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Chapter 1
I knew three things; it was raining something thick and warm, it was pitch-black, and something very large was right behind me. Trying to face my opponent, I turned, only to trip over a root and fall hard on my back. My breath was knocked from my lungs, but before I could try to inhale, I got a mouth full of blood. It was raining blood.
I had enough time to spit the iron-rich fluid out of my mouth before a creature pinned me to the ground with a single furry paw that spanned the entire width of my chest. I closed my eyes against the foul downpour and put up my arms to defend myself. Heavy, hot breath was my only warning before huge, sharp fangs sank into my right arm, effectively snapping my bone in two places. Heat burned all the way up my shoulder, but I didn’t scream. I had enough brain power left to decide I would rather be eaten alive than die by drowning in blood. 
As the beast began dragging me over thick roots and sharp rocks, the pain of his bite spread with each beat of my heart until my entire body was paralyzed with agony. As if he knew I couldn’t escape, the beast abruptly dropped me. Blind and in so much pain I couldn’t breathe, I rolled onto my back. It wasn’t a heavy rain, but the blood was sticky. 
Cramps struck my legs and abdomen, painful enough that I managed to feel them over the fire in my blood, before bones throughout my body started breaking with sickening cracks. My knees popped painfully. Skin and muscles stretched as my limbs reformed, tearing my clothes easily. My head throbbed with the worst migraine I had ever felt. The heat was unbearable, but the energy that ran through my blood was like lightning.
Even over my anguish, I sensed the beast run.
A sort of haze fell over me as the pain grew more severe and the change in my body grew stranger. By the time the torment faded, I felt very bizarre. I felt light and… quick. The blood rain no longer bothered me; I could breathe just fine. I climbed unsteadily to my feet, but it was on four legs instead of two. A quick glance down revealed that I was correct. Instead of arms and hands, I had front legs and paws. I wasn’t small, but I was shorter than my human form.
The ability to see despite the fact that it was still dark was not as important as examining my new legs, which were covered in sleek black fur that was being saturated with blood. That isn’t good; I want my fur clean. Even more frustrating, however, was the shiny object on my right ankle. I had just enough awareness to recognize the thick metal cuff. 
 
*          *          *
 
A furious hiss dug into the core of my instincts and tore me from my sleep, for this was not a warning I could ignore. I woke and sat up too fast, eliciting another expression of wrath from Shinobu. The hissing naowen at the foot on my bed with her claws outstretched and her teeth displayed had been my faithful, gentle pet for thirteen years, so her animosity confused me.
“Get off!” Divina yelled sharply enough to startle both of us.
Shinobu leapt from the bed to the bookshelf, then out the window. Only then did I realize my heart was beating too fast. My brain tried to rationalize her behavior by suggesting that it wasn’t her or that she was playing, but I knew better.
“What’s wrong with her?” I asked Divina.
She leaned her head on my shoulder, still half asleep, and I stroked my fingers through her black hair on reflex. “I don’t know.” Her voice was quiet but deep with drowsiness. “She’s a wild animal, and a very dangerous one at that. Maybe she’s getting old and senile.”
“Do you think she’ll come back?”
She sighed. “It’s better if she doesn’t. We’re not going to be back here for years. It’s much better for her to be free. What were you dreaming about?”
I shook my head. “I don’t remember.” Every time something was about to go down, I had a dream that I couldn’t remember. I could feel that it was important, but it was gone as soon as I woke.
 
*          *          *
 
“You win.”
Silence fell over the cabin. After a long moment in which each person questioned their hearing, everyone at once surrounded the table. Edward laid his cards out on the worn wooden surface and I followed suit. He gaped at my hand with disbelief. 
“You have nothing. Had you used any other card, I could have won the game. How did you know?”
“I didn’t. I told you I was playing on instinct. I chose that card because it was red,” I said. The red hourglass was just way too ominous between the green dragon card and the tea card, so I wanted to get rid of it. 
Mordon laughed while Divina and Edward stared in shock. To our knowledge, nobody in all of history had ever beaten Edward at a game of cards. 
I was a little bit pleased that it was with Divina here that I won, since Divina and Edward were ridiculously competitive with each other. Ron and Hail were flabbergasted for all of half a minute before they returned to reading their books. 
“Did you do use math?” Mordon asked. 
“Edward doesn’t use a normal deck, so I don’t know how many of what faces there are. There’s no way somebody can cheat without magic using his cards, and if someone did use magic, he would know.” I held out my wrist to Ron. “Please take this off, sweetheart.”
Ron easily took the metal bracelet off my wrist. At only about half an inch wide and an adjustable eight inches long, the silver bracelet with ancient symbols etched into its thin metal was deceptively powerful. I slipped the bracelet back into my bag with its twin. 
The magic-neutralizing tool we retained from Vretial was often used for silly tricks and games in our family. Mordon and I used them to compete with each other, but we had to stop because they prevented Mordon from shifting. Vretial made it so that only Ron and Hail were able to take the bracelets off a person, so our games left us pretty much defenseless without the boys. 
 “Do we have to go to school tomorrow?” Ron asked, his bottom lip wobbling.
Ron was about the cutest nine-year-old imaginable with disheveled chocolate-brown hair and moss green eyes. He was also an expert on begging, sweet-talking, and manipulation, like his mother. The difference between my adorable son and my lovely wife was that his eyes were very expressive. His lip wobbled, but his eyes weren’t sad. 
I leaned down to be at eye level with him. “If not you, then who? I guess I could go to school instead, but then you’d have to go to work at the hospital.”
“I could do that!” he declared with excitement. Then he frowned. “But what would Hail do?”
“Well, Hell would have to go to school.”
Samhail had a thing about renaming everyone. Of course, I insisted on calling Kiro Edward, since it was his cover name when he introduced himself to me, so I was the pot calling the kettle black. In loving regards to his hellish rambunctiousness as a child, I called him Hell instead of Hail. 
Ron looked horrified. “Hail can’t go without me! He needs me! What if he has a vision?! If he’s going to school, so am I!”
“If you insist, sweetheart,” I said, resigned. I loved my sons so much. Sometimes Ron acted his age, but he was growing up too fast and the rare moments where he acted like a little boy were occurring fewer and fewer. “When are you going to Mokii?” I asked Edward.
“I have about half an hour before I need to leave if I want to make the ship.”
“It would be much faster to flash there,” I offered.
He shook his head. “I’ve got to do things the mortal way. That’s how I get the information I need to solve cases. I make contacts with other everyday men.”
My relationship with Edward had always been a little strained and confusing. It wasn’t because he treated me badly; quite the opposite. From the moment Edward took me as an apprentice, he was more like a father to me, and since he was the only father figure I ever had, it meant a lot to me. The problem I had was that men in my life were never worth looking up to until him.
When I learned how to use my Iadnah energy, I tried to be more helpful to him. All I accomplished was putting distance between us. I thought we worked well together, and we did to a point. After a while I realized what was wrong; Edward needed a son he could be proud of, not a partner. It occurred to me that the reason Edward and Ronez could last for so many years without killing each other was that they lived on different planets.
I just didn’t want to ruin our relationship. 
Divina ran her fingers through my hair, which was her way of giving me support without actually agreeing with me. 
“He’ll be fine. He’s been at this for more than two thousand years,” Mordon said.
I nodded. “If you’re going soon, I guess we’ll be off, too,” I said, standing. “The boys need a good night of rest. Will you be over when you’re done at Mokii?” I asked. 
“Of course. I have no idea how you manage with all that technology, but I know you’re doing good.” He hugged me. “If you need me, you know how to find me.”
 
*          *          *
 
When the gates to the void started opening, I realized what I really wanted to do in life. I was a Guardian, which meant that I would defend my world against any threat, but my world wasn’t threatened every day. 
I was on Dios when they temporarily lost magic and had a major earthquake. When the underground civilization of magic users found themselves confused, injured and powerless, I did what I could to help them. It occurred to me then that there could come a time when I had no magic to help someone.
I wanted to go through the training to be a doctor, but since my wife was a goddess, she offered me a faster method. Gods had a way of sharing knowledge directly that was far faster and more practical than speech. When I told her I wanted to be an emergency medicine doctor, she found three who were supposedly the best in the world and offered to copy their medical knowledge to me. 
I was very hesitant at first, because I thought it was immoral and… just really creepy. However, she explained it as the equivalent of reading every medical book they had every read and attending every class or seminar they had ever attended, in just a matter of seconds. Still, I wasn’t convinced this was a good idea. 
Divina sent me to Earth and let me trail these doctors for a few days. I wasn’t invisible so much as unnoticeable. It was a very interesting spell in which everyone could actually see me, but they wouldn’t realize I was there or look in my direction. Fortunately, it let me observe what they did every day. 
When the first doctor saved a life, I lost all hope and was certain I couldn’t do it. I thought I was better off leaving it to them. Then I saw the second doctor save lives, and I thought I could really learn from them. When I saw the third doctor lose one out of two dozen hopeless patients, I understood what Divina was trying to do. No one could save every single person, but out of the hundred people I saw these doctors help, I couldn’t have done a thing for them without magic. 
A few weeks later, I started working at a small hospital on Earth. Divina had given me the knowledge I needed and forged reasonable records… but I felt like a fish out of water my first day. I was afraid to go near a patient let alone help anyone.
That changed the moment they rushed in a baby girl who wasn’t breathing. I didn’t even consider using my magic. Years of experience that wasn’t mine snapped into place and the only thing that was important was that I could help the baby. She came out fine. 
It took a month to get things ready to move to Earth after I decided to stay at the hospital. As a native of the world, it shouldn’t have been nearly that difficult to return. Getting the job at the hospital really was the easy bit. I also had to get records for Divina, Mordon, and the kids, then get the boys into school. I couldn’t homeschool them and work at the same time. Honestly, I wanted them to have the socialization and public school experience… I just hoped they took mercy on the little mortal children, for my boys could be a handful.
Mordon wanted to get a job, too, but there wasn’t much for him to do. He was a prince on Mokii and a wizard on Shomodii, so it wasn’t like he had many useful job skills. In fact, he had very few social skills, because humans and sago were fairly different. I only tried to teach him to drive once and it took a hundred years off my life. He could handle technology, but he had no clue how to use a computer and he still couldn’t read English. Although I promised to find something for him to do, I could tell he was frustrated. 
Divina was suspiciously okay with whatever. She never complained or voiced an opinion, which just made me feel worse that I was uprooting our family. She said she was flexible, but I wanted her to be happy, and I knew she liked our life on Duran. I liked it, too, for that matter; I just wanted a little change of pace for a few years. The boys needed variety and I wanted to spend some time being a real doctor instead of just a healer. I also wanted Mordon to experience my home world. 
 
*          *          *
 
My alarm woke me way too early… the sun hadn’t yet risen to chase away the morning chill. I smacked the alarm, more out of reflex than anything— one left over from my days in college. Unfortunately, I remembered that it was a stupid reflex as my alarm dropped to the floor and rolled away, still chirping. Now I had to get out of bed to shut the damn thing off. The wood floor was cold as I chased my wayward alarm. When it rolled under the bed, I contemplated fishing for it for about a second before I just unplugged it and dived back in the bed.
It was an evil little impulse that made me reach my hands around my wife’s naked waist to warm them. As she shrieked, I laughed and pulled her closer. 
“Dylan!” she cried with outrage, trying to get away. “Why are you freezing?!”
I finally let her go and she rolled over to look at me. “I had to get up for a minute. I’ve got to get ready for work. Do you think you can handle breakfast for the boys?”
“Why do you have to get ready for work this early? Surely the hospital doesn’t make you come in before the sun is even up.”
I laughed. “My hours could be a lot worse.” I leaned down to kiss her even as I pulled the blanket off myself. She wrapped her arms around me, deepening the kiss. I was so enthralled I didn’t even realize what she was doing until I was back in a horizontal position and she was on top. “We can’t do this,” I said, halfheartedly. 
“Fine.” She sat up and flopped over on the bed with her arms wide. “You can be on top, but you have to cook dinner tonight.” She said this with a teasing exasperation, as if she were giving up something monumental. 
“I can’t be late for work.”
“We have plenty of time,” she argued.
“We don’t have any time.” I got out of bed and started for the bathroom. 
“I’m a god, stupid.” 
I stopped at the door and looked at her, interested in her point despite the cold. If nothing else, it was helping the problem Divina left me with. “I’m aware of that,” I said, trying to think of something completely not sexy while looking at my gorgeous wife sprawled over the bed. The dark maroon of the blanket seemed to accent her flawless skin.
She pushed up on her elbows, which emphasized her chest, and gave me the wicked grin I could never resist. “I can create a time bubble, we can go to the Land of the Iadnah, or we can even go back in time and return here in a minute.”
“You are a bad influence on me.”
“I try.” 
I practically ran back to the bed.
 
