second step-father, again, that I thought of.


Alec, the first man my mother married, drank too
much, swore too much, and beat me too much. He was extremely suspicious and
easily angered. If that wasn’t enough, he was stealing from my mother. When I
tried to tell her that he was stealing, he shot me right in front of her. I
woke up in the hospital and was immediately sent to boarding school. She said
that she couldn’t look at me after what I accused her husband of doing.


When she found out that he was in fact, stealing from
her and cheating on her with a fifteen-year-old, she left him. Not a
month after the divorce was final, she married Harvey. 


Harvey was my nightmare. I met him a few months after
their wedding for a visit because he said he had wanted to meet me. He didn’t
have a beer-belly, he spoke with class, and he wasn’t in a gang. Instead, it
was his smile that warned me away.


His smile was not fake… it was worse. My mother had
always been of mind that I was useless and dumb, but when he was around, she
seemed to despise me. That should have been my first clue, but I just thought
she was still mad about what happened with her ex-husband. 


He made her bring me home and put me back into public
school. I wanted to believe I would finally have a real childhood, but even
when he tried to take me fishing or to football games, all that stuff other
kids’ parents were doing, it felt wrong. Harvey would stare at me hard enough
that I could sense it, even when I slept. He would hug me, not any differently
than another parent, but it gave me chills. One time he told me that my mother
treated me wrong and that he should take me somewhere away from her. I
convinced my mother to send me back to boarding school and I tried to find
somewhere else to be during holidays. 


One day, after two years, I was called to the
headmaster’s office. Harvey was there. He told me he needed to take me home
and, having no proper excuse, I went with him. After he made me tell him all
about how I was doing in school, I finally got him to tell me what was going
on. He said we were moving to a better house in a small town, that I wouldn’t
have to be away at school anymore. He went on and on about how great the house
was and how many acres there were for hunting. 


When we stopped for gas, I went into the bathroom,
borrowed a cell phone, and called my mother. It was my aunt who answered and
explained to me that my mother was in the hospital after her husband beat her
nearly to death and left her bleeding out on the kitchen floor. 


I hitched a ride back to Houston and took buses back
home. When my mother came home, she was furious that I had managed to ruin two
of her marriages. She said I didn’t want her to be happy and she wished she had
dropped me off at an orphanage when I was a baby. 


“Go with that,” Divina said, having read my mind.
“Sending the demon disguised as him to the void should be therapeutic.”


I didn’t actually want to face him again, though. He
had never hurt me. I never wanted to see him again, and I hated what he did to
my mother, but I didn’t feel the need to seek revenge. I would rather just
never see the man again. 


Still, it was a face I could clearly picture in my
head, a face I watched out for in crowds. I turned back to the fog-filled
bubble of trapped demon and focused my mind on Harvey. “Okay, what now?” I
asked. I glanced back at her when she didn’t answer and she looked unsure. 


“I have never described it before.”


Regivus sighed. “This is why we should all teach him,
not just you.” 


He approached us and when I turned to him, he put his
hand on my forehead. I felt like I was shocked with a high dose of electricity,
a drearily familiar sensation. What was left when the feeling faded was new.
Divina caught me as I fell, then let me go gently when the static shocked her. 


I pulled myself back to my feet before the new
knowledge could assimilate in my head, and I wished it never did. To know the
human body as a god did was… disappointing. It was so simple, so basic. There
was nothing special about it from a god’s view. I understood why Divina
couldn’t explain it; no living person should see the human race as the gods
did. They thought of humans like we thought of mice… disposable, a little
dirty, and good for experimentation.


Creating a human body was no more amazing than
picking out a breed of dog; each god had their preferences and needed one that
fit their lifestyle. There was nothing sophisticated about using the malleable
energy to create flesh and bone. No personal connection.


I collapsed the bubble and created the corporeal body
around the demon simultaneously. Instead of making it human-compatible, as
Regivus had taught me, I made it heat-resistant. The demon could have lived in
it just as long as if he had taken Sammy. And why did I give him everything he
wanted? Because I may have forgiven Harvey for causing me the fear he did, but
the demon hurt Mordon and scared Sammy. I wanted to hurt him back. 


The demon breathed uneasily as he adapted to his new
flesh cage that looked so familiar to me. I realized that I had never really
gotten over what happened, because I never knew what would have happened when
Harvey got me to that house. Divina was right; one way or another, this would
be therapeutic. 


Divina gaped at me with wide eyes. “What are you
trying to do?” she asked me. 


I shrugged. “I don’t know yet, I’m just going to go
with it.”


“You do that a lot.”


“It always works out,” I answered honestly. More and
more since becoming a Guardian, I acted on my plans before I knew what the plan
was.


The demon was incredibly powerful, but in the
temporary bodies it had to use nominal energy, so I always had the advantage.
In this body, the demon was free to use its natural resources; it created
energy. It was not nominal or Iadnah energy, so I had to guess that it was
demon energy. 


As the demon built its magic, I decided to find out
for sure; I reached into the demon with my Iadnah energy and forced the new
energy out. Stripping him of his power looked like it was extremely painful for
the demon. Too bad.


The energy reacted with my magic. While it was more
powerful than nominal energy, it was easily overpowered by Iadnah energy, but
only because my magic was so well-controlled. I could feel the stares from the
gods behind me. To strip any being of magic was a last resort. To actually give
the demon back his natural abilities, only to take it away immediately was
cruel and unusual punishment. 


I helped Mordon to his feet for the second time and
pushed him behind Divina. The demon had hurt Mordon and dragged him into the
void. He would suffer more before I let him go. 


“Why Sammy?” I asked the demon. 


Finally he grinned. “He was powerful enough to live
in forever, but young enough that I could easily crush his soul. Then you took
him and ran and I enjoyed the chase.”


His answer was predictable and his words were steady,
but his eyes were lying. Harvey was impossible to read, but looking into the
demon’s light brown eyes, I could read him. I created this body just a little
less than perfect, and it was paying off. 


“That’s not it. You spent weeks searching for him on
Earth. I know you said you could smell him, but then why did you not find him
sooner?”


His grin faltered. “I was just---”


“You could smell him, I know, and you could track him
after you found him. Someone led you to him, and it wasn’t us.” Staring right
into his eyes as I said it, I knew I was right. I could feel it. “Who told you
about Sammy? Who knew about his power and led you to him?” He turned his eyes
to one of the gods behind me and without moving, I sent out a lash of
electricity. It was not enough to injure him as a demon, just to regain his
attention. “I’m talking to you. Answer me.” I was purposely talking down to
him. 


He was trying to divert attention, to cause doubt,
but the gods who stood behind me would not have led the beast to Sammy. I would
have known. If it felt good jerking around the demon who chased Mordon and I
across the universe, who looked like the man who beat my mother, I would never
say. 