*          *          *
 
I stepped out of the shower and dressed for work, eager to begin this new adventure with my family. I couldn’t help but to smile as Hail could be heard throwing a fit in the kitchen. Some things would never change, and it was a relief that the move hadn’t traumatized him. The last time my older son was on Earth, he was being hunted by a powerful demon.
When the complaining stopped, I knew Ron had joined his brother and that Hail would be begging his brother to cook pancakes. I couldn’t really blame them; Divina was amazing at cooking up potions, but she had no talent for cooking food. I wasn’t much better, since my cooking experience consisted of bachelor food and grilled meat. Ron, however, was oddly skilled in the culinary arts. He could recreate any meal he tried, from the finest restaurants on Duran, and his imagination for food was ingenious. For his eighth birthday, I got him a cookbook from Earth, and since then I had to flash to Earth to get ingredients and equipment to fit his very specific standards.
In the kitchen, I found my wife trying desperately to be motherly. She tried to be patient, but she just wasn’t built that way. While she would never hurt one of the boys, she had a history of walking out. Sometimes when the boys were arguing or playing, it would make her feel very mortal and that was something she couldn’t handle, so she would just get up and walk out for days or weeks. She loved them both, but she was too old, too powerful, and too much a god.
I kissed her on the way to the coffee pot. Her long, silky black hair splayed across her face. She wore a black tank-top and shorts and I could feel the warmth of her skin as if she were calling me to her. If the boys weren’t in the room, I would have pulled her into my arms and probably been late for work. Instead, it took all the control I could muster to walk away and get my coffee.
“Your class schedules arrived yesterday,” I said to the boys. “I got you both in advanced classes, but they wouldn’t put Ron in sixth grade because he’s too young.” Luckily, the principal of the local middle school hadn’t seen Ron or he would have tried to put the child in fourth grade. I could have made his legal records show that he was ten, but we were lucky if people believed he was his actual age.
My son was the epitome of “fine-boned.” I knew he would never be huge, but at this point he would be fortunate to reach his mother’s height. There was nothing wrong with him, he was just small. His hair was the same dark brown as mine and his eyes were the same green, but his features were soft at his age.
“So we’re in fifth grade?” Hail asked. 
Hail was a different matter entirely. Although he wasn’t muscular or overweight, he was growing very quickly to the point that while he was only eleven, he could easily pass for thirteen. His hair was brown with deep red shading and was very shiny, while his purple eyes nearly glowed in the dark. Ron threw a fit the last time Hail asked me to cut his hair when it got too shaggy.
“Sorry, honey, but the best I could do was get you in the same school. You’re in sixth grade and Ron is in fifth grade. Seventh graders are in a different building. This year, you’re going to have to be bear with it. Next year, you’ll go to seventh grade and Ron will skip sixth grade so the two of you can be in the same class. So, Ron…”
“Show them all up so I can skip sixth grade? No problem. Thank you for getting us in the same school. I know it wasn’t easy.”
Ron was an angel.
“No! We have to be in the same class!” Hail cried. “Ron needs me! What if something happens?”
Divina sighed.
Ron had lived with the balance of the universe inside him for five years, and although nothing had gone wrong yet, we were always on guard. He tried to hide it, but sometimes when Mordon and I were separated for a few days, Ron would avoid me like the plague. I knew that he could always feel it. The balance constantly pushed Vretial to do things when it was inside him and we knew it was only a matter of time before it tried to force Ron. For all we knew, Hail was the only one who could help him if the balance ever tried to take control of Ron.
If anything happened to Ron because I made them go to school… 
“We haven’t got the bus schedule yet, so somebody has to drop you off at school,” I said.
“Not it!” Divina yelled. 
I laughed and kissed her. “Sorry, babe, but you can’t drive for shit. And Mordon hates being in the ‘metal cage.’ Our neighbor in one-oh-three is one of my coworkers. He has a son in fifth grade, so his wife is going to drive their kid to school. I already spoke with him and his wife is okay with taking two more.”
We had two cars; my blue Jaguar C-X75 and a black Dodge Charger. My father had dozens of cars that were passed down to me. He didn’t even leave them in a will; he actually put the titles in my name. I wasn’t a car nut, but I couldn’t resist the Jaguar. We used the Charger as an emergency car.
“Why doesn’t his son take the bus?” Ron asked. 
“His son, Drake, is in recovery from cancer. He’s been through the ringer and has problems leaving his mom.” I knew the boys didn’t understand mortal afflictions. Although they both understood injuries and even sickness, they’d never encountered something like cancer. I wanted them to see what Earth was all about, but it wasn’t all sunshine and roses. 
“Why didn’t you heal him?” Ron asked. 
“He’s never been to the ER. I’ve never met him or been near him.” I knew without a doubt what my son would say.
“I’ll take care of him,” Ron said. Hail nodded his agreement.
“Be careful. You can’t heal people on Earth like you can on Duran; you have to hide your magic from everyone. I’m not saying don’t help him, I’m just saying you need to be careful. Slow and gentle.” I’ve warned the boys they had to hide their magic on Earth, but I was still worried. They were both demigods and about to be set loose in a human middle school.
Mordon entered the kitchen wearing only jeans as I poured my second cup of coffee. He was really trying to fit in on Earth. He hated jeans, but wore them anyway, and he cut his hair into an actual style instead of just tying it back. I was still getting used to it.
“There’s plenty more coffee,” I offered. 
Mordon scowled at the eggs. “Between your coffee and your wife’s cooking, I think I’m going to starve on this primitive world.”
At that point, I checked out the two plates of eggs on the table. Considering that the last time I asked her to make food, she presented a plate of dry, chocolate cereal, it was an improvement. She may have preferred Duran food, but pre-prepared food had its place in our house.
“Excuse me, my world is not primitive!” Divina growled. 
“And there is nothing wrong with my wife’s cooking,” I added, taking her fork and stabbing some of the eggs before gathering it onto the fork. I took a bite, swallowed, and shuddered, trying desperately not to make a face. Oh, my, god, salt. Too much salt. “But I think Ron should take over the cooking from now on.” I took the plate and fork and scraped the eggs off into the trash before someone died, making a mental note to explain to my wife when we were in private what moderation was. “Now, I’ve got to get to work. Divina, take the boys over to one-oh-three in five minutes. Mordon, stay out of trouble. No sheep chasing or burning down villages.” 
“Dylan, I hate you.”
“No, you don’t.”
“You’re not going to ask me to stay out of trouble?” Divina asked, putting her chin in her hand and smirking at me.
My heart skipped a beat and I inadvertently swallowed. “I’d be wasting my breath.”
“I was thinking of popping off to Venice for lunch.”
She was taunting me. There was no way I could miss work to go to Italy with her… but I wanted to so badly. “Take Mordon with you.”
She glared. “I tell you I’m going to our honeymoon place and you tell me to take another man.”
I shrugged. “Mordon isn’t another man.” Mordon smacked me in the shoulder. “You’re not! You’re my brother. If there is anyone in the universe I trust my wife with, it’s you.” Even if the goddess was willing to cheat on me, Mordon was incapable of betraying me. “Now, I have to go. The boys’ schedules and backpacks are on the coffee table. Make sure they dress appropriately; it’s cold now but it’ll warm up. I’ll be home about six.” I kissed Divina once more and hugged the boys, deliberately not commenting on Hail’s outfit. I really wanted to see them off on the first day, but I just couldn’t be late.
Mordon patted me on the arm as I headed out for work. He could feel my worry and frustration, but it was my choices that put us in this situation. I worked as a doctor for a month in this little town already, but it was the first day my boys were here, and it was their first day of school.
While the town was large enough to have a decent school and a functioning hospital, it was pretty secluded. This was made pathetically obvious by the fact that only one highway, which passed about a quarter mile out of town, was our single link to the rest of the country. Aside from the school and hospital, we had a decent array of typical stores and establishments that conveniently lined our main street. Due to the later opening hours of the stores and the early hour of my shift, my drive to work was quick and relatively traffic-free. 
As usual, the small hospital was quiet, which was wonderful because it meant there weren’t many patients. Overnight shift in the ER was true Hell. As small as the hospital was, the staff here was dedicated and caring.
I was changing into my scrubs when the overhead paged me, beginning a surge of patients that lasted all morning. By the end of the first month at the hospital, I was on to them; the nurses realized how good I was with the “no hope” patients, so they were sending the most intensive cases to me. Although it was honestly what I wanted, I wished they said something instead of trying to be secretive about it. Oh, the nurses felt guilty and tried to ease their guilt by feeding me home-cooked meals and ordering pizza, but they still never admitted anything. 
The worst case of the morning was a little boy, Ron’s age, who had been shot by his brother on accident. He was unconscious when they brought him in, which was a relief, since I couldn’t handle crying children. Because he was shot in the stomach, there was a lot of internal damage. I had to operate, but I used my magic efficiently and subtly enough that the many nurses around never suspected a thing. Most of it was instinct and before I knew it, an hour had gone by.
Everyone was amazed that I managed to keep him from bleeding out. I was just amazed the power didn’t cut out in the middle of the operation. It seemed the more focused I was, the better chance the equipment had of not blowing out. What was most important was that the little boy would be fine.
“Dr. Yatunus,” the head nurse called as I passed the nurse station.
“Hey, Ms. Manning.” I changed direction and went to the counter. “How is your morning going?” I asked. 
The nurse was sweet, but very strict with the other nurses. Since I had only been at the hospital for a month, I assumed it was the normal culture of nurses. She was about my age, around five-six, with shoulder-length white-blond hair and light hazel eyes. Frown lines were just beginning to set in her face and she was on the verge of being too thin. I had heard other nurses say she was bitter and needed a husband, but I was of mind that people were usually happier when others weren’t talking behind their backs. 
“Better than some mornings.” She set a box of pizza down on the pristine white counter. “I saved you a few slices.”
“Thank you,” I said. She opened the box to reveal half a large pepperoni pizza. I grabbed a piece and wolfed it down as fast as I could without being rude. Healing with magic took a lot of energy and usually left me starving and sore.
“Doesn’t your wife ever feed you? Or is she one of those ‘woman power’ types who thinks the husband should cook?”
I nearly choked and had to swallow carefully before laughing. “She’s definitely not a feminist. She’s not a housewife, either, and I don’t expect her to cook. The only one in the entire house who has an ounce of cooking talent is Ron. Did I show you the pictures of the boys?” I asked.
“Only three times,” she laughed.
“Sorry.” I didn’t mean to waste their time, as these nurses were ridiculously busy.
“It’s okay. Men who care about their kids are sexy.”
From a biological standpoint, that made a lot of sense. The nurse started to say something else when John walked in. 
Had I met the man in regular clothes, I would not have assumed he was a doctor. He was thirty-two, six-feet tall, and about as posh as they came. John was clean shaven with medium brown hair, clear blue eyes, and a sharp angular jaw. Although he moved to America when he was only ten, he still had a distinct English accent.
John was one of the two emergency medicine doctors besides me who worked at this hospital. By some odd coincidence, he was also my next-door neighbor.  
“Hey, John. How’s Drake?” I asked. As much as I told Ron to be careful with his magic, it pained me to know there was a little boy who was suffering. I knew the first time John told me about his son’s cancer that I would heal him the moment I met the child. 
 “He’s doing well today, thanks. Stacy took him and your boys to school. I told her to go ahead and pick them up, but said I would check with you. She said your brother brought Ron and Hail over, so I assumed they didn’t have a ride home.”
I sighed, wondering if I was actually competent enough to last on my own damn home world. “Sorry. It’s been so long since I was in school; I just assumed there would be a bus.”
He laughed. “There are about ten busses and only one goes by the apartments. Not very good odds. But don’t worry about it. Drake never takes the bus, so she wouldn’t mind at all taking Ron and Hail and picking them all up. Is your wife going to be home after school?”
Divina always found something to keep herself busy with. Being mysterious, powerful, and manipulative helped her to feel like the goddess she needed to be, which meant she could be more of a mother to the boys whenever she was home, but it also meant she wasn’t at home a whole lot. 
“My brother will be. I really appreciate it.” That was the last moment of peace before all hell broke loose. 
There was a major car accident on the highway and patients were spilling in as fast as their blood was spilling out. People with broken arms and major injuries were sitting in the waiting room because the ER was full. Every nook and cranny of the hospital was crowded with screaming kids and blood. This small-town hospital wasn’t designed for any halfway major accident, so all sense of order went out the window. 
I directed Nurse Manning to call for reinforcements while I was busy holding a crying woman down. She had a metal bar through her leg and was moments from death. I knew I couldn’t help her if she didn’t stop moving, so I used my magic. To everyone else it looked like she passed out at the same time all the lights in the building flickered.
Administering medicine was ridiculous because I didn’t have time to check the patients’ records to see if they were allergic to anything. Most of the patients couldn’t tell me their names and weren’t locals. Knowing full well the dangers of using medicine without even asking the patient’s medical history, I used magic instead. 
Machines and lights all over the hospital flickered and faltered, making it seem like we were working in a war zone. It took hours upon hours before people stopped flooding in and we could work on the patients that were waiting with terribly painful injuries. While I helped a number of people, there were three that I couldn’t save. Many were dead at the crash site, but three made it to the hospital just a little too late. Although other doctors were called in, we didn’t have the resources we needed. Some of the less severe cases were sent off to other hospitals, the closest of which was forty-five miles away.
I was working on a man with a broken arm when they brought a little girl in. At first, I thought they brought me a corpse, until I realized she had very weak vital signs. Apparently, they thought she was dead at first, too, since she had no heartbeat for at least ten minutes. She was a little survivor, though. 
Her waist-length gold hair was matted with mud and blood and her light blue dress was torn and charred. Oddly, while her dress was burned and she had ash on her, there were no burns on her skin. In fact, there were no scratches, scrapes, or bruises, let alone an abrasion severe enough to kill her.
After making sure the man was adequately seen to, I sent him out for the nurses to handle. Once alone with the little girl, I immediately directed my magic through her. My energy returned with the oddest image imaginable; she had three skeletal structures. 
I could only stare in shock for a moment before searching her again with my magic. This time, I focused on her human structure, her human muscles and organs. Despite the lack of any surface wounds, there was a lot of internal bleeding and damage; she should have been dead. It seemed as if her chest had been crushed, but her heart still beat and she wasn’t beyond help. 
My magic closed internal wounds to a point, because I didn’t know what anyone had seen. Obviously, they brought her in immediately, but I still had to be stealthy. I knew enough about my own magic to realize that if they did an x-ray, they would only have seen her human skeletal system.
This was when things got weirder. My magic suddenly encountered her magic. It wasn’t nominal energy, but something much more powerful and primitive. As if my energy unleashed hers, her magic suddenly took over the healing process. I let go just in time as she unexpectedly changed. Her bones snapped and rejoined, her muscled shrunk and grew, and fur sprouted over her body until before me was a little wolf. By little, I meant at least as large as a regular wolf, but definitely still a pup. I knew what she was, and I knew that she was tiny compared to an adult wolf shifter from Skrev. This little girl was very far from home. 
The door burst open and I instinctively placed myself between the alien child and whoever was coming in. Instead of a horde of nurses and doctors, it was a woman and man in street clothes. The woman looked at the wolf on the table and then me with panic and anger on her face. She growled at me, her eyes suddenly glowing red and her teeth sharpening into fangs. I needed no animal instincts to know this was a mother about to defend her baby. 
The man shut the door behind them and wrapped his arm around her shoulder to hold her back. They both had athletic builds and looked to be in their late twenties. The woman was about five-six with long golden blond hair and could have been the spokesman for any trophy-wife club. Around six-two, the man had a natural tan with chestnut brown hair and striking gold eyes. I could sense powerful survival and hunter instincts behind those eyes.
“I wish you hadn’t seen that, doctor,” the man said with regret. He spoke in English, but with a thick accent.
Obviously, this was their daughter and they thought they would have to kill me to protect their secret. I hoped to talk some sense into them before their daughter ended up an orphan. “You mean, see the child of Skrev shift into her beast?” I asked. I used my magic to speak in his language, whatever it was.
Their eyes widened and they both sniffed me. “You are not from Skrev,” the woman insisted. 
“No, I’m from Duran; half human, half sago. I’m also the Noquodi of Earth and friends with Ghidorah of Skrev. My brother is a dragon. I am powerful enough to stop your hearts from beating in your chest where you stand and I’ve had a very bad day. Now, you want to tell me why your daughter was brought into a hospital full of humans or do you want to keep snarling like dogs?”
“Ronez is the Guardian of Earth. We signed his book.”
“Ronez was my father. He died thirteen years ago. I don’t care why you’re here, I want to know why your daughter is in the hospital where she could have shifted in front of any human doctor.” 
The woman looked unsure and the man looked insulted. “It wasn’t our choice. They pulled her out of the wreckage and sent her here. We thought she would be okay because she never shifted before.” Now he looked embarrassed. “We were told she would never be able to shift because we have different beasts.”
I sighed. “That was my fault. I believe I unlocked her shifting ability.”
“Then you have saved her life. We can’t heal any more than a human without shifting,” the woman said. 
“She is stronger than you give her credit for,” I assured them. I ran my magic through her again, saw that she was fully healed, and made her shift back. Although her parents looked astounded, I learned from Mordon that it was easy to manipulate someone’s shift when they were unconscious. 
“Now, I suggest you get her out of here and be more careful in the future.” I left the room. By the variety of signatures in my book that were written before I was even born, I knew many races had access to Earth. I wondered for a moment how many people I met were actually from another world. Then I was busy again.
 
*          *          *
 
I tried to call home, but nobody picked up. John called Stacy and asked her to keep Ron and Hail because we were going to be late. In fact, it wasn’t until a little after ten before I got home. By the time I unlocked the front door, I honestly felt like I had been in the pileup, pulled myself out from under a car, and walked the entire way home. 
Once I saw the couch, what little strength I had left in a rush. I flopped down on the soft cushions and had enough time to wonder where Mordon was before I passed out. Even in my sleep, I was aware of my pain for some time. 
Finally, the pain faded and I sensed Mordon’s presence. Assured that he was safe, I slept peacefully. 
 
*          *          *
 
“Flatlanders can’t hear sound because sound is caused by sound waves!” Ron yelled. “Sound depends on the amplitude and frequency! That’s three-dimensional!”
“They see in one-dimension, not hear!” Sammy argued at the top on his lungs.
“Even if they can hear in two-dimension, which they can’t, they wouldn’t be able to differentiate sound! You’re so stupid!”
“Not being able to differentiate sound and not being able to hear it are completely different! Besides, sound is two-dimensional, so they can hear it! I’ll prove it!”
“No!” Divina joined the argument. “If either of you create flatlanders, I will ground you until you’re Rojan’s age!”
There was silence for nearly a minute until… “Would you ground us in the second dimension so we can listen to music?” Hail asked.
“Oh my god, Hail, shut up!” Ron yelled. “You’re going to wake Dad!”
I sat up and looked over the breakfast bar into the kitchen. Mordon, who was sitting in the chair next to the couch, put his finger to his lips to silence me. When I checked again, I realized Ron was making breakfast and Divina was setting the table. 
Hail flopped down in a seat with a scowl on his face. “Dad would know if he was awake,” he grumbled. 
Ron leaned over him and plopped several pancakes on his plate, then patted his hair. “We can look it up on the internet at school today. Mom, what time does Dad have to be at work?” Ron asked, returning to the stove.
“I don’t know, and I don’t care. If they can keep him late, so can I. He’s going to get enough sleep and if they don’t like it, I’ll put the fear of---”
“Mom,” Ron warned quietly. “Dad likes this hospital. Let him decide his priorities or he’s going to think you’re trying to control him. Mordon, breakfast is ready.” He looked over the bar, saw that I was awake, and smiled brightly. “Morning, Daddy.”
My little angel just defused all the tension in Hail and Divina with a few words and a calm voice.
“Good morning.” I went into the kitchen right behind Mordon and kissed Divina. She was worried. 
Her dark blue satin dress shirt had dirt on the left cuff and there was a small tear in the right calf of her black jeans. Obviously, she hadn’t changed since whatever she was up to the day before. I figured that she would tell me what she was working on if she thought I needed to know and it wasn’t worth pushing her for information. 
“Did you get enough sleep?” she asked.
“I did.” I glanced at the clock on the stove and felt relief that I wasn’t late for work. “And I’m on the second morning shift, so I’m not due at the hospital for another hour.”
Ron set a plate of pancakes, eggs, bacon, and hash browns in front of me, along with a mug of coffee. We had a wonderful breakfast, with good food, goofy bantering, and the boys complaining about their class schedules. Obviously, I couldn’t get them perfect schedules in the middle of the school year. Still, just spending time together before we each began our hectic day was a gift. It would have been better if Edward was there, but he would be as soon as he got done with his assignment. 
 
*          *          *
 
The hospital had a bit of a creepy feel to it that morning. It was raining and very dark outside, which made the interior lights look cold and synthetic. Even that wasn’t so bad until they started flickering, just a little bit, but definitely rhythmically. It took me about thirty minutes to figure out they flickered three times once every ten minutes. Something was going on at my hospital, and I was determined to get to the bottom of it.
With my patients taken care of, I was roaming the hospital to find any break in the pattern. Instead, I found Ms. Manning standing alone in the hallway outside the nursery. Even though the ER and the nursery were at opposite ends of the hospital, it wasn’t the weird part. What gave me chills was that the nurse was talking to thin air.
“Ms. Manning?” I asked. 
She turned to me and smiled. “Dr. Yatunus. What are you doing here?” She seemed frazzled and relieved to see me. 
“Just going for a walk. Who are you talking to?”
She frowned and stared back down the hall. “A patient. A woman was just here a second ago. She was worried because she couldn’t find her baby.”
“Did you get her name?”
“Yeah. We were just going to ask Ruby to look it up.” 
I approached the nurse station with Ms. Manning following behind me. The head nurse of the woman’s department was an older lady with long, braided gray hair and coke-bottle glasses. She was usually kind-hearted, but her hearing was going and it made her easily frustrated. 
“Mrs. Jones, I need you to look up a patient, please.” I spoke clearly, but not so loudly as to insult her. She gave me a blank look until I thought I would need to repeat myself, but then turned to her computer. 
“What’s the name, Dylan?”
I looked expectantly at Ms. Manning. 
“Regina Carter. C-a-r-t-e-r.”
I gasped, my heart dropping into my stomach, but neither woman noticed. After a minute, Mrs. Jones shook her head.
“There is no Regina Carter in the system.”
“Try the baby. Dylan Carter. Search for anyone with the name Carter admitted this week,” Ms. Manning insisted.
I knew Mrs. Jones wouldn’t find anything, though. This wasn’t the hospital I was born in and they wouldn’t have computer records dating back to the early 90’s. I left them both and returned to searching the hospital, only now I was focused on seeing ghosts instead of worrying about the lights. As if they were aware of my decision, the lights stopped flickering. 
So it wasn’t the hospital, but me that was the target. Someone was messing with me and whoever it was knew about things they shouldn’t, like my mother. I didn’t know how well they understood my relationship with Regina, but it was pretty much a given that I would help the evil old bat. 
I had just arrived at the break room for some coffee when I felt a change in the air. It was extremely subtle, but familiar. I shut and locked the door only a second before Rilryn appeared. The first time I met the Guardian of Dayo, I was focused on stopping the gates of the void from opening. He seemed relatively harmless compared to some of the others, such as Emrys or Ghidorah, but like his god, I knew very little about him. 
“Hello, Dylan,” he said with composure. His posture was rigid as if he was prepared for any attack I might use.
Do they all think I’m volatile? “Hello. Did Mreje send you here?” The Guardians could travel to any world, since all of them had their names in every book. However, the arrival locations were never very accurate, and they couldn’t locate another Guardian without assistance.  
On the other hand, it had occurred to me that each one had some particular talent that the others did not. For example, Ghidorah had his judgment, Emrys could travel through time, and Nano was an informant. I didn’t know Rilryn’s talent.
“He did.” He studied the room as if he had never seen Earth before. 
The break room was a new addition to the hospital and most of the nurses called it the nap room. There was a nice, wide window against the west wall, overlooking the forest that enclosed the city. Soft yellow walls made of plaster tried to lighten the mood of the hospital. The floor was concrete and the ceiling was made with white foam tiles. It was very different from Duran, and though this was my home world, it was small differences like these that made me home sick for Duran. 
Against the window was a lime-green couch, which had been the means of more napping than I cared to think about. If it were less plush or closer to the coffee machine, maybe it would have been more appropriate, but so many staff members had fallen asleep waiting for the coffee to brew. Luckily, the coffee was hot and fresh. 
A long, gray laminate counter lined the south wall and ended with a large white fridge. In the middle of the counter was a white sink. Luckily, as the doctors and nurses here were held to high sanitary regulations, there was no splatter or smudge in sight. Nobody wanted a quarantine or outbreak in a town small enough to literally be forgotten if the government wanted us shut down. 
When Rilryn said nothing more, I retrieved a Styrofoam cup from the cabinet above the sink. “Do you want one?” I asked, pouring coffee. I assumed he wouldn’t know what coffee was, or make the same exaggerated gagging sounds that Mordon did. 
“I would love some. We don’t have coffee on Dayo.” 
I poured him a cup and handed it to him. “How often have you visited Earth?”
“I haven’t been here in about thirty years. Before that, I would visit very often. In fact, I lived here for a year.”
“Why? Did you get in a fight with Mreje?”
He laughed. “No one gets in a fight with their god… except you. Guardians obey our gods whether we agree with them or not. We have no power or courage to stand up to them. Actually, your father and Kiro got in a fight about their books. It was before you were born and over something really silly. He never told me exactly what it was about, but he said it had something to do with his brother not trusting him. Apparently, Ronez let twice as many people sign Earth’s book than Kiro did Duran’s.”
“How did that result in you living on Earth?”
“I lived with Ronez. I believe Ronez was wavering in whether to live here or there, and he wanted me to talk him into staying. I hated coming between the brothers, but Kiro couldn’t live here with his weakened magic and Ronez loved it here. I think Kiro felt like Ronez chose Earth over him.”
Rilryn was the one my father trusted with a letter for me. I didn’t know if it was because they were great friends or because Rilryn was the only one my father trusted not to open the letter, but that trust meant something to me. 
“Did you need something or did you just come for a visit?” I asked. 
He took a drink of his coffee. At this point, I noticed very slight details about his appearance that had changed. His silver/red hair was slightly longer and shaggier than it was when I last saw him, and he looked just a little thinner. He wore a collared, dark blue, cotton button-up shirt with simple black pants and boots. Hanging at his waist on the left side was his black leather book bag, very similar in size and shape to mine. The gold specks in his stone-gray eyes were sort of dull.
“Your father never told me much about the gods. He knew enough to get himself held in suspicion by the gods, but he refused to damn anyone with him. I did discover from his books that there was a war. I asked Mreje about it, and he told me in no uncertain terms to mind my own business… So I asked Nano. While it cost me a few favors, I found out there were many gods before the twelve Iadnah, and that they were destroyed in a war. It wasn’t until very recently that I discovered they had weapons.”
“Like actual, proper weapons?” 
He nodded. “Like swords and axes that could kill a god or even an Ancient. And there is one of them on Earth. I don’t know what it is, but I know it could be of use. Whatever attacked us… it controlled me, even took Emrys’s powers. I don’t believe it’s really gone.”
“Ron closed the gates.”
“I know that. I also know it wasn’t Vretial who attacked us. And although I trust you because you are Ronez’s son, I know you haven’t told us everything. At first, I was upset, but I realized after a few months that you were probably trying to protect your sons. I get that, but I can’t sit around and wait for something to happen. We need to find this weapon, and find out if there are any more, so that we can protect ourselves.”
“If you possess a weapon that can kill the gods, they will be furious.”
“I know.”
“How did you get Mreje to agree to this?”
“I told him I was trying to find a way to defeat the demons. That’s all this is; I want to be capable of fighting our enemy. As long as the gods do not try to kill us, I consider them on our side. Dylan, you must understand that I cannot bear to feel helpless.”
“I do understand.” Of course, I was suspicious. My wife was a god and the others were her brothers. Part of me wanted to tell him to go home and leave everything to them… but he was Ronez’s friend. My father trusted him.
“So you’ll help me?”
“I will let you look for this weapon on Earth, but I can’t go with you. I have a job now and I need to do it. Unless something definite happens, I need to put the hospital first. If you get in danger or if some enemy tries to stop you, I will assist you. Until then, you know where to find me.”
He nodded. “You have a much higher sense of responsibility than your father had. Thank you.” He vanished. 
“Dr. Yatunus, you’re needed at the ER. Dr. Yatunus, please report immediately to the ER nurse station,” the overhead called. 
I tossed my cup in the trash and took off for the ER, naturally choosing the shortest path. Unfortunately, the fastest way from the break room to the ER was through the “silent” hallway, which was the hallway that connected our labs. These labs contained our big equipment, such as the MRI machine, as well as where blood was tested. It was called the silent hallway because everyone felt the need to be quiet here. There was something very oppressive about the atmosphere in this area. 
Because of the equipment, I had to be extremely careful to contain my energy. Before I made it to the end of the hallway, the doors slammed shut. 
When closed, the doors locked automatically and the only way to unlock them was to pull the fire alarm or have the nurse station unlock them. Of course, I could have unlocked them with magic, but my energy would have damaged the nearby medical equipment.
I turned back with the intention of going around when the second doors slammed shut, trapping me in the hallway. “Shelf stocker,” I said to myself aloud. “Next time I’m going to be a shelf stocker at the grocery store.”
“Dr. Yutunus, please report immediately to the ER nurse station,” the overhead called again. I pulled out my phone and called the station. It took two tries before Ms. Manning answered. 
Apparently, she checked the caller ID. “Dylan, you need to get up here now.”
“I’m locked in Hallway 3B. I need you to unlock the south doors of Hallway 3B,” I said. There was an electronic buzzing through the doors before the locks released. I pushed them open and stayed on the phone until I made it to the ER. Ms. Manning hung up when I walked in. “What’s going on?” I asked. There weren’t doctors and nurses running around in panic, so it couldn’t have been another accident. 
“Alyssa Cofer is in room thirty-three. She’s screaming and thrashing in pain, but her parents refuse to let anyone help her except you. They said you helped her yesterday and you’re the only one who can help her now. We were going to call child services, but…”
“Yeah, I know, I was closer.” It was easier to give in and call me than call child services and get them involved. I went to room thirty-three and before I even opened the door, I could hear the girl screaming.
Inside, the little shifter was writhing on the bed, fur sprouting and receding all over her body. Her fingers sharpened into claws and tore at the paper she was lying on. I pushed the mother aside and grabbed the girl’s arms when she tried to claw her own stomach open. With her arms pinned, I poured my energy into her. I didn’t have time to administer medicine and I needed her awake, so I had to calm her with my energy alone. It wasn’t like with Mordon, who I could send calming thoughts to. 
She had too much adrenaline, so the first thing my magic did was balance her hormones. Iadnah energy was instinctive; it did what I needed it to as long as I was powerful enough to control it.
“What’s wrong with her?” the mother asked, panicking even as her child calmed.
“Her body is trying to stabilize. She has three forms and her body doesn’t know what to do with them.”
“Is she going to lose her shifting ability? She loves her beast.”
“I think it’s most important to make sure she doesn’t get stuck between forms right now,” I said. Both her parents looked horrified. “What are you?” I asked the father.
“My beast is a raduma. Humans call me… I’m sort of a black cheetah, but I’m bigger than Earth cheetahs. My wife is a varug, which is like---”
“A wolf, I know. Do either of you have a pack or are you three the only ones here?”
“We left Skrev because our packs tried to kill us when Malla got pregnant. They couldn’t accept us being together. Ronez saved us and brought us here a few days before Alyssa was born. Please help our daughter. We can’t lose her.” 
While he was talking, I let my magic do its work intuitively. Alyssa was quiet now, just watching me as if waiting for me to tell her she was doomed. I didn’t know what her eye color was before, but now they were glittering gold like her father’s. I brushed her hair back and examined the color carefully. Her irises were shifty, but definitely staying gold. 
One last scan determined that she was stable. She definitely had the potential to shift into a cat, but it looked like the wolf was the dominant beast for now.
“Please, tell us what’s wrong with her,” the mother cried.
I sighed and turned to her. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, but there’s nothing I can do.”
“You know what’s wrong with her?” the father asked.
I nodded. “I do. It’s incurable, but it’s not permanent.” His mother was on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry to say this, but you have a teenage daughter.” They both looked confused. “It’s puberty. Your daughter is going to be a miserable little psychopath for the next few years. I suggest keeping her away from boys, getting earmuffs, and possibly locking her in a cage at night.”
“Is that really necessary?”
“I don’t know that much about adolescence from Skrev, but if she’s anything like humans, then yes, yes it is. Just be glad you have a daughter. As far as her shifting goes, I’m afraid it may take her a few years before she can control it. When does a child normally shift for the first time on Skrev?”
“For my kind, it’s about three or four years old. Many of Hon’s kind are born in their beast form and have to learn to shift, which takes around a year.”
“Well, this is about the worst time in a girl’s life to suddenly be able to shift. The next few years are going to be very confusing. She’s going to get upset or angry at the drop of a hat and she may find joy in the weirdest, most inappropriate things. You’ll just have to deal with it and make sure she knows that you love and support her. That’s the most important thing you can do. Also, talk to her about sex and protecting herself.”
Her father swallowed. “She’s a little young for mating.”
“You’re on Earth, not Skrev. Don’t pretend it doesn’t exist and whatever you do, don’t shame her if she’s interested in it. Preach the dangers if you want, warn her of all the risks, but make sure she knows she can talk to you if she needs to.”
“Normally, the pack shares the responsibility of raising the children.”
“It’s up to you two now, but you can do it. Buy some books and get really familiar with Google.” I pulled out my notepad and wrote my home phone number. “If any of you need someone to talk to, call me, but keep in mind that I only have sons.” The happy little Skrev family left and I returned to the nurse station. 
“What happened with the doors before?” Ms. Manning asked.
“I don’t know. If the Cofers ever come back, especially Alyssa Cofer, please send them straight to me. Even if I’m off, call me.”
“What’s wrong with her?”
“Confidential. If it’s quiet now, I’m going to head over to the general station,” I said. 
She nodded. The hospital was calm as I went to the main nurse station. Of all the stations, the main station was the busiest, so the fact that it was empty immediately put me on high alert. I stuck my head into the waiting room and it was just as empty. Even if there were no patients, there was always supposed to be someone there. 
The phone at the station rang and I stared at it for a few seconds before walking over to the counter. I reached for the phone just as the ringing stopped. Something behind me moved, but when I turned to look, nothing was there. 
There were three hallways and two doors out of the room with no hiding places. I could feel something watching me, but whatever it was wasn’t visible. This was a well-lit hospital, not haunted catacombs. I reached my energy out to search my surroundings and a small popping sound made me wince. I had forgotten about the computer. In my peripheral vision, a shadow moved.
There was something seriously weird about this town.
My phone startled me and I groaned after I saw who the caller was.



Chapter 2
Ron
My earliest memories were playing as a child with Hail. I thought it was normal that we could hear each other in our heads because we knew Dad and Mordon could do it. My brother was no more mortal than I was, it just took us a little while to figure it out. Hail could see things that hadn’t happened yet, but I could understand his visions better than he could. We were happy with our system; he would see the problem and I would come up with a solution. 
When we were little, we were constantly staging and plotting. The world was full of problems to fix and people who we could manipulate. We thought we knew best because I could solve any puzzle and my brother could see what I didn’t. We made some mistakes along the way. 
Vretial helped us and we learned from our parents as best as we could. Eventually, Hail and I learned that some things were meant to be and some weren’t, but we sometimes crossed that line. We were powerful, naïve, and spontaneous. Then when Hail saw what our father was to endure, we decided that we would make the rules after all. 
I took the balance into myself after Hail and I determined he could help me control it. We had assumed it to be some inanimate force. At first, it was sort of dormant. I could feel it, feel what acted against the balance and how strongly, but it seemed content to stay quiet. We were fooled. 
About two years later, I started having dreams of times when the balance was denied, as well as the consequences of those events. I thought they were the darkness warning me not to reject it. Unfortunately, I was six years old, the son of a god, and right. 
I ignored it.
We were on a trip to Anoshii so Dad could get some paperwork done and Mom could get some unique potion ingredients. One minute, we were boarding the ship… and the next, I was on my bed in my room. In my confusion, I tried to find clues. I may have only been six, but I realized that my clothes had changed. I checked my nails for any sign of a struggle and my arms for needle marks. Nothing. My next move was to tentatively search my surroundings with magic. The world around me was real, I was home, and my magic responded normally. Mom and Dad were outside the house and Hail was in the kitchen. He could feel my stress and burst into our room. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
“We were going to Anoshii.”
He frowned and hesitated. “We went to Anoshii. We came back.” Seeing my confusion grow, he tried to conceal his concern and sat down next to me. “Let me see.”
“There isn’t anything to see. We were going to Anoshii, and now we’re home.”
“That was three days ago. We went to Anoshii and came home.”
“Did I act weird?” I asked. I knew nothing could possess me except for the darkness that I had let into myself, but I also knew the darkness was powerful enough to make me do something I didn’t want to. As long as I was with Hail, I could never do anything wrong.
“When I saw you, no.”
“What do you mean? Were we separated?”
“You wanted to go with Mom and I needed to go with Dad to get my school forms.”
“I wanted to go with Mom? Why in the world would I want to leave you? And how could you let me? Didn’t you realize something was wrong?”
“You seemed perfectly sane at the time. I just figured you wanted a few minutes on your own,” he said. I stared at him until he frowned. “That was weird…” He looked down. “I didn’t really think much about it, I just let you go.”
“It’s messing with me, Hail,” I said. He put his arms around me and held me against him. “We’re not going to make it.”
“We will. We’ll be fine,” he said. “Let’s talk to Dad.”
I was shaking my head before he could finish talking. Hail always wanted to go to Dad. “No. He’ll be worried and try to get rid of the balance. Not Mom, either. We all know the dark was always after Dad. If Mom thinks I’m a threat to Dad, she’ll send me away.”
“You are so sure our parents are going to abandon you. You have to get passed that. They both love you.”
He didn’t understand. He never understood.
We ended up going to Vretial, who was completely unhelpful and told us he had no idea what happened. He tried to look through my mind, but Hail didn’t have enough control to let him in. Although we considered letting Hail’s magic go for a while, we decided it wasn’t worth it. The power of the balance was too strong to risk someone influencing my mind. 
Over the next three years, I got used to the balance. It was always there, always compelling me to act. I never remembered what happened or what I did those three days. 
 