“You have to stop with these revelations, it’s making
my head hurt,” Divina said. “Nobody can keep anything from you because you will
figure it out at the worst possible time.”


“I know how we can both benefit from this.” The
demon’s eyes darted from me, to Divina, and back. “You could kill me, send me
back to the void, but you could also let me live. Open the gates between the
worlds. It is the natural way. The books are unnatural. Open the gates and
people could travel freely between the worlds.” 


“So could the demons,” Divina said. 


He snarled at her. “Janus can keep them in line. And
with this body that you gave me, I would never need to hurt anyone.”


“I suppose you would want me to give you back your
demon energy, too?” I asked. 


Of course he did, but he wanted to live. He gave me
his most submissive look and I was glad I did not have a dragon as Mordon did;
Mordon’s dragon forgave when his enemy submitted. I forgave until one of my
friends was hurt. 


“I could live with nominal energy,” he said, unsure.
He was not used to acting docile. 


“Try it,” I dared. He shook his head. “Use the
nominal energy. Now,” I demanded.


 Divina took a step back from me, careful to keep
Mordon behind her. The demon knew it was a trick, but also knew better than to
deny the one holding all of the cards. He drew in the free-flowing, pure
nominal energy around him and screamed in agony, then fell to his knees,
huffing and puffing. 


“Oh, no, did I leave a little of my energy inside you
when I took your power away?” I’ve never heard something so condescending come
out of my mouth and I wasn’t about to stop. “I guess you will have to never do
any magic again.”


“Why are you doing this? I read in your friend’s mind
that you were peaceful and merciful,” the demon cried. 


I never knew a demon could beg for mercy. What a
disappointment. 


I crouched down in front of the demon, eye to eye,
and gave him a grin, hidden from the other gods. He tried to look down, but I
sunk my fingers into his short hair, damp with sweat, and yanked his head back.



“I was wrong,” he said, realizing that he made a
terrible mistake.


“You were.”


“Please let me go. I will never use magic or kill
anyone again! I never want to go back to the void. You can understand that.”


“You messed with my family.”


“I am sorry. I did not realize he was so important to
you. I just wanted to live.” He was still begging. He was sincere now, and I
could have let him go. While the demon would never be a model citizen by
anyone’s standards, he would be too afraid of me to kill. 


Divina tried to say something, but one of her
brothers stopped her. 


“You could have your father back,” the demon said. I
paused and he took that for an opening. “With the gates open, with the demons
free of the void, he could live here with you. The gates will keep the universe
in balance and the powers that kept you apart, that took him before you even
knew him, would be at peace. Your friend’s dragon… if you open the gates, the
dragons can be free again and escape those who hunt them.”


When Nano had told me that there were prophesies
about me, I thought I could avoid it. I thought it was blown out of proportion.
That I would change the universe? Impossible. But this was the moment that everyone
knew was coming, and Divina had known.


Feeling something weird in my free hand, I looked
down to see I was clutching sand. Why it bothered me, I didn’t know, but there
was something about sand… something just out of reach in my memory. It was like
I was trying to remember a dream I had a long time ago, or maybe it was déjà
vu. 


“We closed the gates because ancient demons like this
one could not be contained with them open,” Divina said, distracting me. “You
could open the gates, but you would no longer be the Guardian of Earth, and the
Ancients would be free. Modern demons are weak and can be kept in line by
Janus, but not the Ancients. Not even all of us together can control all of the
Ancients all of the time. Dylan, you have to trust that we know best.” 


I didn’t look at them. The demon’s eyes were
pleading. Divina wanted to keep me away from the void and had flat out told me
she didn’t believe that I could save Mordon. Would she keep Ronez from me just
to keep me safe from the void? 


“Dylan, trust me,” the woman I loved pleaded. 


I kept eye contact with the demon, still trying to
save his own life. Tearing open the void with as much delicacy as I could, I
called out with my magic for assistance. The tear was visible, spewing vacant
light. A black fog instantly reached out of the emptiness and enclosed the
demon. I let go, stood up, and stepped back. The demon was dragged, thrashing,
into his prison. He told me how horrible the void was and that he wanted to
live… after pulling Mordon in to suffer the same horror. It was wrong that
Mordon had been forgotten by the mortals for even a second, and now the demon
would never ever forget him. 


Divina pulled me around to hug me and kissed my
shoulder. “Never doubt that I trust you. I don’t always believe you, but I
always believe in you,” I said. 


“I am glad he is on our side,” Enki told one of his
brothers quietly.


“I am glad we are on his side,” Madus responded.
“Could you imagine if we had decided to kill him?”


“I think maybe you would have failed,” the god I
hadn’t met before said. 


I turned to them and Divina let me go. Mordon looked
wobbly, but was staying on his feet. “You good?” I asked him.


“Shiny, captain. Rojan is a bit bothered being
surrounded by gods, though,” he said. I could tell that it was him who was
bothered, but his secret was safe with me.


The god was tall and a little more built than I
expected of an Iadnah, and a lot friendlier looking. Almost a bit average; by
looks alone, I couldn’t pick him out of a crowd of friendly Texans. He had
medium, dirty blond hair and blue eyes. The gods created their own image to
suit their needs; this god was a pacifist. 


“Avoli, this little mastermind is my mate,” Divina
said proudly.


“Little? What about me is little?” I asked, deplored.
She hid her face in my shoulder and laughed. “I’m taller than you,” I mumbled. 


“It is nice to meet you, appropriately-sized
mastermind,” the god said. Pacifist, of course.


“And you. I think I need to get my friend to a place
to rest,” I said. I wasn’t sure who flashed us, but Divina, Mordon, Avoli, and
I appeared back at the cabin. 


“I’m not crippled,” Mordon griped as Ronez tried to
get him to sit down in a chair on the porch. He did sit, though. 


Edward, Ronez, and Sammy were where we left them.
Almost as soon as our flash cleared, Vivian and Nano appeared. Sammy turned to
see them and reached out. “Mommy!” he screamed. Mordon looked on reflex, but
didn’t move to take the child, currently being held by Edward. 


Vivian took her baby and both parents fussed over
him. I was sad that I had to say goodbye, but I was happy for him. Vivian was a
wonderful woman and would make a great mother. After all, she mostly raised her
younger siblings. Nano, I wasn’t so sure about, but Nila had turned out all
right, so I figured he couldn’t be too bad.


Edward wasted no time before checking me for
injuries. I caught Ronez’s eye and it looked for a second like he was the one
who wanted to worry about me. Instead, he barked at Mordon when the man tried
to stand.


“What happened?” Edward asked. 


“All of the gods showed up and we won.” I said. 