*          *          *
 
“I don’t want eggs for breakfast! I want pancakes!”
My brother’s cries woke me early. I couldn’t hear Mom’s quieter response, but I got out of bed with a sigh. He would only get louder until he got Dad’s attention. Yawning, I entered the kitchen to find Mom and Hail sitting at the table, each with a plate of eggs. Hail stopped whining and gave me his weepy face. 
“Ron, make pancakes.”
Without a doubt, as far as mothers went, ours was fantastic, but she couldn’t cook. Mom’s culinary abilities consisted of… apparently scrambled eggs. I picked up Hail’s plate, wondering how they achieved that particular shade of neon yellow… and turned the plate upside down. The eggs stuck to the plate. 
“Mom… doesn’t the school provide breakfast?” I asked. 
“Oh, does it? That is the best news I heard all month.” She looked so relieved it was difficult not to laugh. 
Dad walked in wearing a dress suit and pants and gave Mom a kiss on the way to the coffee pot. Poor dad was so tired at his new job, which was odd because he got to wear pajamas all day. Dad had worked as an emergency doctor for a month as he and Mom tried to get things prepared for all of us to move to Earth. He had to flash back and forth every day and was very careful not to wear his work pajamas to Duran because he didn’t want to introduce dangerous Earth germs to Duran.
We all waited quietly as he sipped his coffee. I had sampled the dark liquid once before and found it disgusting. I was still waiting for the perfect time to trick Hail into drinking it, because he never tried it. 
“Your class schedules arrived yesterday,” Dad said. “I got you both in advanced classes, but they wouldn’t put Ron in sixth grade because he’s too young.” His tone was resigned, as if he knew an argument was coming.
“So we’re in fifth grade?” Hail asked, predictably. 
“Sorry, honey, but the best I could do was get you in the same school. You’re in sixth grade and Ron is in fifth grade. Seventh graders are in a different building. This year, you’re going to have to be bear with it. Next year, you’ll go to seventh grade and Ron will skip sixth grade so the two of you can be in the same class. So, Ron…”
“Show them all up so I can skip sixth grade? No problem. Thank you for getting us in the same school. I know it wasn’t easy.”
“No! We have to be in the same class!” Hail cried. “Ron needs me! What if something happens?”
Mom sighed and Dad looked apologetic. I knew Dad spent every single spare minute with us, trying to give us the love and attention he never had growing up. I took Hail’s hand and sent a gentle burst of energy through him. He took the hint and shut up. 
“We haven’t got the bus schedule yet, so somebody has to drop you off at school.”
“Not it!” Mom declared. 
Dad laughed, kissed her, and told us we would be going to school with a neighbor. He was getting more coffee as Mordon walked in wearing jeans and no shirt. Dad’s very slight shifting from one foot to the other was the only acknowledgement he gave his brother until he turned around. 
“There’s plenty more coffee.” Their usual banter followed.
Dad left after hugging Hail and me, and Mordon turned to Mom. “So what are you really doing?”
“There’s a demon stalking a woman in Cardiff. I’m going to speak with Janus about why his demons are getting out. What about you?”
“I’m going to figure out how to use a computer. Dylan showed me to the library yesterday and I’m going to get online to find an open field or something.”
“You can’t read English. I think the best you’re going to find is a forest.”
“I can’t shift in a forest. And actually, I’ve learned to use Dylan’s magic to translate, even literature. We are so used to combining and swapping energy that it has become instinctive any time we touch. I touched his arm on his way out, so we are able to use each other’s magic for a few hours. That should give me a little time to do research.”
“Wait, you two have to touch to---?”
I slapped my hand over my brother’s mouth to stop him. “You have to let them discover their abilities on their own.”
“But they didn’t grow up together like we did. We should help them.”
“Not with this. Especially if there is something we can do that they can’t. We’re both part god, but they’re not. Mordon is part dragon and we don’t know what Dad is. Maybe their bond is different.”
“That’s so sad,” he said.
I nodded and retracted my hand. “We have to get ready for school,” I said. He scrunched up his face and pointed to his Batman t-shirt and Scooby-Doo shorts. “You’re not wearing that to school.”
“Dad didn’t say I had to change. Mom, can I wear this?”
She considered his clothes and shrugged. “I don’t see anything wrong with that.”
He grinned brightly. I glared. “No way. If you wear that, I’m avoiding you. I will not be seen with you wearing that!” 
His grin dropped like a rock in the water. In fact, he looked devastated. “You can’t do that. Do I embarrass you?”
I sighed and considered my next words carefully. Mom could make Dad do anything she wanted without upsetting him. Why couldn’t Hail just be reasonable? I took his hand in both of mine and looked him in the eyes. “You could never embarrass me, but you need to trust me that I know what I’m talking about.” There. I think that’s how Mom would handle it.
Hail stared at me until I was sure it didn’t work, before finally nodding. “Okay.” He got up and left the kitchen. 
“You shouldn’t manipulate your brother,” Mordon advised.
“I just did what Mom would have done with Dad. I couldn’t let him go to school like that. Oh, no, I’ve got to go pick out his clothes before he finds something equally ridiculous.” I ran to our bedroom. Hail was holding up a bright red t-shirt and dark green cargo shorts. “Oh, god, no.” I picked out a dark green button-up shirt and blue jeans. “Wear these.”
He didn’t argue with me, so I picked out a dark blue t-shirt and jeans for myself. 
“These jeans don’t fit,” Hail complained. 
My brother was big for his age and grew quickly, probably because he was half dile. I, on the other hand, was very small and couldn’t seem to grow no matter what I ate. “Do they button?” I asked.
“Yeah… barely.”
“Then they’re fine. Ask Dad for new clothes when he gets home tonight.”
We got dressed and grabbed our bags and schedules on the way out. Mordon, after putting on a very thick black sweater, took us to the apartment one door over and knocked on the door. A pretty woman with shoulder-length, light blond hair and celadon green eyes opened the door wearing a tight black skirt, bright blue blouse, and black heels. She glanced between us and Mordon before smiling. “Are you Dylan?”
“No, Dylan has already left for work. I’m his brother, Mordon.” He held out his hand, which she shook. 
“I’m Stacy. Drake is getting ready, so he’ll be just a minute. Come on in, boys,” she said to Hail and me. 
“I’m Hail,” my brother said. “This is Ron. Your shirt is pretty.”
“Hail,” Mordon growled in warning.
“What?” Hail asked, confused. I was confused, too, but I was also irritated that Hail hadn’t said he liked my shirt. They were the same color, so it wasn’t fair that he liked hers more. He looked at me, sensing my emotions. “I like brighter blue more than darker blue,” Hail explained.
I sighed, knowing I would ask Dad for new clothes. I pushed Hail until he passed the woman and went inside. The house was a mirror image of ours as far as the brown carpet, tan walls, and layout went. Instead of the rented furniture we had, this apartment had black leather furniture. Whereas our place had toys, potions, and medical books strewn about, Stacy’s was immaculate. Personally, I thought it was boring as hell.
A boy about my age entered the living room wearing a Superman t-shirt, blue jeans, and a backpack that looked way too big for him. He was small, like me, but too skinny, as if he never ate anything. He also wore a bright-red wool hat on his head. I thought that was odd, because it was not nearly cold enough to require a hat, but Dad had said he was sick. Maybe it made him cold?
“He looks so scared,” Hail said. 
I nodded. We would both be watching out for this guy. Nobody would mess with our new friend or they would find out what being on the wrong side of two demigods was all about. 
“Hey, Superman!” Hail said excitedly, as if he just realized it. “Superman is awesome.”
Drake smiled. “I have a Superman lunchbox, too.” He set the backpack down, which matched his shirt, and started pulling out a ton of Superman stuff, from notebooks to his lunchbox. 
A few minutes later, we were all heading out to the parking lot and piling into Stacy’s light blue Prius. Drake sat up front with his mother for the ten minute ride to school. When we parked in front of the building, Hail leaned over me to peer at the huge school. Everything was concrete, brick, and glass. 
I pushed Hail off me before getting out of the car and handing him his schedule. When Drake refused to leave the car, Hail and I turned away to give them privacy and checked our schedules for the first time. We both had advanced core subjects, but I had P.E. first period, family and consumer science right before lunch, and archery last period. Hail had wresting first period, economics right before lunch, and archery last period. At least we had a class together.
“We only have one class together?! That’s ridiculous. Wait until Dad hears about this! He’ll set them straight!”
“Leave Dad out of this; he has enough work to do. We can either deal with this ourselves, or just live with it. We have lunch together and archery. I’m sure we can go three hours without---”
“Absolutely not!” Hail yelled in my head. “You need me in case the darkness tries something!”
There was no reasoning with him at this point. “Okay, Hail. We’ll figure something out, but we’ll leave Dad out of it. Let’s just head to breakfast.” Food was the best way to get Hail out of one of his moods. Luckily, Drake was finally forced from the car, so he could lead us to the cafeteria. Hail and I immediately flanked him in case anyone wanted to tease him about anything, or in case he suddenly collapsed. Dad said he was in recovery, but we weren’t going to risk anything happening to him. 
I laughed when we found out they were serving eggs and toast for breakfast, then I told the lunch lady that Hail loved eggs and needed extra. The joke was on me; he made me eat all his eggs. After breakfast, Hail walked me to each of my classes so he knew where I would be. I wouldn’t have expected anything less.
P.E. was frustrating; I had to run in my jeans after being yelled at for not having shorts. I considered it for a few minutes before deciding I didn’t need him for anything. Coach McDaniel would suffer for his insolence. He was a burly man with just as much fat as muscle, short, greasy hair, baggy shorts, and a loud whistle. At first, I was going to let him slide since everyone has a bad day, according to Dad, but then he yelled at me for not running fast enough. I brushed by him and to him, it felt like a static shock. What had actually happened was that I gave him a dose of bad luck. It wasn’t two minutes later that he was stung by a bee. If he was even remotely intelligent, he would realize that the worse he treated someone, the more bad things will happen to him. 
Hail met me after class to walk me to math. “How was wrestling?” I asked. 
He noted my sweaty shirt and shrugged. “Boring. I just filled out paperwork. Why are you all sweaty?” 
“We had to run. I don’t think I’ll like that class. I’m going to have to train my teacher to be a nice person.”
My brother growled and stopped in the middle of the hallway. “Was he mean to you?”
“Don’t worry about it. Like I said, I’ll deal with him.” Hail let it go, for now.
My first actual class was hallmark (advanced) math. My teacher was Mr. Cardigan, a cleanly dressed man about Dad’s size. This was the number-one teacher I needed to impress in order to skip sixth grade. It wasn’t just my brilliant mind I had to show him, but my mature behavior as well; I had to show him that I could act like a seventh grader. 
He told me what I needed for class, introduced me to everyone, and assigned me a seat up front. The desks were small and in neat rows, each with a student. Most of them were busy talking, even though their assignment was on the board in front of them. Perhaps everyone was done with the assignment and had a moment of free time. 
I pulled my notebook and pencil out of my bag and did the assignment, which was to convert improper fractions to mixed numbers and vice versa. That was something Dad showed me to do several years before.
Apparently, this was new for them, because the teacher spent all class explaining it. Most of the students weren’t listening the first time, so he had to spend the rest of the class explaining it to each individual student. I wondered with disdain if this was how public school normally ran, and if so, why any person in the world would want to be a teacher. 
After finishing my assignment within a few minutes, I helped the students seated around my desk. A couple of students wanted to chat and after realizing they had no intention to learn, I walked away from them. I didn’t want to be friends with the humans, especially since I wouldn’t be in the same grade as them the next year. If Dad thought I was making friends and was happy here, it was possible he would decide we should stay on Earth. As much as I understood this was Dad’s home world, it wasn’t mine. I didn’t want to live on a world where the people would try to kill me just for having magic.
When the bell rang, the students gathered their stuff and ran out the door, cutting the teacher off mid-sentence. Since my next class was right across the hall, I stayed back to help him pick up the trash. Hail came in to check on me, saw what I was doing, and started helping without saying a word.
“Thank you, Ron,” Mr. Cardigan said. “Who is this?”
“This is my brother, Hail. He’s in sixth grade. Hopefully, we’ll both be in seventh grade next year.”
“You’re trying to skip sixth grade?”
“Yes, sir.” Obviously. A sarcastic comment came to mind, which was very odd, for I wasn’t a sarcastic person in the least. Luckily, I knew most things that came to mind were better left unsaid, and it was natural for me to think over my words several times before speaking. 
“Sixth grade is a hard year.”
“I can handle it, sir. I want to be in the same class as my brother.”
“Well, this is hallmark math, so I teach many sixth grade concepts. Do well and I’ll recommend you skip.”
“Thank you, Mr. Cardigan. Have a good day.” I walked out, taking Hail’s hand. 
“Did anyone bother you?” he asked.
I smiled. “Nope. The kids were annoying, though. I’ll deal with them later. “How was science?”
“I don’t like the teacher. She’s weird. Not like, funny weird, like when Dad does that Star Wars thing with the pen, but ‘lady with thirty cats’ weird. She smells odd, too, like dirt. I don’t like it here, and I don’t like it with you being on the other side of the school. What if something happens? We could skip next class.”
“No way. Dad would kill us. I’ll be fine, Hail. Nobody is going to attack me, the darkness is quiet, and nobody suspects anything. If something happens, I will stop time and come get you. Now don’t be tardy.” 
He nodded, regretfully, and hugged me before watching me walk into my classroom. English was better because the class was small and I knew I would actually learn stuff. The structure of English and Sudo were very different. While Dad was very good at English grammar, he was much better at teaching math and science. In FACS, I made lasagna, which impressed the pants off my teacher, and shared it with Hail for lunch. 
After lunch, I had history. I knew something was wrong right off the bat when I walked into the classroom. For one thing, the energy of the room was weird, but the more noticeable warning was the smell; the teacher smelled like a graveyard. It wasn’t just dirt; there was rot on her, too. She smiled kindly until she saw me and froze. 
“Are you Ronez Yatunus?” she asked me, not friendly, but not rudely either. 
“Ron, yes.”
“I am Mrs. Sharp. Take a seat over there by the window.” 
As I made my way to the window, Drake entered the room, dragging his bag behind him. He loved his bag so much that his abuse could only mean he was really lethargic. On his way across the room, Mrs. Sharp stopped him, put her hand on his shoulder, and leaned down to speak quietly to him. 
“How are you feeling today, Drake?”
“I’m okay.”
Except he obviously wasn’t.
“That’s good. I’m glad you’re back with us. Let me know if you feel like you need to go lay down. I understand.” She let him go and he took a seat behind me.
I turned to him and put my hand on his. He smiled weakly at me, taking my gesture as friendship. I ran my magic through him and shuddered at the sickness in him. Oddly, some of it was warm and some of it was cold. If it made any sense, I would say that someone was taking his healthy energy and the sickness was growing stronger. 
I knew, for my family’s safety, I couldn’t heal him all at once, but I wasn’t going to let him suffer any more than he had to. I filled him with energy once again and let go. My energy would replace his lethargy with health and hold back the sickness until I could do more.
Turning back to watch the teacher, I waited to feel the weakness myself. Every time I healed someone, I felt their pain as if it were my own… but it didn’t come. There was no weakness. I looked back at Drake, just a quick glance. Although he seemed a little better, my power should have had a much stronger effect on him. 
As I listened to the teacher talk about the holocaust, I learned everything I could about Mrs. Sharp. She knew her history without a doubt and was a great storyteller. The details and descriptions made it interesting enough to pay attention, but I was more concerned about her mind. There were different depths of reading a person’s mind, just as some people had very open minds and some minds were more difficult to read.
Hers was blocked. 
It was obvious that some form of magic protected her thoughts and while I was powerful enough to break down those defenses, I would have been detected. Whatever she was, this called for stealth. 
Science was uneventful. My teacher was most definitely human and was quite possibly the most boring person in the world. He droned on for what felt like hours and hours without a simple inflection in voice or tone until I knew I could sleep through it. My conclusion was to either shake things up or bring my pillow to school.
Hail was waiting impatiently for me to make my way out of the classroom before eagerly heading for archery. When we entered the field, the first thing I noticed was a group of students huddled together. The field was right between two school buildings; one containing the fifth and sixth graders, and the other containing the seventh and eighth graders. Apparently archery was for all middle school students, because it was mostly seventh and eighth graders in this particular cluster. Dad had warned me about older kids in large numbers. 
The teacher only had to show us how to do it once. Hail was very athletic and was able to fire the arrow like a pro from the very first time. I had trouble pulling the string back. I was small for a fifth grader and the bow was large, but I was determined to be at the top of the class, right under Hail. If I couldn’t do it their way, I would do it mine. With magic guiding my fingers, I aimed the arrow and released the string. 
The teacher was impressed, but Hail had expected my success. I couldn’t see myself being an archer, but Hail really liked it and I was happy to have a class together. Even better was the fact that Drake was in class with us. When we saw him sitting over on the benches by himself, I went to sit with him. Hail nodded to me in acknowledgment.
“Hi, Drake, are you feeling better?” I took his hand gently and let my magic heal just a little bit of the bad energy. 
“Yeah. It’s been a good day.”
“Why aren’t you using the bow? Did nobody give you a turn?”
“I’m still not better from chemo. I can’t pull the string enough.”
“Then why did you take archery?”
“Because I used to love it and it’s better than P.E. But now I can’t do it,” he said. He wasn’t crying, but sadness came off him in waves, so I hugged him. 
“It’ll get better now. Hail and I will help you get better. And if anyone bothers you, Hail will kick their butt. He’s a great big brother.” When class was over, Stacy picked us up and brought us back to her apartment. 
Mom was supposed to be home right after school… but she wasn’t. Dad was supposed to be home by six… but he wasn’t. Drake’s dad didn’t come home either, but he called home and said there had been a major accident and it would be hours before anyone got off. I helped Stacy cook dinner as Hail helped Drake with his homework.
We had spaghetti in front of the T.V. and saw on the news that there had been a major car pileup involving two semi-trucks and many cars. Stacy switched it over to cartoons and said we shouldn’t worry about it. Hail and I did worry, though. Dad tried to save people using medicine, but sometimes it wasn’t enough and he had to resort to magic. That usually damaged any nearby electrical equipment. Not only that, but Dad felt the pain of those he healed with magic, so he would be exhausted, hurting, and frustrated by the time he made it home. 
When nobody was home by bedtime, we had a sleepover. Drake, Hail, and I built a little fort in the living room and told ghost stories before bed. Hail and I told Drake the story of a demon hunting a little baby and a brave hero who saved him with magic. We didn’t tell him it was a true story. 
 