“Not all of the gods,” Divina corrected. “Azenoth,
Mreje, and Zer are still suspicious of you. Besides, they had nothing to do
with you single-handedly defeating the demon. And this time you can’t say I did
it, like with Vretial. It is a good thing my oldest brother is gone or you’d be
in trouble,” she said. She seemed a bit too giddy, as if she really did enjoy
getting me in trouble. “He wanted the gates reopened more than anyone.”


“So he would be one more god gunning for me. Lucky me
that he’s gone,” I said, pulling my book out of my bag. I first checked the page
that Mordon signed to find three names in addition to his. Throughout my book,
names that had vanished were returned. “I guess everything that was misplaced
is returned.” The words were barely out of my mouth before Araxi appeared. 


We stared at him as he glanced at all of us like we
were weird for standing around. “Dylan, I have to thank you for your
assistance. I thought my Guardian, Ghidora, had run away, but it turns out he
was lost. The poor thing was scared and alone and here I thought he was a
coward. Your actions returned him, so thank you.”


“Your Guardian’s name is Ghidora?” I asked with
shock.


Divina started to sigh, but it was cut off with what
was nearly a squeak. I had never heard her make such a sound, but I also never
had a two-headed serpent/cat gargoyle appear a foot away from me, either. The
creature was an ugly, monstrous little animal, but when it quirked its heads to
the side at me, I had to admit that it was a little cute. 


“Oh, no. Hobble, what are you doing here? I told you
to fly away, not follow me to another planet.” He tried to sound harsh, but the
stone creature hobbled up to him and licked him with two forked tongues while
rubbing its little heads against his legs. 


To my surprise, Vivian cooed at it. “Hello, Hobble!
I’m so glad you didn’t die.” This time, it was Vivian who squeaked when Emrys
appeared right in front of her, holding his book and a pen. 


“Hello, I am the Guardian of Malta. I am in a hurry
and need you to sign your son’s name,” the Guardian said. The mother looked
flabbergasted. 


“You really need to do that,” Mordon said. “I think
you might end the universe if you don’t. Paradox and all that,” he said. 


As he insisted, Vivian signed Sammy’s name and Emrys
disappeared with no goodbye. He was in a hurry after all.


“Dylan, you never told me your ex was so pretty,”
Divina said calmly. 


A chill ran down my spine. “Yes, I did. I covered all
my bases pretty well.” I knew secrets regarding exes had a history of coming
back to bite people, so I made sure to tell Divina everything I could think of
about the woman I left on Earth. Luckily, Divina was a god and had nothing to
be jealous of.


“Dylan, who is she?” Vivian asked. 


“This is Divina, who I told you about.”


“Dylan, there need be no secrets between the people
here. After all, she is the only person here who doesn’t know the truth,”
Divina said kindly… too kindly


I frowned at her. She was all about secrets. She had
been friends with Edward for many years before I was even born and I still
found out before him, but I trusted her to know what was coming. I figured if
she was willing to reveal her secret that Vivian would remain in our lives
somehow. 


Or I was wrong and my girlfriend was jealous.


“Vivian, Divina is also known as Tiamat. She is the
god of Earth.”


She stared in shock for a moment, then her eyes
narrowed. “The god of Earth is a woman?” Suddenly, she smiled brightly. “I
won.”


Divina frowned. “You thought the god of Earth was a
man?” she asked me. 


I could feel my face heat up with shame. “I thought
there was no all-powerful god.”


She slapped me in the chest. “You are stupid.”


“I wasn’t atheist or anything, I just didn’t have any
scientific evidence whatsoever. I believed Edward just fine when I had proof…
which was when I came face to mouth with a giant alien cat.” 


“Faith,” she said simply. 


I knew at that point that she was just teasing me.
Divina had no faith, and I didn’t think she really understood the concept.


“Oh!” Divina said. “I forgot. Vivian, you need to pop
back to Earth and get someone to give Dylan and Mordon dry clothes. When they
get there, it is during the rains and they would get hypothermia.”


“What?” The woman was very confused, and not alone. 


“When Dylan and Mordon went to Earth, I had shelter
ready for them. They were also given dry clothes so they wouldn’t get
hypothermia. You were the one who gave them clothes.” 


“No, I wasn’t.”


“The man said that a hot redhead told him to give the
bag to us. You gave it to the man to give to us. You just haven’t done it yet,”
Mordon understood. “I’m so confused.”


Or… maybe he didn’t. 


Vivian handed her baby to Avoli, promising to be
right back. Divina flashed both Vivian and Nano back in time and to Earth.


“No, hold on a minute, this is important, very
important,” I demanded. Everyone stopped to stare at me and I looked at Araxi.
“Your Guardian’s name is Ghidora?” Instead of answering, the god disappeared. 


Avoli was gaping at the baby in his arms with the
deer in the headlights look. “She handed me her baby.” He whispered as if
afraid to spook the child. “Quick. Take it before it breaks.” Nobody moved.
“Seriously, Dylan, take the baby.”


“He’s your Noquodi,” I answered.


“Here, sister, take my Noquodi.” Avoli said with
serious nervousness in his voice. The baby had been peering at Avoli with
wonder until he said that. Then the baby glared. When he rammed his head into
the god’s chest and Avoli grunted with pain, Divina laughed so hard she had to
lean against me. “Why is he so strong?” the god gasped as Edward took Sammy.


“He’s half dile. Human and dile was a lovely choice,”
Edward said sarcastically. “I mean no disrespect to you, but you can pretty
much expect him to be enormously strong, as the dile are known for, and
voraciously stubborn, as the humans are known for.”


“Sounds like an award-winner to me,” I said. Sammy
giggled and hid his face. I suddenly got it, and could have slapped myself for
not getting it before. “It didn’t occur to me this entire time why Sammy was so
physically strong. I should have known; Nila is tremendously strong, and so is
everyone else I met on Dios.”


“You didn’t know they were built that way?” Edward
asked.


“Not really, no.”


“Before I leave,” Avoli began, “I need a name for the
world and I thought it would be fitting that I asked for your opinion,” he told
me. 


I grinned and opened my mouth, but Mordon, suddenly
beside me, slapped his hand over my mouth. “He will name it something from one
of his science fiction movies, and you don’t want that.” 


The god looked at me and I nodded. It was true. 


Vivian and Nano reappeared at the same moment Avoli
disappeared. Vivian looked irritated and Nano looked worried. 


“It smells like they had just had an argument,”
Mordon informed me. 


I nodded my understanding as Vivian took Sammy and
marched off into the cabin. Nano went to go hide in the woods. As he passed me,
I smelled blood. 


Before anyone else could move to go inside, there was
a loud cracking sound and Blood appeared, wounded but alive. He had blood on
his nuzzle, which I assumed was the blood of another animal, and his leg was at
an odd angle. The wound on his leg looked pretty bad and I wondered what the
poor creature had gotten up to.


“Krayer,” Mordon said. I looked at him. “I remember.
I was about four when he told me his name, but I remember it now. Krayer.” 


Even as he was remembering his past, I was healing
the dragon. When I finished, he tested his leg by putting pressure on it, then
rubbed his nuzzle against my chest. 


I looked down at the blood on my shirt and sighed.
That was the second time this dragon wiped his nose on me and disguised it as
affection. The dragon backed away when Mordon came towards us. 


“What’s wrong? You know me,” he said.


“Rojan is probably freaking him out,” I supplied. 


“Rojan won’t hurt you,” Mordon said gently. When the
dragon lowered his head, Mordon held out his hand. Slowly, the dragon crept
forward until Mordon could just barely touch him. Blood relaxed when Mordon
didn’t move to grab him, but then stretched out his wings and took flight. With
no hesitation, the dragon disappeared in the night. Mordon looked insulted.


“He probably has a life to return to,” I said. 


When Divina and Edward went into the cabin, Ronez
grabbed my arm to hold me back. Mordon stopped, but faced the cabin as if guarding
us while not being intrusive. He would always have my back.


“You need to watch Sammy and keep him away from your
enemies,” Ronez told me.


I was almost offended. “I would never let him get
hurt.”


“That isn’t what I mean at all. He is an
extraordinarily powerful person. You are human and sago with Iadnah power.
Amazing, yeah, but he is something more; the magic is not just in his mind or
blood, it’s in his DNA. You weren’t even able to use your Iadnah power until
recently. I think he may actually be part Iadnah.”


“But that’s impossible. The Iadnah are not compatible
with people.” If they were, it would be possible to have children with Divina. 


“I agree, but there he is, whatever he is, and you do
not want your enemies turning him against you.”


“But I don’t have enemies,” I insisted, a little
desperately. 


He gave me a smile that told me I was being stupid.
“You are extremely powerful and extremely kind; you definitely have enemies.
Remember that the universe must balance itself out. When you deal with magic at
this depth, everything you do has an equal and opposite action. You were born,
so I, who was equally powerful at the time, had to die. You became even more
powerful, so Vretial had to be destroyed. Unfortunately, that was too much of a
shock to the universe. What are the consequences of Sammy?”


When I had no response, he went inside. Mordon waited
for me. “That baby adores you, and he’s smart. Nothing could turn him against
you. On the other hand, your girlfriend may want to watch herself; he has a
habit of tossing people around who mess with you.” 


When we were just about to go inside, Edward opened
the door and stepped out. Mordon and Edward shared a look, but I was pretty
sure it was Rojan who nodded and went inside. 


Edward grabbed my arm to pull me away from the door.
“I think we may need to talk,” he said gently. 


My blood froze. All I could think about was that this
was it. After everything that happened this day, he was going to kick me out.
Maybe he had already found a new apprentice. Maybe he wanted to be alone. Maybe
having Ronez and/or Sammy around made him decide he was tired of me. 


“Get that scared look off your face, child,” he
demanded severely. 


When he spoke softly, I freaked and thought the
worst; when he snapped at me, everything was okay. What kind of backwards life
had I lived?


“I never thought for a moment that you would fear me
kicking you out. I am not like your mother; I will not leave you to fend for
yourself. You will decide to go and live with Divina, I know, and it is the
natural process of life, but I will miss you when you are gone and look forward
to you returning home for visits. You still have to come home for holidays,
which may or may not be made up by me as an excuse to make you visit. If you get
in an argument with Divina, I expect you to show up in the middle of the night
and I will make your favorite for breakfast.” 


It was getting difficult to breathe; my chest hurt
worse with every word. I think it was with relief, because I felt happy. 


“No matter what ever happens between you and Divina
or you and me, I am proud of you. You are the perfect son and anyone who ever
treated you as less than should burn alive and rot in the void.”


Edward was all about strong conclusions. His words
were short and loud and that drove it in even more because while he wasn’t
actually yelling at me, I could hear the honesty. My fear of him kicking me out
lost all ground and I couldn’t believe I thought he would. I had no right to
assume he was like the others. He may have been my uncle, but he was the
closest thing I ever needed to a father. Unlike Mordon’s father, he deserved
love and respect. 


“If you have no questions, I’m going to go and shame
Divina for keeping secrets.”


“Okay. Thank you… for… you know. I have something I
need to do real quick,” I said. He nodded and went inside. I closed my eyes and
flashed to Mokii. Having been to Mordon’s home once and met his father, I was
not surprised by the familiar castle. What I was surprised by was the dreary
climate. 


Mordon’s father had always tried to appear larger
than life. As he lay in his bed, white as a sheet, he was anything but. It was
dark since the curtains were pulled closed. There was no fresh air, no colors
to liven the room up, not even flowers from well-wishers. And it was silent, as
if the kingdom was already in mourning for the death of their king. But the man
was alive, if only barely. 


I moved closer to the bed and noticed the picture. I
had seen pictures of Mordon’s mother before. This was one of her sitting in the
grass in bright sunlight and heavily pregnant. She looked extremely happy.
Beside her sat a young woman, very similar in appearance. The girl was leaning
against Mordon’s mother and smiling just as brightly. 


I hesitated. The man in bed looked so horribly
defeated. Did he want to be saved? He had lost his wife and daughter, and then
his son ran away. I didn’t notice exactly when he woke because he didn’t move,
but when I examined his face, he was staring at me. The one time I had met him,
Mordon introduced me as a strong wizard. The man pretty much ignored me and
told Mordon not to do anything weird. 


“He knows about Rojan. He knows you did something to
suppress the dragon,” I said.


“I only did it to help him; I did what I felt was
best for him.” His voice was weak.


“I know, and that’s why I’m going to help you. Your
death is not going to be on my friend’s conscience. However, he will not become
king. You may see him again, that is his choice to make, but you cannot trap or
guilt him into being king.”


“He will want to be king someday.”


“I highly doubt that, but again; it is his choice.
You cannot make him be something he is not. I’m giving you a different choice.
I can heal you. That would mean you have a slight chance of seeing him again,
but I cannot guarantee it. If I heal you, you must never interfere with his
life again. He can come to you, but you leave him alone. He’s happy.”


He sniffled, but I knew it was the loss of his
family, not his wounds that broke the old king. “I do not want to die, but why
should I live?”


“You can still do good as king. Instead of making the
throne more powerful, how about trying to make life better for the people? That
would include your son, now. Someday, you will be with your wife and daughter,
but Mordon is immortal, so you will probably never be with him after you die.”


“My son despises me,” he said.