*          *          *
 
Mordon woke us early in the morning and took us home, where Dad was asleep and Mom looked exhausted. Our morning was typical and too short. Having a structured day was no fun at all. I loved not knowing what would happen next, who I would meet, or what enemies I would face. Instead, we went to school, where I found myself being forced to run in shorts that were way too big. Since Dad didn’t come home in time to get me some shorts, I was wearing a pair Hail had outgrown, but they were big enough to fit two of me in.
By the end of class, I was sweaty and angry with the coach. Apparently, he didn’t get the hint with my harmless little jinx, so my mercy was at an all-time low. I always loved the story of Pinocchio. Until I deemed him thoroughly punished, the P.E. teacher would find his nose growing every time he yelled at anyone. 
Hail was waiting to walk me to math. “What has you grinning?” he asked. 
“I just took care of something. Why are you all wet?” 
Hail was wearing a white t-shirt with jeans. He looked down at his drenched shirt. “Wrestling. I spent more time holding back my strength than anything else.”
“That’s good for you.”
The highlight of the morning was making chocolate cookies in FACS, which Hail loved. I was barely able to set one aside for Drake before Hail ate them all. Then my brother complained all during lunch that my food was way better than cafeteria food. 
Mrs. Sharp was polite, though she seemed very distracted during class that day. She gave Drake a pat on the back, but didn’t say anything to him. Luckily, he was doing better. It wasn’t until archery that things went bad.
Once again, the seventh and eighth grade students were gathered together, but this time they were surrounding someone. I pointed them out to Hail. When we saw one student hold up a little red, wool hat, we both ran to them, stopping just outside the circle. The group consisted of boys who were laughing, but we could hear Drake crying. Hail inhaled quickly and with a voice and volume similar to Mordon’s when the dragon was angry, he barked, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
The boys spooked and separated to face the threat until they saw us. One of them laughed. “Get the fuck out of here, kid, unless you want your face smashed in.”
Hail ignored the stranger, checked Drake over with his eyes, and held out his hand. Drake was kneeling in the mud, his face red with tears. When he didn’t move, I started to help him. The lead boy moved towards me. He may have just been trying to block my way, but Hail never took chances when it came to my safety. Before the tall boy could take two steps towards me, Hail had him on the ground and was pounding into him. 
“Hail! No!” I yelled at my brother, but it was too late. 
The guy was screaming, probably with broken ribs. Other boys tried unsuccessfully to get Hail off him, for my brother was far stronger than any human. I finally got close enough to put my arms around him and he instantly froze. He wouldn’t risk hurting me with his quick and powerful movements. I put my head on his shoulder and sent calming thoughts to him. I didn’t know many calming thoughts, though, so I just thought about the hot springs at home.
It would help me to calm him down if the boy underneath him would stop screaming.
Then there were teachers pulling us apart. One of them was calling an ambulance for the screaming kid while Hail was being taken to the office. I pulled Drake up and took him, still crying, to the office. I didn’t wait for the secretary to send me in; I just went straight to the principal. When I opened the door to find the big man glaring at Hail, I scoffed. Glaring at my brother would just add fuel to his fire.
The principal studied Drake with concern. “Drake, what happened, buddy?”
“The eighth graders took my hat and called me baldy.”
For the first time I realized that he didn’t have any hair. His hat was cute and when he was on the ground, there were more important matters than his hair… or lack of. Did he shave his head because he was sick? Dad told me about cultures that did funny things with their hair, but Drake seemed really upset about it.
“The same eighth graders that Samhail got in a fight with?”
Drake nodded, a fresh load of tears dripping down his cheeks. “He was protecting me and Ron.”
“Fighting is still wrong,” the principal said.
“But self-defense isn’t.” 
We all turned to see Dad standing there in the doorway, wearing his light blue pajamas. Dad explained to me that the doctors wore light blue scrubs and the nurses wore dark blue ones. I knew Dad hated leaving work with his work pajamas on, so he must have been very worried. 
“Dr. Yatunus?”
“That’s me. Want to explain why my nine-year-old needed protection from your eighth graders?”
“You came quickly.”
“You said my son was in a fight and an ambulance was called. I figured it was for the other kid, but I thought I should head over anyway. Now, I know very well Hell will protect his brother to the ends of the Earth and I also know he has every right to. If you want to teach your students not to stand up against bullying, that’s your business, but my boys know better and they’ll do what they feel is right.”
“You call him ‘Hell’?”
“It’s a loving nickname for my hellion. Don’t get me wrong, this is only the second time he got in trouble for fighting at school.”
Dad started calling my brother “Hell” when my brother inadvertently scared Dad about wanting to leave. Hail may roll his eyes on occasion, but I knew he secretly loved it. When his powers first developed, he didn’t know the difference between a vision, a nightmare, or reality. One bright spot of his babyhood was that he saw Dylan and Mordon in his visions. Thus, when he finally met them, he already trusted them explicitly. To my brother, Dad was always his one and only father. 
“I thought this was his first time in public school.”
“No, actually, he spent a few days in a small villiage school when he was six.”
“I understand that he was defending his brother, but he sent a student to the hospital. I have to suspend him for fighting.”
“If that is your policy, go for it, but every one of those eighth graders who were bullying Drake gets suspended, too. Bullying is against school policy.”
The principal sighed and nodded. “Some days aren’t worth getting out of bed,” the man thought. 
“So we’re staying home?” I asked.
Dad nodded. “I can’t make you go to school when Hell is suspended. How long has he got?” he asked.
“Three days. It’s the minimum I can give him for fighting.”
“Okay. They’ll be back on Monday. I assume work will be sent home for them?”
“For Samhail, yes. Ronez doesn’t need to miss school; he wasn’t fighting.”
“If you hadn’t noticed, the boys stick together. If I send Ron to school, either Hell will break in or Ron with skip out. I’ll save us both the trouble.”
 “If you have a minute, can I speak with you in private?” the principal asked.
“I don’t have a minute; I have to get back to the hospital. You want to talk about them being homeschooled and being too close. Yeah, they were homeschooled and no, they weren’t socialized properly, but they’re not dogs and they’re not feral, so they’ll figure it out. As far as being too close, oh well, they’ll stay that way. They’re only two years apart and grew up together; they are best friends. There is nothing wrong with either of them. Now, can you send them home on the bus or do they need to leave early?”
“I think it’s best they leave early.”
“Then I’ll have to call my neighbor to pick them up.”
“What about their mother?”
“She’s at work,” Hail, Dad, and I all said at the exact same time.
Dad left to get back to the hospital, which he had to have flashed from to make it here so fast. About ten minutes later, Stacy walked into the office and took all three of us home. Hail and I explained to her what happened as Drake cried with his head in her lap. His red hat was all muddy, but his mom had a bright blue one in the car for him. 
She took us into her apartment and got a bubble bath for Drake. While he was playing in the tub, Stacy told us that Drake had to go through chemotherapy to get rid of his cancer and it made his hair fall out. I looked at Hail’s beautiful red hair and shuddered at the thought of him bald. Poor Drake. I made a mental note to ask my FACS teacher if we were going to do any knitting because I wanted to learn to make a Superman hat for Drake.
Once again, nobody came home until very late. Even when Dad did come home, we stayed at Drake’s for a little while. Dad and Drake’s parents talked in the kitchen as we did homework. Well… Hail and Drake did homework while I scribbled mathematical formulas in my science book. Science could be so much fun if they weren’t teaching boring stuff. My dad walked in and took my book to look at it. 
“Why are you doing physics in a fifth grade life science book?” he asked. 
I shrugged. “I don’t know what physics is. All I’m doing is trying to find the math to explain the dimensions. That’s science, and this is a science book.”
“You’re trying to explain string theory, sweetheart, but nobody’s taught you how to do the math. You can see it, but you don’t know how to explain it. Try this,” he said, taking my pencil and adding a few pieces to my work. “I’ll start teaching you physics tomorrow.”
“What about work?” I asked, taking my book. The top three buttons of Dad’s business suit were undone and his tie was open like a scarf. He was obviously tired, but he needed Mordon to heal him, not me.
“I’m off tomorrow. We’re going to go do something fun, but it’s a surprise.”
“We’re going swimming!” Hail yelled, his eyes vaguely glowing purple.
He never meant to ruin surprises, but he didn’t try to prevent his visions, either. Mom had to use magic to stop him from seeing our birthday and Christmas presents. One Christmas, every time he tried to see our Christmas presents, he would only see coal. We thought it was some kind of trick, but when we opened our presents that was actually what was in them. After everyone laughed forever over our disappointment and shock, they brought out our real presents, which Hail hadn’t seen because of the fake ones. 
Mordon would scoff every Christmas that we celebrated something we didn’t even understand, but we did understand; Dad explained it to us. Christmas was a time of love, giving, and peace, where families joined together in their homes, ate way too much food, and told stories about family history. The parents would feed the kids tons of sweets to fatten them up and leave them underneath the chimney as sacrifices. Apparently the goal was to put them in a sugar coma. Of course, only the rich and noble houses had chimneys, so some children had to be left out on the doorstep. 
A giant named Santa would roam the Earth, every Christmas Eve night, looking for the worst children, which he would then take to his factory at the North Pole. The selected children would be his slaves, forever making toys for the more well-behaved boys and girls. He magically knew who was good or bad and watched them when they slept. Children prayed for months before Christmas to get presents instead of being taken as slaves. The giant only lived on Earth, but now that we were on Earth, we would have to build a magical defense to protect ourselves. 
At this point, Mom explained that we would bring a special tree into the house and decorate it with lights and ornaments. If we decorated it very well, it would please the giant and he would be more likely to leave a present instead of taking us.  
Dad assured us both that once we were old enough to defeat Santa in battle, he would stop coming to our home and we would stop believing he even existed. According to Dad, it was a magical form of self-defense that once a person was too old or strong for him to kidnap, they would suddenly stop believing in him. That way, people wouldn’t attack him. It occurred to me to ask why parents would put their children out as sacrifices if they didn’t believe in Santa, but I was a little afraid of the answer. Either way, Hail and I avoided eating a lot of candy or going anywhere near the chimney during the holiday. 
“That’s right,” Dad said.
Wait… that was too easy. I knew that look. Dad had something else up his sleeve, something my brother missed. The problem with Hail’s visions was that they were based on decisions made and fateful paths. He could see the consequences of a choice somebody made, or even things that weren’t chosen, but his visions weren’t very specific. If Dad decided we should go another day to swim, Hail could actually see that. 
“I don’t get this!” Drake exclaimed, throwing his book away from him. 
Dad took the book, glanced at the page, and saw that Drake had to add fractions with unlike denominators. He sat down next to Drake and took a piece of scratch paper before drawing a few circles. “At the hospital, they ordered a few pizzas… Two of them were large, but one of them was small.” Dad went on to patiently explain the reason he had to find the common denominator and how to do so. 
“You should have been a teacher,” John said, handing Dad a soda.
Dad gave him a scowl. “No way. I’m not that brave; far too much bloodshed. I’ll stick to being a doctor, thank you.” There was a knock on the door and Dad grinned. 
I wasn’t surprised when John opened the door to reveal Mom. Dad always knew when Mom or Mordon were near. After Mom was introduced to Drake and his parents, she sat next to Dad. Stacy offered to warm her up some dinner.
“That would be nice if it isn’t too much trouble,” Mom said tiredly, leaning her shoulder against Dad’s.
“I’ll help!” Hail said, jumping up and running into the kitchen after Stacy. I scoffed, irritated that he left my side. 
“Poor kid,” Dad said, shaking his head.
John laughed. “Give it a couple of years. Girls will be breaking your door down to get to him. With boys, I think if you can keep teach them to treat women right and not get a girl pregnant before they graduate, you’re doing a good job.”
I was growling before I realized it annoyed me. They both frowned at me. “Hail is mine!” I explained loudly. 
“You realize he’s going to grow up and want to get married someday, right?” Dad asked.
The darkness stirred in my chest, like a soft hissing. I stood with anger. “No girl is going to take Hail away! He’s my brother; he’ll never leave me! We still have to decide if we’re going to rule Raktusha together.”
Dad sighed and John looked confused. Having heard my shouting, Hail ran back into the living room and hugged me. I could feel him searching the room with magic for the source of my anger. 
John patted my dad’s shoulder. “Good luck,” he said before joining Stacy. 
Feeling awkward for my outburst, I sat down and pulled Hail down with me.
“Are you not mad at me for fighting at school?” Hail asked Dad. 
“I know you would only fight to protect or defend someone, especially your brother. The principal didn’t tell me why you were fighting, but I assumed you were protecting Drake from someone, since he was crying when I arrived.”
“Those boys were making fun of Drake for being sick. Then one of them tried to attack Ron. I wouldn’t kill anyone, but if he comes at Ron, Drake, or any of our friends, he will have more than a bruise next time.”
“You broke his arm and bruised his ribs.”
“I was holding back.”
“I know very well that you held back. So, no, I’m not mad at you. I was thinking… they teach martial arts for kids at the after-school care. Maybe you both should do that instead of coming straight home.”
“Martial arts like what Mordon taught us?” I asked.
“No, that was combat.”
“What Granddad taught us?” Hail asked.
“Yes, it’s very much like what your granddad taught you. Do you know the difference?” 
Hail shook his head, but I nodded. “What Mordon taught us and what Granddad taught us was very different. Combat is how to strike and how not to get hit in turn. Martial arts is how to avoid a fight and how to end it if there is one.”
“That’s excellent, Ron.”
“So, I need to be a master of martial arts and Hail needs to be a master of combat. That way, we have all our bases covered.”
He laughed.
“You have to be very careful, though,” Mom said to Hail. “If people realize you’re too strong to be human, you’ll bring suspicion to our family.”
“Hey, what happened?” Dad asked, holding up Mom’s hand. Around her wrist was a bad rash, almost like a burn mark. “You’ve been in the void?”
“What?”
“The only way you can’t heal yourself is if you’re injured in the void. Why the hell would you go there? Every single doorway to the void needs to stay closed.”
“How do you know that? I’ve never told you that.”
I wanted to know, too, since I had no idea a god could be injured in the void.
“I don’t know. I must have heard one of the gods say it. Iadnah magic and the void are on opposite ends of the spectrum. It’s like how a demon can’t heal himself from Iadnah magic, a god can’t heal himself from damage done in the void.”
He covered her wrist with his hand and Mom winced. When he removed his hand, her skin was healed.
“What are you talking about? Opposite ends of the spectrum? That doesn’t make any sense. Iadnah energy is superior to the void. We can’t harm it because it is an absence of life, but we can keep gates closed,” Mom insisted.
“That’s wrong. The Land of the Iadnah is a piece of the universe inside the void, protected from it. Iadnah can manipulate and destroy universes, but they are ruled by the balance. The universes, dimensional space and time, that’s all in little bubbles inside the void. The Iadnah, every universe, even time and space can be destroyed, but not the void.”
“So there can be more bubbles like the Land of the Iadnah?” Hail asked.
“That I don’t know.”
“Does that mean that the balance is more powerful than the gods?” I asked. This was both a worry and a relief. Right off the bat it had been my intention to develop my mind and powers until both were superior to a god’s. Then it would be easy to control the balance inside me and everything that follows. To discover that the balance inside me was superior to my Iadnah power was worrisome because I didn’t want it to rule me. It was also a relief, because it meant as soon as I mastered the balance, I was automatically superior to the other gods. 
“Not exactly,” Dad said. “The balance cannot be controlled by the gods, but they can hold it off.”
I scribbled some more math in my science book. “Mom, when I flash, I’m tearing a whole through the universe, into the void, and back into the universe at a different point in the third dimension, right?”
“You’re not going through the void, but through the Land of the Iadnah. Other than that, you’re correct.”
“But the bright light is void light,” I argued. I realized as I said it that Mom was getting irritated. She was a god, supposedly all knowing, but she believed her brothers and the idea that gods were higher to everything else. It was my greatest power to know my weaknesses and how to overcome them. I knew I didn’t know everything, and that’s why I could learn. Dad was the same, but Mom didn’t want to hear anything that made her feel less like the most powerful force in the universe. Then again, I guess that was all Moms.
“Flashing is Iadnah magic.”
Of course, but I couldn’t see with my mind how any being could cross from one universe to the next without using the void. I understood that there were many magical and mundane ways to travel across one universe, but even flashing from one point to another in the same universe meant exiting and reentering the universe.
“Okay, but my point is, does that mean I can flash from the third to the fourth dimension?”
“I think it’s time for bed,” Mom said.
Dad sighed. Obviously, he didn’t agree with her, but he wasn’t going to say anything. Although, in sago culture, the father laid the law on the sons and the mother was in charge of the daughters, this was not the rule in our house since our mother was a god. 
Hail took my hand. “We can ask Vretial about it later.”
“Goodnight, Drake,” I said.
 
*          *          *
 
My uncle stood facing my father with blood across his chest and dragon claws exposed. I felt cold and lonely and the worst part was that I couldn’t sense Hail with me. This was Hail’s vision, so he should have at least been in it with me. I couldn’t understand why it was so dark or cold or why I felt a deep, bone-chilling sense of despair. Something was inconceivably wrong. I had to stop it.
 
*          *          *
 
I woke up to Hail gasping in blind panic. The nightlight was flickering from the Iadnah energy flooding the room. While his visions did not use god energy, his fear made his energy go nuts. I flipped on the light beside my bed and scooted over to the wall just in time for him to get up, run to my bed, and dive under my covers. This was the routine every time Hail had a bad vision. 
He hugged me, shaking, for the next hour. We didn’t speak about the vision because there was nothing to say. We didn’t know what it meant. My only suggestion was to ask Vretial for help, and my brother hated Vretial looking into our minds. After he finally relaxed and fell back to sleep, I got up to make breakfast. 
Mordon was asleep on the couch in the living room, which suggested either he was too tired to make it to his room, or he felt like he needed to guard Dad for some reason. I turned on the kitchen light, pulled out my pans, and got to work. I had learned how long it took for Dad’s coffee to brew so it was ready when the food was. Everybody seemed to have impeccable timing whenever I made breakfast. My little family piled into the kitchen and all took seats around the kitchen table. 
Mom wore a red plaid shirt that was snug around the waist and loose on the shoulders and short jean shorts with tall leather boots. She tried to braid her hair at the table, obviously still half asleep, but Dad reached over and undid her work every couple of minutes. Mom didn’t seem to get the hint. 
Dad’s clothes gave us no clue as to what was in store for us today. He wore a dark green t-shirt with black jeans and a black leather jacket. Mordon wore a simple black t-shirt and blue jeans, which he seemed to be getting used to. 
“So, what are we doing today?” Hail asked. Unfortunately, my brother was wearing a gaudy orange and green Hulk shirt with grape-purple jogging shorts. If he thought I was letting him out of the house like that, he had another thing coming.
“It’s a surprise, honey.” That knowing grin told me more than anything we weren’t going swimming. “I’m taking the kids for a day out. Do you want to come?” Dad asked Mom. 
She shook her head with regret. “I have something I need to take care of. Sort of a missing person. Nothing to panic about, but I definitely need to get it sorted out.”
“There’s a national park a few hours from here, I’m going to see if I can…” Mordon started before Dad shot him a glare. “I mean… I’m going with you and the boys?”
“That’s great, Mordon; the more the merrier,” Dad said.
Mom laughed as Mordon grumbled something under his breath. The subtle silence between Dad and Mordon hinted that they were talking to each other, probably about Dad’s plans for the day. If it was anything like his normal plans, it would sound absolutely dreadful until we actually did it, and then it would turn out to be really fun.
 
*          *          *
 
An hour later, we were suiting up for laser tag. “Friend or foe?” Dad asked.
“Friend,” Mordon and Hail said simultaneously. 
“No,” I argued. “If we can split Mordon and Dad up, we can take them out.”
“But we would be split up, too.”
“We can’t beat Mordon and Dad together.”
“If we go foe, I call Ron,” Dad said, surprising us.
“Why? Hail’s a better shot,” I argued.
“Yes, but Hell would never risk shooting you, so I can use you as a shield.”
“You can’t use your son as a shield!” Mordon debated.
“Why not? This is laser tag, not paintballs. Fine, we’ll have to go friend, then. When Mordon and I win, you two have to clean the apartment for a week.”
“When Ron and I win, you buy ice-cream,” Hail said before I could stop him.
I elbowed him. “We could have got something good!”
He looked guilty. “But I want ice-cream.” Receiving my glare, he struggled to add onto our deal. “Not that dollar store, stuff either; we want Braums.”
Dad laughed evilly while Mordon strapped on his vest. Although Dad would be playful about it, he played to win, while Mordon would never lose a battle when he was with his brother. Dad was a force to be reckoned with, but together, they were unstoppable. 
Damn… I hated cleaning.
Dad teased us and let us think we were winning at first. About ten minutes in, Hail almost got him, but that was a trap. We should have gone for Mordon and gotten him out of the way before he really got into it, because by attacking Dad, we set off Mordon’s protective instincts. Within five minutes, we were cornered and out of options. 
The flashing lights and loud music made it difficult to hear myself think let alone come up with a plan. Magic was my fallback, but any flex of my energy would kill the electricity and that would ruin the game. It would be a forfeit. 
“If I can get to that panel over there,” I started before Dad’s phone went off, playing that familiar ringtone. I never understood why Dad thought “Hungry Like the Wolf” was such a funny song, especially since Granddad always just rolled his eyes.
I heard Dad groan and stood up from our shelter just as Dad was hanging up. “They have some kind of weird case and they need me to go in. I shouldn’t be long, but I don’t have time to drop you off at home. Do you think you guys can hang out around here for a while?”
“Yeah. I assume there’s a Braums,” Mordon said. 
Hail could barely contain his excitement. 
Dad laughed. “Right across the street. Here.” Dad pulled out his wallet and gave Mordon way too much for ice-cream. “What we talked about before…”
“Yeah, I know where it is; we drove right by it. If we get done with ice-cream before you get back, we’ll be there.”
They were still plotting. “Damn hospital ruining our day out. They better have a good reason or every one of them will need a doctor when I’m done with them.” Hail slipped his hand in mine to help cool my ire before we started stripping off the laser gear. 
The ice-cream was fantastic, and Mordon was great, but we needed Dad there. Uncle Mordon was kind of quiet without Dad there to rile him. We asked how Emiko was doing and he gave us a little shrug.
“I haven’t spoken to her in two months.”
“How is Sen?”
“He’s doing well. He’s looking forward to starting school. I’m just glad the education system in Mokii has improved with my father’s new laws.”
Mordon and Emiko obviously liked each other a lot, but Emiko didn’t like Dad, god magic, or the fact that Dad was from Earth. She really didn’t like anyone that wasn’t a dragon from Duran. Unfortunately, that also pertained to her son. Kaori-le Sen was the result of an impulsive decision from us and an act of violence from a mage king in the far future. Not only was Sen a reminder of a man violating her, but he was neither fully dragon nor fully from Duran. Dragons were exceptionally arrogant about their bloodlines.
It turned out the surprise was a new bookstore. Obviously the laser tag was for all of us to have fun together, the ice-cream was particularly for Hail, and the bookstore was for me. Mordon told me to pick out whatever I wanted and I thought I was going to die from an overdose of excitement. First I hit the cookbooks, then the science books. I was in the math section when I realized something was wrong. 
My head started throbbing, but I could tell it was actually Hail who was in pain. I tried to find him, but my world blurred further with every step. Hail’s visions could become violent when he resisted them and he needed me with him to help. I had learned very early in life that it was easier for Hail when I shared his visions, even if that meant I couldn’t keep a look out. I didn’t get to choose when I saw his visions and when I didn’t, although I could sometimes hold them off if I fought hard enough. This one I couldn’t fight.
The colors and scents of the bookstore faded away and left me with the chilling image of the hospital. The overhead light was harsh in the sterile medical room and the heart monitor was like a warning that death was near. What was really frightful though was seeing my dad standing rigid and blocking the woman on the bed from the man before him. It wasn’t the woman the big man was pointing the gun at; it was my dad. 
Calm was the only expression on Dad’s face, but it was, to my knowledge, the first time my dad had a gun aimed on him. Hail took my hand with desperation. We had long since learned that we couldn’t do anything during the visions; we could only prevent the situation from happening after we woke from it. The downside was that we usually didn’t know how much time we had or what events led to the situation. Just as I was gathering details to come up with a solution, the man pulled the trigger… 
And I knew… this was a current vision. Just as we were seeing it, my dad had been shot.
I woke with a shout, begging for Mordon to tell me Dad was all right. When Mordon gasped with shock and pain, I knew it wasn’t so. In my distraction, I didn’t sense the stranger behind me until I felt the sharp stab of pain in my head. Before I could turn to see my attacker, my vision grew dark and I felt myself falling. 



Chapter 3
Dylan
I was enjoying my morning until I got the phone call. A sense of foreboding gripped me hard, as did Mordon.
“Don’t answer it,” he said, clinching my wrist.
Whether it was because he felt my reluctance or because of his own I didn’t know, but I ignored the sense of dread and his demand. “Hello,” I said, holding the phone to my ear.
“Dr. Yatunus? Sorry to call you on your day off, but we have a very strange case and we need you.” Ms. Manning’s tone was apologetic. 
As much as I wanted to turn her down, I liked working in this town. Besides, if someone really needed my help, I couldn’t refuse just so I could have a day off. I sighed and Mordon groaned. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
Seeing the hurt expression on Ron’s face was heartbreaking. Since the time he was a baby, he acted like I was abandoning him every time I so much as left the room. Fifteen minutes later, I was walking through the hospital doors, but with each step the urge to leave grew. Something evil was lurking in the hospital, waiting with baited breath to spring. 
Ms. Manning seemed relieved and embarrassed as she handed me a chart without a word. When I read the chart, I was sure there was a mistake. I looked at her, but she wouldn’t meet my eye. 
I sighed. “I’ll get changed and get in there.”
“Actually, I think it would be better if you don’t wait.”
Worried, I started down the hallway to the exam room. I opened the door and saw my patient. “Holy sugar!” I said, slamming the door shut. A nurse passed me by with a concerned frown. 
“Is everything okay?”
“Um…” I swallowed and I checked the chart to see if anyone had administered any medication to the patient, but it seemed everyone was too frightened to. “How long has Mr. McDaniel been in there?”
She cleared her throat nervously. “He came in about twenty minutes ago.”
“And he’s been sitting in there without treatment for twenty minutes?”
“He hasn’t pushed the call button.”
I opened the door and forced myself to enter before closing the door behind me, sealing myself in with the patient. “Mister…” I cleared my throat. “Mr. McDaniel, I’m Dr. Yatunus. I would like to ask you a series of questions to make sure you’re comfortable before I try to make any diagnosis. First of all, can you speak?”
“Yes,” was the barely understandable reply. 
“Are you in pain?”
“Just from pressure. I feel like I have a sinus headache.” Again, if I hadn’t had experience getting the story from people with broken noses, I wouldn’t have had a clue what he said. 
“I see. Can you breathe properly?”
“I can’t swallow well, but I can breathe through my mouth.”
“Are there any symptoms other than… physical?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Have you taken any form of medication since the first sign of swelling?”
“No.”
“Okay. You don’t seem to be in any immediate danger.” I clipped the chart to the end of his bed and ran through my entire medical knowledge on anaphylactic shock. “Was this gradual or sudden?”
“It began yesterday and just kept growing.”
“What were you doing when it started? Were you eating or drinking anything unusual?” 
He shook his head. “I was at work. I coach P.E.”
“Okay, I need to listen to your heart.” I pulled out the stethoscope from one of the drawers and pressed the metal disk to his chest. Ignoring the frantic sound of his heart, I searched him out with my energy. What came back shocked me worse than his condition. “You don’t happen to coach P.E. at the local middle school, do you?”
“Yes, I do. Why?”
“Do you yell a lot during the day?” I asked, putting the stethoscope away. 
“I have to. I have to keep boys in line all day, work their energy out.”
“I’m sorry to say, that is the root of your condition. See, when you yell, your blood pressure rises and it makes you more vulnerable to afflictions. In this case, harmless allergies were elevated to dangerous inflammation because your immune system was already weakened by your yelling.”
His devastated expression told me he was buying my bullshit. I was trying not to grind my teeth because Ron was supposed to be keeping his powers a secret. When I felt his curse in this man, it was simple to piece together exactly what happened. Ron didn’t like being yelled at, and such a curse as this was exactly the kind of thing he would do to punish someone who yelled at him. The patient, who turned out to be Ron’s unfortunate P.E. teacher, had an inflamed nose. It wasn’t just large; it was at least twenty times too large, to the point where his eyes were barely open and his mouth was contorted. 
“So this will go away if I stop yelling?”
I easily removed my son’s curse, but his nose would shrink as slowly as it grew. “I will provide you with a prescription for some antihistamines, but yes, as long as you keep your calm, it will go away on its own.”
“Thank you!” He thanked me repeatedly on his way out, barely giving me a chance to write him his prescription.
I went to the nurse station and handed Ms. Manning the file. “Allergic reaction to shellfish. He’ll be fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Just as I said it, the doors behind me burst open. The chill that raced up my spine was like a knife blade running down my back. Don’t turn around. Whatever behind me was evil. Don’t turn around. It couldn’t get me if I didn’t look. Don’t turn around. Just wait until it’s gone and go home.
I turned around, saw the person the paramedics were wheeling in on a gurney, and gasped. Black spots formed in my eyes, my head pounded, and bile rose. Only one person could make me feel so much pity, anxiety, and regret, though she was barely recognizable under the bruises and gashes all over her body. 
It was my mother.
 