“No, he doesn’t. He worked his whole life to make you
proud. You spent his whole life trying to trample part of him. Rojan never
wanted to be king of the dragons; you were trying to flame a part of Mordon
that wasn’t there, and he knew you felt he was lacking. I can save you, but I
need to know now if that is what you want.”


His breathing was labored as he nodded. I put one
hand on his chest and the other on his forehead, then concentrated on my desire
to save a person and pushed aside my disapproval for the man who mistreated my
best friend. Sure, I could have punished him and wanted to, but that would not
have helped Mordon. Mordon’s father still had a chance to make peace. The
internal damage was so extensive that if I had waited an hour, I would have
been too late. As it was, my magic was so efficient that it only took a few
minutes to heal him. He would be on his feet by the end of the day.


Before he could say anything, I flashed back to my
home on Duran.


Sammy and Divina were playing on the floor with his
blocks. Nano sat at the table and Vivian sat in his lap, watching the baby. She
obviously wanted to go to him, but Nano wasn’t going to let her. Edward and
Ronez sat in the other two chairs at the table. Mordon was leaning against the
table and his expression told me he knew what I had done. He could probably
smell his father on me. I expected him to look away; I didn’t expect the relief
on his face.


Divina looked up at me and climbed to her feet,
picking Sammy up as she did. Edward and Ronez went downstairs and Vivian and
Nano went outside. Divina put Sammy in the large basket laden with blankets
that we used as a cradle. 


“Mordon, would you give us some privacy?” she asked. 


He hesitated before going outside. Shinobu bounced up
on the table and curled her tail in front of her. 


“You have asked me several times to marry you,” she
said tentatively. 


I froze. “Did you make a decision?” While I really
wanted her to say yes, that she would marry me, I wasn’t mentally prepared to
be turned down. Of course, my fear was apparent. 


She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Do you really think
I would reject you? I love you. You’re the only one I know who can put up with
me for days at a time. Of course I will. But you need to know… I didn’t want to
keep it a secret, I just wanted to make sure I was right and that I didn’t…
lose it.” 


What could make the most powerful woman I know so
afraid to tell me something? “Anything you have to tell me, it’s okay. We can
handle it.”


“I don’t know that I can. Dylan…” She wrapped her
arms around me and pressed her forehead against my neck. “I’m pregnant.”


Obviously, I had to respond with decorum and wisdom.
“What do you mean?” I asked. 


She took my hand and pressed it to her stomach. Shock
was the only excuse I had for taking way too long to realize that her stomach
wasn’t completely flat. There was just a hint of a distention.


“Are you… What is that?”


She laughed. “I’m pregnant.”


“You… that’s a…”


“That’s a baby you feel.”


“A baby… Are you pregnant?”


“Yes,” she said. 


I gaped at her and she laughed again. I’m glad she
was enjoying herself, because I could have been knocked down with a feather. “With…”


“With a baby!”


“My baby?”


“Yes, you stupid pillock!”


“My baby… That’s my baby in there?”


The door opened and Mordon stuck his head in. “I
don’t want to interrupt or anything, but Vivian and Nano are arguing out here,
can I come in now?” 


“Mordon, look,” I said, not letting go of Divina’s
abdomen. “There’s a baby in there. My baby. Look. That’s my baby.”


Mordon smiled at us. “Congratulations. I’m going
downstairs. Let me know when you wake up from the shock,” he said, going
downstairs. When the door closed behind him, I just stared at the slight baby
bump.


“Is that why you told me to wait a few months so that
you could help me go after Mordon?” I asked. 


She nodded. “There’s never been something like this.
Honestly, I know your Iadnah magic has something to do with this, but I have no
idea how it actually happened. Anything I do could be dangerous, from flashing
to… heavy lifting.” 


“Why would you risk the baby to go into the void and
get Mordon?”


“Because you would have gotten yourself killed trying
to save him. There is one thing I fear more than raising this child, and that
is raising him without you,” she said. 


I wanted to ask her if she was okay, but I couldn’t
stand to hear that she wasn’t. Luckily, she understood. 


“It still scares me, but spending time with Sammy
helped, and knowing you will be there to fix my mistakes and keep the kid
healthy, I can deal with it. Being able to give you a child, though, makes me
happy. I don’t have faith in my mothering abilities, but I am excited. I am
happy about this.”


“I’m glad. How far along are you?”


“I have no idea. I only found out a month ago. I
don’t want to go to a physician because I have don’t know if it’s a normal sago
pregnancy.”


“You do need to make sure everything’s developing
correctly, though. I think there are prenatal vitamins and stuff. And chocolate.
I heard that pregnant women need chocolate. Maybe Vivian still has some from
when she was pregnant with Sammy. Oh! You have to keep off your feet. I read
that in a book once,” I said. I gently pushed her to sit in the chair and put
her legs up on the other chair.


She teased me about how I would become more and more
overprotective as the months came along. Sammy started fussing quietly and we
both looked at him. He was sitting up in his basket waiting patiently for our
attention. “What’s wrong?” I asked.


“Hungry,” he said. 


“I put some berries in his baby bag,” Divina said,
starting to get up. 


I put my hands on her shoulder to make her stay in
the seat. “I will get it. You’re doing enough work growing our child.” She
shivered at my poor choice of words, but remained sitting. I figured that in
order to make her feel better, I would have to speak as if we were picking the
baby up at the store.


The bag was on the floor next to the basket, where he
couldn’t reach into it and throw something. It took a few minutes to find the
small plastic bag of fruit. When I pulled the bag out, the contents shifted to
fill the space and a dark red object caught my eye. 


“Why is there an apple?” I asked, pulling the fruit
in question out. Sammy gasped. Divina shrugged. Something was wrong. “Where did
you get it?”


“I don’t know. I like apples, but I didn’t put it in
there,” she answered. “It must have been there when you two met him and got the
bag.”


I shook my head. “No way. He’s been with us for days
and I’ve been through that bag several times.”


“Apple, Dada!” Sammy cried. 


Before I could respond, the door burst open and
Vivian stomped in, steaming. Nano followed her, not much calmer. “You have to
do what’s best for him!” he demanded.


“What’s best for him is to stay with his mother! If
you try to send him to the monks for even the weekend, I will take him and
leave you. We’ll go back to Earth and I’ll raise him myself!” He tried to say
something, but she cut him off. “Don’t even talk! I don’t care how powerful he
is; he’s my baby and you’re not sending him anywhere!”


I was flabbergasted and still holding the apple out
for Divina to see. Vivian took the apple from my hand and threw it at Nano…
unfortunately, Vivian has always had terrible aim. The apple missed him
and hit the lit lamp on the table. Predictably, the lamp shattered to the
floor. Unpredictably, there was a towel where the lantern fell and it instantly
caught fire. 


Sammy cried, not in an upset way, but in a terrified-out-of-his-mind
way. Mordon opened the door and reacted instantly. With a gentle pulse of
nominal energy, the flames died and the room was dark. Instead of calming,
Sammy cried harder. I never knew what horrible sound a terrified baby could
make. 


“It’s alright, Sammy. He’s afraid of the dark,”
Vivian said over his crying. 


“I’ll get the spare lamp,” I said. 


“Just leave it; it’s time for bed, anyway,” Vivian
said. Sammy outright screamed. 


I ran downstairs, trying not to trip in the dark, and
pulled the spare lantern out from under my bed. I lit it with nominal energy
and ran back up the stairs. Sammy slowly calmed down until he was sniffling.
“Better, honey?” I asked, rubbing his head and keeping the lamp just out of his
reach. 


He nodded. 


“He will have to get used to the dark when he gets older.
I let him use a nightlight, but he’s usually fine in the dark until it’s bed
time,” Vivian said. “He can’t sleep in the dark. You try to get him to sleep
while I finish chewing Nano out.”


She dragged Nano out and the rest of us just stared
after her. “I guess it’s bedtime,” I said. “Sammy, I can’t leave the lamp on
all night.”


“I don’t want to be in the dark, Dada, he’ll find
me.”


“Who will?” I asked.


“I hide and he comes. In the dark he finds me. I
don’t want to hide.”


“You said that before, honey, but we killed the
demon. You don’t have to be afraid of him anymore, remember? He can’t hurt you,”
I said. I thought Sammy understood that the demon had been destroyed, but he
was clearly still scared. 


“Not the beast. I’m not scared of the beast.”


“You weren’t talking about the demon? Then who? Who
will find you in the dark?”


“Vretial.”









Epilogue


Tiamat


 


Many times in my life on Duran, men have asked me to marry them. I said
yes more often than not. It wasn’t that I liked them, knew them well, or even
intended to follow through with it… It was because from the moment I said yes
to when I ran off, never to be seen again, the man would do anything I wanted.
There was no more coercion or persuasion, just simple obedience. 


For me, the fun was in lining people up exactly where
I wanted them and watching it play out for a while. Then I would clear my board
and start over. Erono had created me an exceptionally beautiful body and I knew
how to play the role of any type of woman. After many years, I started to
forget who I really was, but never what I was. I was a god and I could shed
this mortal form at any time. 


I never did. A god has no age, of course. There was
no time for us, so true life began when I was “born” a sago. Still, I feel like
there was life before the unending existence of us. Dylan never asked me about
the war or life before it. 


Vretial told us that gods were not meant to be alone,
that we would each find someone to live our immortal lives with. I disbelieved
it immediately, but several of my brothers liked the idea. When Erono gave me
my sago life, Regivus was the first to warn me that I was never allowed to find
that someone. He said I was not old enough or responsible enough and that
nobody but another god could keep me happy. The others talked about finding
their mates as if there were more gods hiding somewhere outside the universe,
because no person was good enough. 


I was fine with this and placated my brother. I found
the idea of a mate to be unnecessary and impractical.


Before I took a mortal form, the demons got out of
control and we decided to close the gates. Vretial was against it, but Regivus
argued louder, so we took his side, and created books instead. It worked for us
because we had more power for ourselves, until Vretial acted out. He attacked
Avoli and took over his world, which had been easy to do with Avoli’s book. We
forced Vretial out on his own.


Enki was the one to suggest the Noquodi. Noquodi
means servant, and that was what they were supposed to be. We made them
powerful enough to do our work for us, but not powerful enough to be a threat.
Erono picked two infants on his world, twins, and gave them the power they
needed. I volunteered to take one of them as mine. We watched them grow up and
learn to use their abilities. They succeeded at any test we gave them. Any
challenge they faced just made them stronger. So I sent Ronez to my world and
Erono kept Kiro for his. The other gods created their Noquodi. 


It wasn’t until everything settled down that I
decided to change things up by taking a mortal form. 


When Ronez met me, he knew I was more than sago. I
enjoyed having something to distinguish the days. He was fun to be around and I
saw my world through his eyes. We were too close, though, so he figured out who
I was and I had to demand that he never told anyone, not even his brother. 


Ronez came to me one time and told me he slept with a
woman. It was not like he betrayed me; instead he was upset because he disliked
her. He asked me if I had compelled him to do it, but of course, I hadn’t. When
he found out she was pregnant, he told me something beyond human destiny was
taking place. I didn’t understand it until his child was born. We all knew that
the baby had Iadnah abilities. He was not a god, but he could eventually become
as powerful as us. Most of my brothers wanted him to be killed, but Ronez
begged for help from a few other Guardians. He never told his brother, which I
didn’t understand at the time. Ronez knew what would come to pass. 


I convinced my brothers that the baby’s powers were
too unstable and would kill him before he came into any substantial abilities.
They left him alone, but Ronez had to leave him to be raised with the mother.


It made me wonder, though. How could a mortal be born
with our power? I wanted to ask Vretial, but my brothers made me stay away from
him. If they had let me speak with him, things may have turned out very
different.


When Ronez was killed by Vretial’s hand, my book
found its way to Dylan. I knew it would have and told Kiro to find and train a
new Noquodi. Just as he was supposed to, he brought Dylan back to become my new
Noquodi. When I met him in person for the first time, I was surprised. I had
been expecting him to be like the mother I had heard about; ignorant and
uneducated. He looked just like his father. He was sarcastic and silly, but his
soul was good, better than almost anyone. 


Dylan had been raised in darkness. Everyone around
him was selfish and cruel, but he never took any of it inside himself. He never
let the darkness influence his soul. I should have known I would be changed by
him. There was something so strong about him… His soul was strong and there was
more life in him then there should have been. 


Dylan had hidden depths, as well. He could be
incredibly wise. Even when he said something that sounded stupid at the time,
it turned out to be right. I couldn’t bring myself to leave him, but I made
matters worse by finding myself in love with him. It had to be love, brought on
by my pathetic mortal body, because it made me weak to him and strong to
others. I found I could stand up to my brothers to defend his moral dilemmas,
but I could never refuse him anything. 


He became more powerful all the time. When I became a
little sick, I worried that I had worn out my mortal body. Having never been
sick before, I feared the worst, but I would not let that stop me from living
my life.


I was in a castle village on a sort of holiday. Dylan
was taking an exam in Anoshii or he would have been with me. It was always a
game for me to manipulate people into doing what I wanted them to, so I was
trying to unveil a slave trade. While the slime in charge was babbling his
misdeeds to the authorities, trying to cleanse his soul, one of the maidens
pulled me aside. She told me I needed to be more careful, and asked when I was
due. I was clueless and confused, which were still fairly new emotions for me.
When I asked for clarification, she told me I was pregnant. I told her that was
impossible and left.