*          *          *
 
Years of agonizing, conflicting memories warred with my training as I tried to save the life of the woman I loved and hated equally. Because my Iadnah energy was in tune with my emotions and desires, I couldn’t risk using it, not even for a second. I used every ounce of skill I had as a doctor to stitch up her wounds and stop the internal bleeding, while a small impulse inside me wanted to slip up, or even take the pillow under her head and smother her with it. But I couldn’t be that hateful. I couldn’t live with myself if I were that kind of man.
After hours of hard work, I was alone with the woman who terrorized my childhood when she wasn’t neglecting me. I sat beside Regina in the chair reserved for loved ones with her blood all over my scrubs. I couldn’t stand to wash it off. It was as if I had been to war with the woman and won, when the horrible truth was that I could never win against her. No matter where I went, or how much I grew up, or how powerful I became, she was still the reason I was me. 
I was reminiscing about the time she pawned all my stuff, emptied out my bank account, and kicked me out with just the clothes on my back because I wanted to go to college instead of getting a job to support her. She aged poorly in the thirteen years I had been gone and looked to be in her late seventies instead of her early fifties. Her hair, once gold and white blond, was now a synthetic yellow with light gray roots. 
I noticed some time after her surgery that she was wearing a wedding ring.
My mother woke with a small moan before her eyes fluttered open to stare straight ahead. I held still, hoping she wouldn’t notice me. As if she heard my thoughts, she turned and looked right at me with no recognition for several minutes. When it finally dawned on her who I was, she inhaled sharply.
“Dylan.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything until she winced in pain. “What happened? Who hurt you?” I asked, although I had a very good idea. Regina Carter had a history of infuriating any man foolish enough to date her until he snapped. 
“Where’ve you been all these years? I mean, I assumed you’d been in jail, but you look too spiffy for a convict. Yur a doctor now, all rich, and you ‘adn’t even bothered to call yur mother. After all I gave you growin’ up.”
I sighed, for she was exactly as I remembered her. After neglecting me my entire childhood, ridiculing me constantly, and kicking me out when the government stopped paying her money for me, she still felt that I should work hard to support her expensive lifestyle. 
“Who hurt you?”
“What do you care? You’ve been gone for years.”
“Did your husband beat you?”
“It doesn’t matter. He makes me happy.”
“No, he doesn’t. Money makes you happy, and this is not a resort town. After giving it all of two minutes of thought, based on your gullibility and history with men, the most likely scenario is that you met a man online who said he was rich. You previously ran out of all your money, so you uprooted your life to marry and move in with him. You then realized he had lied to you and was actually poor, but instead of letting you go when you confronted him about it, he beat you. Has he cheated on you yet? No, because you would have taken what little money he has and left.” 
“He never cheated on me.”
“You haven’t tried to run?”
“Of course I have. I’ve been trying to get out of this broke-ass town for months. I can’t afford to go nowhere.”
“If you go back to him, he’ll beat you again.”
“He did the last three times. Looks like you didn’t have to ruin my marriages as a kid; I could ruin them just fine on my own.”
“How much do you need to get out of town?”
“A few thousand.”
“I will give you the money you need, but you cannot put it in your bank account. If you do, he gets half of it when you divorce him.”
“She’s not going anywhere and she sure as hell ain’t divorcing me,” came a deep voice behind me. 
I had been so distracted that I hadn’t heard the door open. “We have to do something about the damn security around here.”
The man was certainly my mother’s type; all brawn and no brain. I wasn’t worried about the fact that he was about six-seven or the biker tattoos all over his leather clad body. No, I was much more upset about the gun he leveled on me. 
“Don’t get involved, Dylan,” my mother warned, as if I had asked the man to pull a gun on me. Then again, I guess having anything to do with her made me guilty by association. 
“You can’t expect to walk out of here now that you’ve pulled a gun on a doctor,” I said to the man instead.
“I can and will. This has nothing to do with you, but she’s mine.”
“Dylan, we’re at the bookstore. Are you about done?” Mordon asked in my head. 
I tried to draw on the peace in him. Mordon was fun to be with and loved to goof around, but Rojan was a constant presence of calm power. If I ever felt out of control or like I couldn’t unwind, Rojan could share his calmness with me or Mordon. 
“A little bit of a detour.”
“Do you need me to come to the hospital?”
“No, just watch out for the boys. Hell hasn’t had any sudden visions, has he?”
“No, why? Are you in danger?”
“Don’t worry. Just doctor business.” I couldn’t block myself from him because it would have been an instant red flag, but he knew how stressful my job usually was. Stress was normal, I just couldn’t afford to feel any form of panic.
My power was infinite, but I was still learning to use it. I could make a force field that would stop the bullet, which seemed like the most promising method. The only reason I hadn’t yet done it was because the woman in the next room was on a respirator. If I could talk the man down from shooting me, it would be better than using magic. However, I wouldn’t just let him take my mother.
To my surprise, it wasn’t Rojan’s calmness I got from my bond with Mordon but something I was less familiar with. When my mother tried to struggle out of bed, I growled. “Lay the hell down, woman. If you tear those stitches I’ll tape up your wounds with duct tape!” I barked. She stopped and stared at me in shock for a moment before lying back down. 
I turned back to the man with a gun in my face. Whatever it was Mordon shared with me made me calm, but not at peace. It was more like I felt indignant that this man didn’t instantly submit to me. I didn’t need magic because I was in complete control of the situation. 
“Get that gun out of my face before I shove it down your throat. I’m from Texas, moron, you think I don’t know how to get that gun out of your hand before you can blink?” He hesitated, but lowered the gun slightly, probably in shock from my change in attitude. “That’s better. Now, you’re going to get out of here and never contact this woman again. If you try to stop her or come near either of us again, I have full access to drugs that will really fuck you up and a morgue slab with your name on it. I’m an ER doctor; I can induce a coma and send you to the morgue as dead. They would take my word for it and perform an autopsy. As they cut you open, you’ll feel everything and won’t even be able to scream.”
“You can’t do that!”
Of course I couldn’t, but he didn’t know that. “I’m the head ER doctor. Nobody would question me, nobody would investigate, and nobody would rat me out. But you’re right; that would be suspicious. After rendering you defenseless, I would have to make it look like you were in a major accident. A few cuts, bruises, and some broken bones will do. Any more than that and you would die before they could perform the autopsy.”
“You can’t do shit if I shoot you dead!” he said, desperately trying to believe his own words. He came here expecting not to be confronted. My change in behavior and lack of fear confused and worried him.
I laughed. “If there was even a chance you could hurt me, do you think I would be standing here threatening you?” He hesitated, and that doubt in him was exactly why I was in control. That was, until I felt my world tip.
My vision blurred and grew dark while bright white shadows grew and shrunk. My head pounded so hard all I could hear was my heartbeat and some kind of static. I couldn’t breathe. I could feel the man’s panic in the back of my mind, which was all that was left of my awareness. I felt him pull the trigger, the sound of the gun, and the pain of the bullet shredding my flesh and organs… but at the same instant, it didn’t happen. It was going to happen, was happening, and had already happened all at the same time… or maybe time was the problem. There was no time. 
My vision cleared, but it was not an angry man in a hospital room I faced. I was now in a dark lab of some kind. The place wasn’t a dungeon by any means; it was clean and I saw no rats or exposed pipes, but it certainly wasn’t sanitary. Hail was chained to a wall, dirty, sweaty, and barely conscious, but I couldn’t see any actual injuries. Ron was strapped to a bed, unconscious and looking so small in the twin bed. Their clothes were the same they were wearing for our day out. 
I couldn’t seem to move, so I reached out with my magic for the chains and disintegrated them. They vanished so readily that I had a second to feel suspicious before they reappeared just as easily. I took in every detail I could from the room, including the number above the door before my vision blurred again. 
 