And it was impossible. Dylan had asked about children
before and I explained to him that my body was created, not grown naturally,
and so I could not have children… but I was wrong. Dylan came back from his
test and we celebrated his victory as if my life was not completely tilting on
its axis. I had no idea what to do, but I knew the woman had been correct. A
mere mortal had brought my world to a screeching halt with her unholy truth.


I had to know for sure, but I could not turn to the
one I knew would understand. Vretial would have been able to explain it to me.
Instead, my remaining brothers discovered my secret and their suggestions
ranged from discarding my mortal form to killing Dylan. I knew Dylan could
change their minds about him. He proved himself to them and only afterwards did
I tell them that Dylan was my mate. When Regivus sighed and accepted it, the
others followed his lead. It helped that Dylan defeated the Ancient. Regivus
knew Dylan was powerful enough to be a threat and that I would not let him kill
my mate, so he had to give in. 


I opened my eyes and turned to see Dylan sleeping
beside me. I usually had to cool my body temperature at night because he would
wake up on the floor otherwise, but this was winter and he could stand it when
the room was cold. Instead, in the winter, I would find the blankets on the
floor and him wrapped about me. He was careful when he was awake to be gentle
near my stomach. I hardly had a baby bump, but he acted as if there was a
ten-foot around egg protruding from me. What a horribly grotesque thought.



Dylan’s face was relaxed as he slept. A Guardian’s
brain went through the same thing a normal person’s did when they slept, except
for dreams. For some reason, the combination of their power and immortality
kept them from having something so simple. Dylan once told me it was like he
was only half-asleep; while he was rested in the morning, he felt like he was
constantly waiting to be attacked. No matter what stage of sleep he was in, he
could sleep through usual loud noise, but any sort of scream or something
breaking, he sprang awake instantly. I liked it because he always enjoyed when
I gave him dreams.


I knew I could join him in his sleep, create a dream
to make it a more pleasant morning, but I was content to watch him. There would
be no more quiet mornings for a long time after the baby was born. Dylan would
be very disappointed in me if he knew I was thinking negatively about the child
for that. He wanted this child so badly… Would he even want me anymore when it
was born?


I had always been happy with the fact there were no
more gods, since I never wanted to be a mother. I never wanted to bend my life
around someone else… until Dylan. Before I met Dylan, life was easy. Dylan
liked who I was when he met me, but I was changing. When he asked me to marry
him, I said yes. It wasn’t because I loved him and wanted him to be mine or
that I wanted to be his, but because he wanted me to.


Dylan’s breath changed as he woke. He reached out to
wrap his arm around my waist and wiggled closer to snuggle against me. “Stop
thinking so hard. You can’t get out of it; you already said yes,” Dylan said. 


“I already told my brothers you were my mate. Why do
you want to get married?”


He opened his striking green eyes. That was the one
thing that made him look different from Kiro and Ronez. 


“For you, saying that I am your mate means that we
will always be together. For me, it’s saying that we are married. I know that
Guardians have mates, too and I like that I can call you mine, but I’m human. I
grew up on Earth, on your world, and to humans, if we’re not married you’re
just my girlfriend. I want you as my wife.”


“Isn’t marriage just a religious practice?”


“And legal, yes. Where two people swear to always
love each other.” He rolled onto his back. 


When he looked like that, I wondered if he even knew
why he wanted to marry me. 


“Swear before god? So you want me to swear to always
love you under the eyes of… myself,” I said. “You only want to marry me because
you were conditioned that way. You were told as a child that you would grow up
and get married, now you think that is the only thing that is right.”


He looked at me and stopped me in my tracks. It was
incredibly hard to stay out of his head when he gave me that expression, but I
knew what I would see would make me sick. I was wrong. Dylan was horribly
abused as a child and every time he gave me that look, it meant I was wrong and
he didn’t want to talk about it. How my love turned out to be such a strong and
good man was a mystery to me. 


He sat up and sighed, reaching back to take my hand.
“I don’t want to trap you in this,” he said, turning and giving me a small,
fake smile. “You’re right. It’s not like we live on Earth anyway. I’ll be your
mate and we don’t have to get married.” He got up and grabbed his pants off of
the foot chest before heading into the bathroom.


Every time I tried to call off the engagement or got
upset about the pregnancy, he went to take a shower. It must have been a human
thing. He built the shower after the first time I said I changed my mind about
marrying him, and he powered it with his own magic. If he couldn’t take a
shower, he cleaned something. 


He loved me when I was free, so why did he want me to
become his? His wife. I wanted to be me, not something that belonged to
him. I was a god, but soon I would be nothing more than the mother of his
child. However, if I were his wife… at least I would be in his life. He was my
mate. 


Even the Noquodi had mates. He often referred to
calling me his mate, and he was fine with calling himself my mate, but he never
actually called me his mate. Maybe he thought that if he did, he could never
leave me, even if he got tired of me. Then why was he so intent on marrying me?
I already agreed to do so in order to make him happy, but he wanted me to be
happy about it. I wasn’t. I loved him, but I didn’t want to marry anyone. It
wasn’t my tradition; it was a mortal tradition.


He was my mate and that meant we would never leave
each other. Still, it meant more for my brothers who believed in it than for
me. Maybe the problem was that he didn’t believe in mates any more than I did.


The door to the bathroom burst open and I stared in
shock. Dylan stood there, sopping wet and at attention with the shower still
running behind him. “Divina, get in here,” he demanded, his voice nearly angry.



I was out of the bed and moving to obey before I even
thought about it. He took me roughly by the arm into the shower, shoved me
against the tile (somehow still being gentle of my stomach) and then kissed me
to within an inch of my immortal life. 


After making my world tremble and my voice sore, he
took me back to the bed, where we spent the rest of the day. He reminded me how
he got me pregnant in the first place; there was nothing mortal about my man.


 


*          *          *


 


It was night when I woke from our brief rest. I felt
oddly disappointed that Dylan was not in bed with me and even more so when I
heard voices in the kitchen. I got up and started for the door when I realized
one of them was Mordon. Dylan talked to Mordon, told him things he didn’t tell
anyone else. I used my magic to mask myself from them. It was especially
difficult to hide myself from Dylan since he learned to use his powers.


“Dragons have mates, too. I think every immortal
being does,” Mordon said. I stood against the wall outside of the kitchen,
close enough to hear them but out of sight. 


“And do dragons have ceremonies for mating?”


“Of course. It’s a huge event where our families and
friends come to see our joining. Hell, I think Rojan’s mating ceremony was the
happiest time of my life.” He got quiet. “I have Rojan’s memories of her
and I feel his love for her. He was with her for a hundred and twenty years.
Even though the memories are not mine, I miss her, and I know he will never
regret that he was with her.”