*          *          *
 
I was back at the hospital. The man stood before me still, but without any shock or fear. In fact, he didn’t even breathe. Looking between him and my mother, I realized they were both frozen. I walked around my mother’s husband and left the room, only to find every nurse, doctor, visitor, and patient the same. Everyone in the hospital, including every newborn, was still as statues. 
“Mordon?”
I waited, but received no response. If Mordon wasn’t able to answer me, something was seriously wrong, and I was afraid it had something to do with my sons being held captive in some kind of lab. I could have flashed to him, but if I was doing something to freeze everyone in the hospital, I didn’t want to accidentally spread it.
Time was dangerous, unpredictable, and unstable for the most part; unfortunately, this wasn’t a fracture in time. Every person was entirely still, but the machines still ran and when I checked the water fountain, it was working fine. 
So why has everyone stopped? “Vretial?” I asked aloud. 
For some reason, as creepy as it was, the gods all seemed to hear their names when I called. When I received no response, I got irritated. Whatever sense of control I got from Mordon was gone and the silence of the hospital was nerve wracking. 
“Why do you always come to me for help, young Noquodi?” Vretial asked suddenly from behind me. 
I whirled, nearly tripping, but managed to catch myself. The first time I faced the god, I had been told he was evil and insane. I knew better now; he wasn’t evil. Vretial was eccentric and overwhelmingly powerful, but I understood him in more ways than I cared to think about. He would never be a friend, but since the mystery of his past had been solved, I found myself seeking him for advice.
“Because you give me the answers I need.”
“I lie to you as often as anyone else.”
When I met the god, he had no flesh form, only an illusion of his being created with energy. His touch was cold and creepy either because that was who he was or because that was who I thought he was. The power that surrounded him was nauseating. 
Since he took a mortal form, however, he was different. Although he still emanated extreme power, his hands were warm, he breathed, and his heart was beating. The god wore a black button-up shirt and black pants with a black trench coat. 
“I know. But you still give me the answers I need.”
“Then here’re your answers; you, no, and I don’t know.”
“No, you’re right; I should have called Regivus. Regivus is much better at this than you. Just tell me what’s going on here. Why is everyone frozen solid, is it hurting them, and how do I stop it? Oh… Damn, you’re good. I thought you couldn’t read the future well.”
“I can’t see my own future well. As it happens, I just know you that well.”
“But you don’t know how I can stop it?”
“Your power is still developing. I don’t know what you are, but I really hope I figure it out before your mate does.”
“What does Divina have to do with it?” I asked. 
“How can you stand to be married to someone who never gives you the answers you need. Not only does she not give you answers, but she acts against you to hide them from you.”
“You mean how she’s keeping the Sight from me?” I asked. His eyes widened in surprise and I scoffed. “Oh, please. I figured that out ages ago. You don’t really think I’m that thick, do you? I can tell the difference between the Guardian warning dreams and the Sight. I saw Earth destroyed when the gates opened. I saw Nila die. Thank you, by the way. I know you were the one who blocked her power. Without you, I couldn’t have saved him.”
“Damn, you’re better. I pray your son turns out like his mother instead of you or we’re all doomed.”
“He’ll be even better. Give him half a chance and he’ll rule the universe before Raktusha can be built. But that has nothing to do with this. You said you didn’t know how to stop this frozen thing, whatever it is.”
“I don’t. Whatever you did, you have to figure it out and stop it yourself. Shouldn’t be too hard for you. Did your wife tell you what she’s been doing the last few days?”
“No.”
“Did she ask you why you chose this town out of every possible town on Earth?”
“No.”
“Did she ever explain what the Iadnah are to you?”
I paused this time. “The Iadnah are gods. A race of beings older and more powerful than any other in this entire universe. She explained you were all siblings and that you took over this universe shortly after it was born, when your father destroyed the rest of your race and the Land of the Iadnah.”
“She certainly told you a lot. She must have explained why we are more powerful.”
“Because Iadnah energy is superior to nominal energy and the gods are old enough to have mastered their powers.”
He laughed, but it wasn’t a hollow or snide sound. The “dark” god was clutching his sides, tears streaming from his eyes as he laughed so hard he could barely stand. Finally, after several minutes, he pulled himself together. 
“You are hilarious. That is the funniest excuse I’ve heard in a long time. Iadnah energy is not superior to nominal energy. You believe Iadnah energy is more powerful than nominal energy because you can do more than with it. This is not true. In fact, the fabric of the universe is built with nominal energy. The energy that gods create is easier to use if you can use it, and the amount of energy you can produce is infinite, but nominal energy must be practiced and the user must strengthen himself. You can do just as much with nominal energy, and though it may take thousands of years of rigorous training to gain the ability that comes naturally with Iadnah energy, it can be worth it. Nominal energy is the most basic element of the balance, and every universe that exists. Therefore, it works with the balance, while Iadnah energy works against it.”
“Does Tiamat know this, or is she just arrogant.”
“We are all very arrogant. My siblings refuse to acknowledge our limits. We are the Iadnah; we are more powerful than any living person, creature, or demon, but we are not more powerful than the void or the universe itself. Compared to what our race once was, we are each ignorant children. I learned about our powers and people from my father. However, it was during a time when war and power was the only thing anyone talked about. I have tried to teach my siblings what I spent my entire existence learning to understand, but they are very stubborn.
“We are a race without life, yet we can create life. That doesn’t make us superior to life. We were the first race, to our knowledge, but what created us? I shudder to think, because whatever it was that created the Iadnah could only have been a creature of the void. Life is born of us, but we are born of the void. The death of us, of souls, and of everything alive feeds the void.”
“So it’s a strange cycle between life, death, and the Iadnah.”
“I once believed so. Now, however, I’m beginning to think we are all just a side effect. We are bodies of energy and are actually part of a greater cycle between nominal, Iadnah, and void energy. I cannot prove this, and I would never suggest it to the others.”
“But you tell me.”
“Because you give me the answers I need,” he said with a smirk. “I want you to wonder, too, because we are very much the same in one aspect. An unsolved mystery hurts, doesn’t it? It’s not just a headache but a deep ache throughout your entire body to figure out the unknown.”
“Having no answers to my questions burns like a slow fire crawling around under my skin,” I agreed. 
“And Ron is the same. Between the three of us, we can figure it out.”
“Why do you need me?”
“Because I already figured the first part out. When we met, I was a mystery you had to solve. Once you did, I was no longer of value to you, but I’ve come to realize you are an even bigger mystery to me. You make no sense, Dylan. You are as powerful as you ever need to be. I have no doubt if I tried to kill you, you would suddenly have the power to destroy me. I’ve come to the very resounding realization that the answer to the universe lies in you.”
“Me? I don’t have the answer.”
“You are the answer. When I figure out what you are, I’ll figure out the mysteries that even the Iadnah don’t want to think about. And when I do, I’ll tell you what your wife is.”
“We’re standing in a hospital of frozen people. There are newborns completely still. I know that doesn’t mean much to you, but it freaks me out. Just tell me what I can do to stop this.”
“I don’t know what you did to freeze them.”
“Then how do you know I did it?”
“Because only you are powerful enough to freeze everyone in this town. It’s not just the hospital, Dylan.”
“A god couldn’t do it?”
“I can stop time in a bubble, I can make people stop moving, I can even kill everyone on this planet with a slight thought, but I cannot make an entire population just stop. Nobody is breathing, no hearts are beating. They are no longer aging. They are neither alive, nor dead, and that is beyond Iadnah power. It’s like time stopped, but time is fine; it’s them. A god can create life and take it away, but we can’t… do this.”
“Help me stop it, then.” 
“I think stopping it was the problem. I think you wanted something to stop, and for some reason, everyone in town did. The animals are even fine. It’s just people that have stopped.”
“Is Mordon okay?”
He sighed. “If he’s frozen or if he isn’t, he’s safe for the time being. The people will not need food or water in this state. If he is frozen, it means your power is greater than that of the balance. If he isn’t, it means the balance between you two is greater.”
“What about my sons?”
“I don’t know. Their minds are blocked to me, so I cannot see if they are under this enchantment or not. It’s so quiet without the people’s thoughts bombarding me.”
“Help me.”
“I don’t know how to undo your magic. My father could have helped you, but I don’t know what you did.”
“If I stopped the people, I should be able to start them again,” I growled at him. He gripped me roughly by the shoulders, his face grave. He was the only god other than my wife who didn’t seem bothered by touching me. Oddly enough, it always felt like he was treating me as his kid brother when he did.
“And if you screw up, they all die, including those babies you adore,” he warned. “If that happens, I can’t stop you, and you’ll forever blame me.”
“Why do you care if I blame you?”
“I’m not stupid enough to want you as an enemy.”
“You helped Ron and Hail. Until you prove otherwise, you are not my enemy. Help me. You advise Ron and Hail all the time.”
“This is your doing.”
“I understand that, so help me.”
“I am helping you. I can’t stop you. You can’t even stop yourself. Your magic is out of control; anywhere you go, people will stop because of your magic.” He looked at me like I was entirely stupid. 
“So… I’ll go somewhere where there aren’t any people. I’ll go to the Land of the Iadnah or something.”
He nodded and finally let go of my shoulders. “That’s brilliant, and very responsible of you. You go there and stay there, because you will never be able to return without stopping everyone. Brave of you to sacrifice yourself. I’ll let your mate know your last act was to save the pathetic little mortals.”
“Wait, shut up,” I said, my mind searching. I knew something, something that was staring me in the face. I needed to stop my power… “I know something… I’m so stupid! Nila. He’s a void!”
Before Vretial could say another word, I flashed to Dios. Nila stood before me, bruised and bloody. The High King was at least thirty, but he looked to be barely twenty. His normally shiny blond hair was matted with blood and his bright blue eyes held the shadow of desperation. It wasn’t Nano by his side or a horde of guards but one solo goblin, armed to the teeth and just as disheveled as my friend.
Dressed in black like ninjas, the seven men who faced the king froze with looks of shock on their faces, as did the guard. Nano, however, turned to me. “You shouldn’t have come here, Dylan,” he said.
Nila was truly the friendliest person I knew. He always had a smile and bone-crushing hug for me. While I understood the pressure the king was under since most of his people moved above ground, I couldn’t see why he would speak to me so coldly. “What’s going on?” I asked.
“This is nothing. I can deal with these fools blindfolded with both arms tied behind my back. You have to leave. There is someone looking for you, and I’m afraid what he might do if he found you.”
“I need your help. I seem to be…” I waved my hand at the ninja guys in gesture. “Stopping people uncontrollably.”
“Why? Were they making you angry?”
“What? No! It isn’t on purpose. That’s why I came to you… You can stop my magic.”
“Why can’t you stop it?”
“I don’t know what I’m doing.” As if he suddenly understood my point, he reached out his hand. I took it, expecting to see the ninjas come alive… and nothing happened. “Why are they still frozen? I thought your void curse worked on Iadnah magic.”
“It does. It even works on your pet’s dragon magic. Dylan, you have to want it.”
“I do.” 
“Then demand they move again.”
“It’s not that simple,” I argued. 
“Have you tried?”
I paused, considering. It seemed ridiculous, almost embarrassing to try, but I went to the goblin guard. “Wake up,” I said, trying not to sound half-hearted. Predictably, nothing happened. “I told you it wasn’t that simple.”
“Then I guess everyone you ever come in contact with will just freeze. Too bad about your kids. Or you can try it again and mean it.”
I sighed. “Wake the hell up and protect your king before I smack him!” I yelled at the guard. “I swear if you don’t move, I’ll give him a very serious smack in the arm! It might even hurt him!”
The guard blinked at me, then shoved me aside to protect Nila from the ninjas, who also sprang to life. “Dylan!” Nila yelled in panic. 
Before I could ask him what was wrong, a dark shadow formed in front of me. It was a humanoid shape and exuded malevolence, but I couldn’t see anything to determine who the person was… if it was a person. There was no sound, not even a husking breathing like in the movies. All I sensed from it was cold, both in temperature and intent. 
Nila stabbed at the shadow with a knife and it dissipated too quickly for me to find out anything else. There were two things I did know without a doubt; it wasn’t a demon, and this wasn’t the end of it. 
“Get out of here, Dylan. Dios isn’t safe for you right now.”
“Thank you for helping me.”
I flashed back home to find everyone still frozen. I returned to my mother’s room and smirked at the man holding the gun before disposing of the weapon. This certainly could be a useful power if I learned to use it reliably. “Wake up, you bastard.” As he blinked in shock of his vanishing gun, I continued. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”
“What did you…?” 
If I wasn’t still worried about the woman on the other side of the flimsy wall, I would have scared him to death with magic tricks, but I couldn’t risk it. “Get out, Jerry,” my mother said with a rare note of strength. 
The man looked from me to her and back before darting out the door. I turned back to my mother, who appeared even more tired than before. “I’ll call for security. They can protect you while you get better.”
“I don’t have insurance.”
“I’ll take care of it. Just heal right and get started on the divorce papers as soon as possible. I know you always wanted to live in Arizona, so I’m going to find a counselor and therapist in Sedona. Once you’re healed, I’ll set you up with a good apartment, but in order to keep it, you have to see the therapist regularly.”
“What about food and bills?”
“You can get a job and pay for them yourself, or you can find some good volunteer work, in which case I will pay for your food and bills.” I left without another word. My day out with the boys became one of the most hellish days I’d had in a while and seeing my mother was incredibly draining. 
After checking on all of the patients once more, I changed out of my scrubs, cleaned up, and slipped my bag over my shoulder. Over thirteen-years-old, it was a slim bag that I wore almost every day since I became a Guardian. I couldn’t bear to leave it at home, but I also couldn’t wear the satchel at the hospital, so during my shift, I shielded my locker. 
If the book ever fell into the wrong hands, Earth could become a dumping ground for some really nasty characters. Plus, if the person who attained it was halfway intelligent, they could use it to rearrange the very fabric of Earth’s magic. They could even destroy the world itself. Although I relied more on my Iadnah magic to heal or flash, I tried to use nominal energy to do any other magic, which meant I used my Guardian bond with my book. Being a Guardian was more about the promise to protect my world than it was the power my book gave me, but the power certainly made it easier to protect Earth. 
As a Guardian, I could allow access to Earth for anyone I chose, but there were less conventional means for foreigners to reach Earth. More and more over the years, I realized that the gods had less control than they would ever admit. Vretial closed the gates between the worlds because demons kept invading… or maybe it had more to do with monopolizing power. When Divina, my wife and god of Earth, destroyed Vretial, it created fractures between the worlds and the void. I repaired the damage, but then the balance of the universe tried to reopen the original gates, which would have destroyed Earth. Throughout it all, demons were finding ways through the cracks and other creatures were misplaced all over the universe. Creatures and people were being thrown backwards and forwards in time as well as lost on completely new worlds. 
After I fixed the fractures, most of the people and beasts misplaced were returned to their homes and times… but Edward ended up with a stranded juvenile gargoyle, so I’m sure all was not made right. Then Ron invoked the balance on himself and closed the gates. The one thing I was always absolutely sure of was that my life would never be simple. Here I was on Earth, trying to live a normal life as a doctor, and I couldn’t even have a normal day off.
When I stepped out into the main room, it was empty. Ignoring the obvious suspiciousness, I made my way to the doors, only to find them locked. The lights flickered before failing completely. Obviously, my day wasn’t over. Instead of frustrated, I just sort of felt tired. 
“In a hurry, Dylan?” a snide voice called out behind me. 
I let go of the door handle after giving it one last rattle, just in case. “I am, yeah. It’s my day off. Why couldn’t you have bothered me on a work day? Can’t you come back tomorrow? I promise I’ll be surprised.” I turned to see the men spreading out in the room, surrounding me and boxing me against the door. Really? Do they know I’m a wizard?
There were fourteen men, all dressed in black satin and leather with random rings and necklaces. Having seen the latest vampire and werewolf movies available, I could have laughed. In fact, I could probably guess their names.
Count Chocula laughed evilly and real fangs glinted in the dim light. It was cloudy outside, go figure. “You won’t find your brother and children at the bookstore,” he said. He waited for a moment and frowned when I said nothing. 
“Oh, sorry!” I said quickly. “I’m supposed to sputter and say, ‘what have you done with them?’ right? I don’t really care; I can find them on my own. And if you do, in fact, still have Ron captive, he’s just screwing with you.”
“That’s why we are keeping your youngest son unconscious.”
“That’s pretty wise. I hope I get to watch when Hell tears your heart out and makes you eat it before dying.”
“You mock us, Zalaznius, but you have no idea what you’re up against.”
“I do, actually, because there is only one type of being that calls Guardians by that name.”
He sputtered, taken back. “We know you by many names, but you are slaves to the gods so we will call you such. This is our town, and you were not invited.”
“I’m sorry this town isn’t big enough for me and the local… Goth youth group, but deal with it. I’m not leaving and I’m sure as hell not going to be pestered by the Twilight Fan Cult. Now take your pretty little bling and get out of my hospital before I ruin your fancy dental work. You can set up in the Starbucks, but stay away from here; the hospital is my territory.”
One of the Dracula rejects hissed at me.
“We know you can flash to your family members, and I know you can defeat my men to save them,” Count Chocula snarled. “But you have to choose. Your sons and your brother are split up across the state. If you flash to your brother, your children will be killed instantly. If you flash to your children, your brother will be killed.”
He paused, giving me a chance to let it sink it. It was a very good tactic that told me three things: One; they knew about me and my family, two; they were afraid of me, and three; my family was actually in danger. If Ron was really unconscious, then he couldn’t save Hail and himself. Hail was brave and very intelligent, but Ron was the strategist. Mordon could shift and eat his attackers… unless he was chained up. He was partially vulnerable during his shift and as his bones reshaped, being chained to a wall could seriously hurt him. 
Realizing I was actually facing an organized enemy, I reached out gently with my magic, mindful of nearby medical equipment. What my magic showed me was a suspicious lack of power. Suspicious because either these were the most magically deficient people in the entire universe, or they had enough skill to shield themselves. Since they weren’t voids like the High King of Dios, I could guess which case this was.
“There is a way you can save all three. You must give us your book and leave this town,” the man offered.
That would never be an option for any Guardian; our life is the protection of the book. If I gave up my book, I would die, and while that was worth saving any one of my family members, I could never turn the fate of Earth over to the bad guys. 
“What is your name?” I asked.
He hesitated. “Sardis, prince of the largest North American coven.”
“Good to know. I always try to get the names of those who I kill. You see, I hate killing. I usually leave that to Mordon, but sometimes someone just must be dealt with. For those few, I want to know their names. There was a demon once I had to kill with a sword. I didn’t ask his name and I regret it. You wouldn’t happen to know it, would you?”
“How would I know who you killed?”
“I heard I was developing a bit of a reputation in the void, so I thought there might be a demon down there bragging that he was killed by me. You might know, since you have contact with the demons.”
“How would you know that?”
“You don’t speak Enocian and they’re the only ones who call us Zalaznius.”
“You do have a reputation. It is said you can destroy demons with a single word, that if anyone goes after your family, it will be the last thing they ever regret, and that you have powers even greater than the gods. I have also heard that men of every race would rally together and form an army to protect you, but that you can protect yourself. The demons say there are several tribes of Malta that banded together to fight evil in your name and the same on Mulo. Some believe you are a thirteenth god, more powerful than the others and I have even heard you rule the gods and keep one as your pet. I don’t believe most of it.”
I smirked. “No, it isn’t a hundred percent true; I have no god as a pet. I am married to Tiamat, and the others are more like my brother-in-laws.” I flashed to Mordon as his jaw dropped in shock. 
When the light cleared and I saw where Mordon was, it was my jaw that dropped.



Chapter 4
Mordon
Dylan was the kind of man to give everything he had to help others. When I first met him, he was barely an adult, silly, accident prone, and sarcastic. Over the thirteen years I knew him, he grew up into a respectable person. He only agreed to be a Guardian to protect his girlfriend, but since then, it became who he was. Dylan was a healer. Guardian, doctor, wizard… they were all the same thing for him. When everyone else in this universe gave up, Dylan would be there, defending whatever was left.
It was odd to me that Dylan wanted us to move to Earth. He first suggested it after Ron closed the void gates, but he only mentioned it off and on for the next three years. Then, all of a sudden, he became a lot more adamant. Some days, there was almost a panic about him, like there was an itch under his skin or something important he forgot. 
Dylan came to me first and told me he wanted us to move to Earth. Of course, by then I knew it and was just waiting for him to make the decision. Even Divina was fine with it, but I got the feeling she knew what was going on better than us. I almost felt bad for her that Dylan was so distracted with moving to Earth. Every day it became more and more like a mission. His dreams were odd and full of monsters from other worlds we visited, but when I asked him about them, he honestly didn’t know why.
Rojan suggested that Dylan’s magic was sensing danger and the dreams were some sort of Guardian warning dreams. Dylan’s powers were still developing, even after all these years. Divina wasn’t exactly forth coming with information, since she didn’t really have any more idea about what Dylan was than we did. 
So I didn’t know if we were here because Dylan missed Earth or if there was danger about. I didn’t know how long we would be here or if I was supposed to make a place for myself on this new world. I didn’t know if I could ever learn to drive one of those horrible metal cars. The one thing I did know for sure was that Dylan and I were a team and we would make it.
But only if I found a place to shift.
Before the move, Dylan wanted to get me used to Earth and living in an apartment, so on many of the days that he worked, he would flash us to Earth while he was working and I would spend the day in the little apartment. When he flashed us home at night, I could barely make it outside before shifting. Pent up dragon energy combined with Iadnah magic made me feel like Rojan was trying to burst out of my skin with impatience. Since Dylan wouldn’t be flashing us twice a day, I was hoping it would be easier to handle, but we encountered other difficulties. Trying to sleep in the middle of the city was horrendous. 
The boys left the kitchen after arguing about Hail’s clothes. Whereas Dylan was absolutely aware of how manipulative Divina really was and how often she lied to him, Dylan was clueless about his youngest son. Ron was the most perfectly disastrous combination of both his parents. Ron was unbelievably clever and as mischievous as his mother. 
Unfortunately, in one horrible aspect, he was very different from his parents. Ron wanted to be all-powerful, and he had the means to be. Like his mother, he would manipulate people because he honestly thought he knew what was best, but he was better at it because he understood a mortal’s thought process better than Divina. At this age, it still wasn’t clear how he would turn out. It was my opinion that the gods should have been more afraid of Dylan’s son than Dylan himself. Dylan was a healer down to his very soul. Ron wasn’t.
I sighed, knowing Divina had a point; my dragon form was designed for life in a desert, and there were none of those around here. At least Shomodii had wide enough clearings to take off and land, because I really couldn’t travel through a forest. If I tried to take off or land in dragon form anywhere near town, even with my camouflaging, the general populous would disapprove. 
“I should at least try the library. Now, Dylan told me about this bus thing. How do I order one?”
She laughed. “There isn’t a public bus system here; it’s too small a town. Besides, you’re not going to find your answers at the library.”
“Then where?” I asked. She sipped her tea and I could see it in her eyes that she was contemplating whether she should tell me or keep quiet. “Please, Divina. This isn’t one of those, ‘Oh, I’m a god and I need to keep a secret’ things. This is one of those, ‘my skin is going to crawl off if I have to go a month without shifting’ things.”
“You’ve lived most of your life unable to shift.”
“And for only the past ten years of it was I even able to sense Rojan. Whatever Dylan’s demon did to make me able to shift, it made Rojan a lot more powerful. Before, he was a dragon and I was a wizard who could feel and talk to him. Now it’s like we are the same being. There is too much power in my blood. When I get stressed or angry, I need to shift. The dragon part of me wants to claw its way out. The more I suppress it, the worse it gets.”
“Like you’re bottling up your energy. I get that, I just didn’t realize it was a big deal. Dragons can shift into people, but they can’t live as people entirely. When I created dragons, it was during a time when magic and magical beasts were revered. As sago and humans hunted dragons more and more, Erono and I created a genetic mutation in your blood. In times of great need, you could hide your power and take the shape a person. The need was greater than our predictions, though, and dragons had to choose to either pretend to be people their entire lives or be hunted to extinction. On Duran, it is no longer legal to hunt dragons, but there are still many who believe in them, and some even know that dragons can shift. On Earth, humans stopped believing in dragons altogether.”
“But dragons aren’t extinct on Earth?”
“No. Dylan never told you why he chose this town?”
“Why? He chose this town randomly.”
“I don’t think he did. He didn’t tell me and I didn’t ask, but I figured he didn’t realize it himself.”
“Realize what?” I asked, trying not to show frustration. Divina was the love of Dylan’s life and it was for that reason only I wasn’t constantly trying to strangle the goddess. She was incredibly beautiful and powerful, but getting a simple answer out of her was impossible. 
“This town. Everyone in this town is either a paranormal creature, from another world, a wizard, or married to such. Maybe twenty percent is human and seventy-five percent of that twenty is descended from Guardians. I went to the grocery store last night for eggs and ran into a water sprite having a mental breakdown in the diaper section.”
“Why were you in the diaper section?”
“I was trying to get to the eggs section. Come to find out, she was pregnant and her husband was one of the land tribe people of Malta. She was terrified that her child might be unable to swim. I told her if her child was half water sprite, she should try water-proof diapers. I don’t think that helped her.”
“That sounds like good advice to me. Then again, I’m not a water sprite, I’m a dragon, so what does this have to do with me?”
“Oh, yeah. Her neighbor is a dragon. A desert dragon, like you. I have no idea if he has found a place to shift or not, but I got his number.”
“But if everyone here knows about dragons…”
“That’s not what I said. I said everyone here was more than they seemed. Many would have no idea what a dragon was and be terrified if they saw a man shift into one. Besides, everyone will hide their true natures unless they are in private with those they trust. Nobody wants a human to accidentally learn about all the supernatural creatures here and call in hunters. There may be organizations, packs, covens, and tribes here, but it’s going to be very secretive. Call the dragon and find out what he does.” 
She got up and went to the drawer by the sink to pull out a pencil and paper. I could barely wait for her to write the number before snatching it away to memorize. “You wrote numbers in English.”
“Yes. You said you can use Dylan’s power to translate, but you need to learn to read human numbers. Those are the same numbers that are on the cell phone Dylan gave you. Do you remember Dylan’s number?” 
“He said I just push and hold the top middle button.”
“That’s speed dial.”
“So what number do I push for this dragon?”
She sighed. 
When I dropped the boys off in the apartment one door down, I had pretty much forgotten that many people here weren’t human. Therefore, I was shocked to smell the woman, Stacy. I thought at first that she was cooking something, but when I took a deeper scent, I realized it was her. She smelled very strangely of caramelized sugar, lavender, and sunlight. We introduced ourselves and the boys went inside to meet her son. 
“What are you?” I asked unceremoniously. “I can smell you’re not human.”
She glanced around us. “You shouldn’t say things like that. I have a happy life here; don’t ruin it for me.”
“But I’m not… either. I’m not trying to betray your secrets, I just want to know.”
“I’m fae,” she whispered. “You should know that.”
“I don’t know what fae is. I’m a dragon.”
“I know. I could sense a dragon moved in a month ago and have been waiting for you to introduce yourself.”
“What do you mean, introduce myself?”
“The fae and dragons have been allies for all of history. Couldn’t you sense me?”
“No, not until now. I don’t know anything about fae.”
Fae are not native to Duran. From what she says, I believe she thinks we are an Earth dragon. She could be great assistance to us, but if we tell her we are not from Earth, there is a chance she will tell us to leave.
Worth the risk or not?
Leave it for another time when we can speak with her in private. When the boys have been taken to school, perhaps.
“I would like to speak with you later on the matter, but I need to go now. Can I come back in a few hours?”
“Sure,” she said.                                                                        
Ten minutes later, I was on the phone. It rang and rang until a man finally answered. “Hello?” he asked.
“Hello, is this Taylor?” I tried to remember the phone etiquette Dylan taught me. 
“Yes.”
“My name is Mordon. I’m calling because I heard about your… ability.”
“I do not respond kindly to threats.”
“I’m not threatening. I’m new around here and I have the same ability. I need to know how you manage without a desert around.” There was silence for a minute until I thought that maybe the call was dropped. Dylan told me that was a downfall of cellphones. 
“There’s a coffee shop on Fourth Street. Eli’s Java. It’s run by some friends of mine. Meet me there in half an hour.” His voice met with an irritating ring until I pushed the “end” button. Divina had left shortly after showing me how to use the phone, so I locked up and made my way down the street. I had to ask several people for the way, but everyone was very friendly and knew where the coffee shop was. 
I was freezing by the time I arrived at the little place. It was warm and dim inside and the smell of chocolate, coffee, and cake was strong. Comfortable looking chairs and couches lined the walls, and square tables were placed randomly. Instead of the overhead lights I had grown to despise, there were electric lamps on tables and tall ones by the chairs and couches. There were only about a dozen people, most with laptops or small computer units Dylan had told me were tablets. He said a person could read almost any book ever written on Earth on those tablets. I really wanted one. 
The counter was glass and displayed an array of sweets, such as cakes, pies, and cookies. While they smelled very good, I actually didn’t like anything very sweet. Behind it, two people waited to take orders. Against the far wall was a menu painted in white across a black surface which, of course, I couldn’t read. 
“Can I help you?” the woman asked.
“Do you have tea?”
“We do. We have Earl Gray, white tea, Chamomile, Jasmine, green tea---”
“That one, please. Green tea.” It was the only one I recognized. 
“Small, medium, or large?”
“Medium.”
“Okay. That will be one seventy-five.” 
I had no idea if that was a lot of money or very cheap, but I pulled out the walled Dylan gave me. There was paper money, which was extremely weird, and coins, which he hadn’t given me because he said the paper money was worth more. I studied the green papers, all wrinkled and worn. How paper money held up was a mystery to me, but if that was his culture…
I was stumped. I recognized the number one, five, and ten, but there were two others and I had no idea how they added up to the number she gave me. If one seventy-five meant a hundred seventy-five, then she had to have meant the coin money. Otherwise I didn’t have enough money, and that didn’t seem realistic. 
I wanted to ask Dylan, but if he was in the middle of surgery or something, I didn’t want to be the cause of someone’s death.
“Excuse me,” the woman said, lowering her voice. I realized I had laid my money out and was staring at it, clueless. “If we’re talking about something expensive, like a camera, one seventy-five would mean a hundred and seventy-five. If we’re talking about something cheap, like tea, it means a dollar and seventy-five cents.” She pointed out the papers with the ones. “If you can’t count change, then one dollar will cover any of your change, like the seventy-five cents. So in this case, you use one of these for a dollar, and one for the seventy-five cents. Then I will give you back a quarter, which is the remainder of that second dollar.”
“Thank you,” I said, giving her the two dollars she was talking about. “How did you…”
“We’re all friends here.”
I realized then how foolish I had been. The strong smells of the sweet cake and bitter coffee overwhelmed my senses so that I didn’t bother to scent the woman. When I did, I smelled dragon. She and the man beside her were dragons. 
“You need to get a debit card. It’s a plastic card that will do all the money counting for you. My name is Adalia, by the way.”
“I’m Mordon,” I answered.
“So what brings you here?”
I didn’t want to betray anyone’s trust, but I scented no malicious intentions from her. “Taylor.”
“Oh, cool. He’s back there in the chair in the corner.”
I turned to look in the direction she indicated. Sitting in a cushioned chair in the corner was a man who looked to be in his late forties. He was thin, athletic without being bery muscular, and wore a suit like Dylan did when he went to work- before he changed into scrubs. The man had dark brown hair like Dylan’s, but it was a little shorter. His face had hair too, though it was very short. His eyes were gray.
Adalia handed me the tea and I made my way to the man who I hoped was able to help me. When I approached him, he looked up at me from his book.
“Duran… It’s been a long time since I saw one of yours.”
I gaped and he laughed before standing. He was a little taller than me, but he wasn’t imposing. I scented him instinctively and Rojan relaxed. Taylor wasn’t very powerful or old compared to Rojan, which was only to be expected. The Earth dragon was friendly, which was more than I could say about most Duran dragons, and more importantly, he was kin. 
Perhaps it was a little backwards that Rojan and I were so cautious about a possible threat to Dylan and the boys coming from a dragon… when they were constantly involved with gods.
“Your purple eye. I’ve only ever seen it once and that was because an old girlfriend of mine was from Duran. She had the same purple, but it was in both her eyes. We can speak freely here; everyone here is a dragon.”
“I didn’t realize dragons here formed large clutches.”
“Earth dragons still form small clutches, but in this town, we are more like a pack. We each grew up to leave our nests and never made one of our own. We found this small town and seemed to converge here. It was friendly. There are fifteen of us right now. Eli and Sophia over there will have a kit soon, but they aren’t going to break off into their own little clutch. As much as our kind was hunted, we want to be able to protect our children in larger groups instead of just twos or threes.”
“I can understand that. Do you all know about dragons from Duran?”
“Everyone here knows there are other worlds because some of us were friends with the Guardian of Earth. I assume you met him since you’re from Duran.”
“Yes, I have.” Taylor was referring to Dylan’s father and predecessor, Ronez, who I met twice. He was dead, but I didn’t think it was wise to divulge that information just yet. If anyone wanted to target the Guardian of Earth, it was better that my brother’s identity be kept secret. These people may have been kin to my dragon, but Dylan was my clutch. 
“Is anyone else here from Duran?”
“No. About ten years ago, Ronez brought a couple of twin boys to me, but we hadn’t formed this group yet. The boys were five and very… mischievous. Their antics got us noticed and hunters found us. We would have gotten away, but one of my dearest friends betrayed us and the boys were caught.”
Twins are so rare, Rojan commented. What bloodline did they originate from?
I repeated the question to Taylor.
“They were descendants of Adraman.”
Kaled’s evil cousin. They were descendants of a powerful, dark bloodline full of murderers and misfits. Their line brought a sneer to the face of every dragon and shame to my line. Kaled was revered. Adraman was just as powerful, but he was known for killing and terrorizing dragons and people alike. He was absolutely insane. Supposedly, he was betrayed by his mate, which is what caused him to go feral, but there are no excuses for his kind.
“Surely you don’t know of their bloodline,” Taylor said.
“What?” I asked.
“You’re grimacing. Ronez told me their bloodline was infamous, but you can’t be old enough to know it.”
I grinned. “If we get a chance to fly together, you will understand how old I am.” While I had only lived for thirty-two years, Rojan was over three thousand. His was also the most powerful bloodline left alive and his family was one of the first to learn to shift. “I am descended from Kaled.” Well, Rojan was. “Are you all desert dragons?”
“I am, and Graham is. Most of the others are forest dragons, but a few are water dragons. Sophia, Leo, and Julia over there are too mixed to be labeled as one or the other. Marco…” Taylor lowered his voice. “His blood is said to be tainted somehow. He learned to shift as a kit, and then got stuck. He can’t shift back into his dragon form, but he can always feel the desperate need to.”
I knew the frantic need myself, and I was only half a dragon.
“There are a few who aren’t powerful enough to shift into their person form,” Taylor continued.
“Where do you go to shift?” I asked. 
“Past the mountains to the north there is a lot of open land without trees to hinder the wings. We meet every few days and go flying. We’re supposed to meet tonight. Do you want to go with us?”
“I would love to. I have to visit with someone for a little while this morning, but I definitely do. When and where do I meet you?”
“Here at four. It’s quite the drive, but we normally do a barbeque before we go flying.”
“And you’re sure the others don’t mind me being from Duran?”
“Our race was hunted nearly to extinction because we were different from people. Dragons have to stick together if we want to survive. It doesn’t matter that you’re foreign; you’re a dragon. You are one of us. Hell, Jessica, the woman in the blue sweater, is human. Her mate was a dragon who was killed by hunters. We took her in because we believe in protecting each other’s mates.”
“Wait… A dragon mated a human? How? We can’t breed with them.” Well, at least a full blood dragon can’t. I was neither a person nor dragon, so it was likely that I could never reproduce.
Rojan acknowledge my thought with a grumble. There is more sago blood in us than dragon blood. If your mother had not cast the spell she had, your body could have assimilated my blood, but it would not have been enough to keep you alive. Her spell ensured that you integrated both her power and mine. 
Which absolutely explains why I’m a mediocre wizard at best. 
There is no dragon that can use nominal energy, and there is no wizard who can use dragon energy. This is where your weakness lies, as well as your strength. 
Stop speaking in riddles, dragon.
Listen more carefully, child. If it were not for my blood, your wizard power could rival that of any mortal on Duran. You are fortunate to be the most powerful dragon alive and still be capable of conducting decent mortal magic. Dragons have enough problems with fertility, and we are not compatible with people. I am sorry, but even if our blood is sago enough to reproduce with people, success is unlikely. 
I don’t blame you. Besides, I’ve never desired children like Dylan. I’m perfectly happy being there for Dylan’s kids.
In that case, you are ignoring another dragon and that can prove dangerous.
Taylor was giving me a concerned frown. “Are you alright?”
“Yes, sorry, I was just thinking of something. You were explaining the dragon’s human mate…” I prompted. 
“They were working on adoption. You can’t help who you love and nobody has the right to judge you for it. What about you? Do you have a mate?”
The image and scent of Rojan’s mate flooded my head. She had been killed less than a week before my birth and while I never knew her personally, I knew everything about her. There wasn’t a day in the past ten years that Rojan hadn’t thought about her. Rojan was so much a part of my soul that I shared Rojan’s love for his dead mate and children. “Not anymore.”
 