“Divina can’t die.” 


“I know. But you think she’ll leave you because she
won’t marry you. After all, why else would she refuse to commit to you? I mean,
she’s already giving you a child; what more can you ask for? You may be being
selfish. You know she doesn’t want to be a mother. How could you stop her from
leaving after the child is old enough to abandon? Everyone abandoned you as a
kid, so you know it happens. What’s to stop her from being like every person on
Earth?”


“She’s better than that.”


“Of course she is. She is a god. Gods aren’t known
for being good parents though, or spouses. Does she even understand commitment?
She is known as the child to most of her siblings, even Edward. If she goes out
on one of her adventures and finds a guy that she wants to manipulate, would
she hesitate to sleep with him? Do gods have morals about infidelity?”


“What infidelity?” Dylan asked. “She won’t even marry
me, so she can’t cheat on me. I don’t want to have you over if you keep talking
like that.”


“You will, because I’m just saying out loud what’s in
your head. Stop cleaning and sit down. You make me want to spill something
everywhere.”


“Don’t you dare.” I heard a chair scrape as Dylan
pulled it out to sit down. “I know you think it helps me to say my thoughts to
my face, but I don’t like it. You think I’m being stupid anyway.”


“No, Dylan, you’re getting your signals crossed. I
think Divina is being stupid, not you. I think you are acting out of
desperation to be as different from your mother as possible. She had you
without being married, didn’t she?”


“Ronez refused to marry her. Ronez said that she
wasn’t even sure he was the father, but he knew that he was. Thank god I look
just like him or I would doubt it myself.”


“Divina doesn’t want the child?”


“She says she does, but I know she only wants it
because I do.”


“What were you saying earlier about mating? You
talked to Regivus about it?”


“I asked him what the difference was between Noquodi
and Iadnah mating. He said he didn’t know enough about the Iadnah mating to do
it.”


“To do what?”


There was a pause, just long enough for me to wonder
as well. “Divina’s family is all that is left, but Vretial was the one to tell
them that the Iadnah found mates. He told Regivus that there was a mating
ceremony, just like the Noquodi had, and just like the dragons.”


“But Divina didn’t tell you anything about it,”
Mordon surmised. 


I myself was clueless.


“I’m not sure she knows. She told the others I was
her mate and they accepted it. When I bring up marriage to Divina, she says we
are already mated. I see no hint of deceit in her. I have to assume she doesn’t
know because…”


“Because if she did know, it would break your heart.
You should tell her, but you’re afraid to, because if she knows that there’s
more to this mating thing, that she isn’t really committed to you, she could
change her mind. At the same time, you know you have no right to keep that
option from her.” 


“Don’t come over here anymore; you never help me. You
just bring to light all my problems,” Dylan groused. 


Mordon laughed. “I am helping you. Divina? You can
come in here now,” he called to me. I sighed and walked in. He smirked at me as
Dylan groaned and laid his head against the table. “You can hide from me and
Dylan, but not Rojan, as he is a subconscious entity. In order to hide yourself
from him, you would have to use enough magic that it would tip me and Dylan
off. I think you two have some stuff to talk about. I’ll leave you to it.”


Mordon left and silence fell. I wanted to call Mordon
back in here to help us talk.


“What do you want to address first?” I asked, taking
a seat at the table. It wasn’t helping either of us to sit in silence. 


“I don’t know why I want to marry you so much. It
isn’t religious, but there are lots of methods to marry.”


“Is it because you are still afraid to lose me?
Humans walk out on their spouses all the time,” I said. “A mate is the person
you want to spend your immortal life with. Even if you die, they will always be
your mate.”


“It means something else to me. I grew up on Earth.
The British call their friends their mates. We have flatmates, roommates,
classmates… animals have mates, and it certainly doesn’t mean the same thing.”
He looked at me. “I know that you would never leave me if I begged you to stay,
but I want you to want to stay.”


He dropped his gaze again and I put my hand on his
cheek to make him look at me. “Listen to me, Dylan. I will never be able to say
this again for the rest of our lives, so listen to me now. You are everything
to me. I would fight my brothers for you. I would find a way to bring your
father back for good even if it destroys a few worlds in the process if that
was what you wanted. I would find a way to give you a child every year for all
of eternity, and twins if I could manage it… or worse. Anything I need to do. Anything
to make you happy.”


“You make me happy.”


“Then how could I ever leave you? All I need to be
happy is for you to be happy, and all you need to be happy is to have me.
What’s the problem here?”


“Would you ever sleep with anyone else? Or love
anyone else? I don’t know what gods feel is acceptable or wrong---”


I interrupted him by putting my hand over his mouth.
“Am I nothing more than a god to you? I have lived in this body for so long
with emotions. Sago emotions. How could I not have at least some of the
cultural morals? I get jealous when a pretty girl tries to come on to you, how
could I think it was okay for me to go to someone else? I will never cheat on
you.”


“I know,” he said, sighing. He had just needed to
hear it himself. “I know it doesn’t make sense for me to be so adamant that we
get married, but why are you so against it? It doesn’t have to be a religious
affair.”


It was my turn to sigh and look away. “For one thing,
human marriage has always been a way to chain women to men. You might as well
already own me. I think that must make you the most powerful man in the
universe.”


Like I had done, he turned my face back to him. “I
never wanted to own you. You are free to do what you want, but I want to be in
your life. What are the other reasons?”


“Vretial told us we would find someone to live out
eternity with. I never believed it. I never believed I would want to be
with anyone. I told him that mating was a myth or a story that he made up.
Humans had marriage, and I didn’t believe in that, either.”


“So you could give me the mate part, but not the
marriage part?”


“I couldn’t even get the mate part right. Vretial
never told me about a ritual…” I frowned, trying hard to remember everything he
said. “Well, he may have, but I wasn’t paying much attention. I can’t remember
everything he said. And if there was a ceremony, none of us would remember
anything enough to perform it. What about having a Noquodi mating ceremony?”


He shrugged. “Like I said, mating doesn’t mean
anything to me. Marriage does. My mother may have suffered horrible ones, but I
think I could do it right with you.”


“I know you can. I love you, Dylan. I want to be with
you for eternity.”


“I love you, too. I will go with whatever you want to
do.”


I realized then where I was going wrong. I could
never be happy unless I had Dylan and he was happy. Marriage would make him
happy and, at least in his mind, tie us together. I realized if I married
Dylan, it would be to make him happy. The marriage itself was for him, but I
could do it for him because I loved him. What better reason was there for
anything?


I stood up, put my hands on his shoulders, and
pressed my forehead against his. Then I took a step back as he stood. “I guess
you will have to find a wedding ceremony that isn’t religious then, because I’m
not swearing myself under myself or my brothers.”
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