*          *          *
 
I knocked on Stacy’s door about an hour later. She was as pristinely dressed as she had been that morning, down to her heels. “Come in, Mordon,” she invited. She closed the door behind me and I scented her again. 
“What do you do for work?” I asked. She smelled clean, like she didn’t interact with a lot of people, but there was no fear or anxiety, so she wasn’t hiding inside all day. Although everyone had selfish thoughts, which I could easily scent, it wasn’t until their intent was realized repeatedly that it became ingrained in their soul. Stacy was a fairly good person.
“I’m a literary agent. I mostly deal with my clients online, but I have to do a lot of traveling. I also have several clients locally, including one who is agoraphobic.”
“I… I don’t know what a literary agent is. I know literary means books and agent is a person who represents a business or people.”
“I represent authors. When I find a talented author, I get them the best deal with the best publishing company for their book and the format of their book. I also deal with editors and lawyers. I love this town because I can be more involved in the process. Of course, I would make more money somewhere like in New York, but as a fae, I can’t live there.”
“What is a fae?” I asked.
She sighed. “Sit.” I sat on the leather couch and she sat on the coffee table across from me. “There are many subspecies of fae; fairies, elves, sprites, changelings, and even some darker beings. I am a fairy, but we are the only ones who refer to ourselves as fae, as we are the originals and most powerful. We used to have tribes numbering in the thousands.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Humans, mostly. The elves were jealous of our power, though. They are blood drinkers and can absorb the power, life force, and memories of those they kill. Fae are peaceful and strictly vegetarian. We are much like human wizards. We all have natural powers from the time we’re born, but we have to learn to use them. Some of us are more powerful than others. Elves, however, would rather steal power from others.”
“How did you stop them?”
“The dragons came. Long ago, right after we lost half our race in a particularly nasty war with humans, dragons came to our rescue. Actually, they had their own problems. This was the time when they were hunted. They had nowhere to go, so we gave them shelter and they protected us against the elves. See, we could easily hide ourselves and the dragons from humans, but not from the elves. We could feed, shelter, and heal dragons while they could deflect the magic from the enemy. We worked so well together that after a thousand years, even newborn dragons and fae were drawn together.”
“It’s your scent.”
“Yeah. Dragons are drawn to fae by the scent and fae are drawn to dragons by the dragon fire, which cannot hurt us. It is our nature to seek the dragon fire because it meant salvation to our ancestors. There is a gathering of dragons in this town, but we stay out of each other’s way.”
“You don’t like them?”
“I’m the only fae around and I just want to be left in peace. I have never met an elf before, and I don’t think I ever will. I’m happy to have you as a neighbor, but please treat me as a human. I just want a normal life. I want Drake to live a normal life.”
 
*          *          *
 
At four, Taylor met me right outside the coffee shop to take me through the mountains. It was a beautiful trail, but I was itching to get to shift. Fortunately, Taylor wasn’t any more in the mood to talk during the ride there than I was.
The field and the large lake were stunning. A tent had been set up with grills in front of it and the smell of steak was in the air. Adalia and Taylor introduced me to the others, though it would take time to remember all their names. I was given a plate with steak and chips and a beer, which I thought was disgusting and poured out. The food was good and I enjoyed meeting fellow dragons. 
Of course, one particular dragon was sitting off to the side, glaring at everyone. Marco apparently insisted on joining the outings, even though he couldn’t shift, only to snap at anyone who showed him sympathy. The dragons unable to shift into people joined us and wasted no time before introducing themselves to me. I was able to understand their dragon snorts and grumbles, which was still very odd to me. 
When the sun set, a change fell over the gathering. People stripped bare right in the open and started shifting. Most were the smaller variety of dragons, such as forest dwellers with short, stout wings and short, lithe bodies. Taylor shifted into a golden dragon almost as large as Rojan. I was last to shift. After setting aside my own clothes, I let Rojan’s true form take shape. My bones snapped, stretched, and reformed, my skin became hide, and I grew larger. I kept my eyes closed for most of it because it was a little nauseating to watch.
The dragons all stared in wonder for so long it became awkward. I knew they could now feel Rojan’s power and age. Trying to avoid any questions, I took flight. The others followed, but Rojan took over and I let my worries go.
At least for a few hours.
I could feel that Dylan was tired and using his magic strenuously long before his pain started affecting Rojan. Although it was more of an ache at first, I knew it was much worse for Dylan. This wasn’t a normal day at work for him; something must have happened at the hospital. Rojan landed. 
Why are you stopping? Dylan isn’t hurt, it’s just phantom pains from his healing, I thought to Rojan. As much as I wanted to help Dylan, I knew Rojan needed more time after being cooped up in the little apartment.
And we can heal him. Instead of shifting back, Rojan took flight again and headed for the mountains. He changed the color and shade of our scales as we reached the outer limits of town, blending in with the grey clouds and dark sky. Luckily, Rojan was wise enough to land in the forest instead of actually trying to fly through town. It took some maneuvering with our long wingspan to land without tearing down trees. We then faced the predicament of finding clothes. 
Taylor had followed us from the gathering and landed behind us, though not nearly as easily. The wings of desert dragons were not as durable as those of a forest dragon, and without that advantage or Rojan’s experience, Taylor ended up with some major scratches for his effort. He shifted, which healed some of the damage, but the discomfort was evident on his face.
“What’s wrong? Why did you leave?” he asked. 
“My brother needs help.”
“Another dragon?”
“No, he’s sago. He’s sort of my adopted brother and he’s my best friend.”
“How do you know he needs help?”
“You wouldn’t understand,” Rojan said, taking over. Whereas Dylan loved to subject-hop until his opponent became confused and distracted, Rojan hated being delayed. Of course, this was a time when I had to agree with my dragon. Dylan may not have actually been injured, but he was in pain. The more time I wasted talking with Taylor, the longer Dylan had to hurt. 
“At least get dressed before prancing through town!” Taylor insisted. 
“With what?” 
As if on cue, one of the smaller forest dragons came soaring through the trees. She was black as the sky and kept low to the trees, but anyone with an interest in astronomy and a little luck could have seen her. She had long, sturdy legs and a short wing span that forest dragons were known for. When the dragoness landed, her scales lightened to a deep green, which matched her eyes perfectly. It was a primitive form of camouflage; unlike my bloodline, she couldn’t change the color of her scales, but she could darken them.
After landing in front of me, she shifted. The bundle she clutched became conspicuous as her body shrunk and green scales became smooth, lightly tan skin. She was as beautiful a woman as she was a dragon; her wavy hair was dark brown and framed eyes as green as they were in her dragon form. She had a sleek, athletic figure with a sweet, youthful face. 
Rojan could just stare, for she looked almost identical to his mate. 
I scented her instinctually. She was about as far from Emiko in personality as she could get. Where Emiko was conniving and greedy, this woman was kind-hearted and giving. This was the kind of woman who volunteered her time to help others. Emiko, on the other hand, was absolutely innocent in appearance, but she has literally tried to stab me in the back.
“I figured something was wrong so I grabbed your clothes,” she said, holding out the bundle. 
Rojan shivered, withdrawing further from my awareness. She even sounded like his mate and I felt his deep misery at her loss take its hold again. From previous events that reminded Rojan of his dead mate, I knew it would be days before Rojan would even talk again and my dreams would be full of memories. 
“Thank you,” I said, trying not to touch her as I did. Between Dylan being in serious pain from healing people and Rojan becoming depressed at such a vivid imitation of the lost love of his life, I was in for a long night.
“I’m Sydney,” she said, pretending not to watch me dress.
“I’m Mordon. You weren’t at the barbeque.”
“I was late. I know you’re in a hurry, but do you want to get dinner sometime?” she asked. 
“Yes,” Rojan suddenly said without warning. The speed and ease with which he pushed my consciousness aside and took over my body was a little worrisome, but I trusted Rojan… I had to, actually. The eagerness in Rojan as he agreed to meet with this woman worried me even more; Rojan was never eager about anything but flying.
Emiko isn’t going to be happy, I thought.
What does Emiko matter? The relationship we have with her is hostile at best. If a stronger dragon existed, she would choose him instead. Furthermore, neither of us promised her anything and she expects nothing more from us.
No, we’re not officially exclusive… but I feel like we’ll hurt her if we went out with someone. She may be a cold hearted, manipulative little slime, but she’s a woman, and they have preconceived notions about things like this.
That is her problem.
I didn’t agree, but Rojan was much older and wiser than me. Plus, he knew more about dragons and dragonesses. Besides, it was highly likely that Rojan would lose interest in Sydney, because there was no way she really acted like his mate.
I was still pondering this as I started through the dark streets, ignoring Taylor and Sydney as they followed. While Rojan and I weren’t familiar with this town, I could always sense how to find Dylan. We made it back to the apartment and I entered to find Dylan asleep on the couch. He was so tired he hadn’t even locked the door.
He grunted as I rolled him onto his back and sat beside him. As soon as I touched him, his magic flooded my system and my own fire responded by pouring into him. It wouldn’t burn him. For some reason, he couldn’t heal himself with his energy without cycling it through me, but my fire could heal him, too. 
His pain lessened enough for him to settle into a quiet sleep. I locked the door, got a blanket, and covered Dylan up before going to bed.
 
*          *          *
 
As soon as Dylan left the next day, I returned to the coffee shop to talk to Taylor. The atmosphere of the café was different, cautious even. Rojan bristled as everyone snuck glances at me if not ogled me outright. 
Adalia handed me a tea, but when I started getting out my wallet, she said, “On the house,” which was entirely confusing. It seemed to be a way of saying she didn’t want money, though, so I put my wallet away. 
“Good morning, Mordon,” Sydney said, appearing as if out of thin air by my side. Adalia gave her a scowl and walked back behind her counter. 
Rojan started his odd purr he used when Emiko did something he approved of, which I cut off fast enough to make it sound like a huff. I didn’t want her getting the wrong impression. “Good morning,” I said. Whatever Rojan would have replied with was better left unsaid. 
“Why are your eyes multi-colored in person form, but straight blue in your true form?” she asked.
I wasn’t aware my eyes were blue in dragon form. My blue eye was from Rojan’s genetics and my purple eye was from my mother’s, so I guess it made a little sense. “It’s normal where I come from,” I lied. 
About this time, I realized Taylor was trying to sneak out the door. Since meeting him, he had acted honorable and trustworthy, so it made no sense for him to avoid me. “Stop!” Rojan barked with all the authority of a king. Taylor froze before turning slowly to face me. “Outside,” Rojan growled. 
I handed my tea to Sydney. Everyone else backed away from me, Taylor, and the door. Taylor darted out but waited obediently for me to join him outside. He wouldn’t look me in the face.
“What’s going on?” I asked. 
“I know who you are… sir. I recognized your true form, so I went through some of my old books last night.”
“I told you, my name is Mordon.”
“If that is the name you go by now, Rojan, I won’t tell anyone. There is a little difference in your person form… I guess the artists portrayed you wrong, but there is no mistaking your dragon form. You even told me you were descended from Kaled. Besides, I could tell when you shifted that you were thousands of years old. You are the oldest and most powerful dragon alive on Earth or Duran.”
I didn’t know if that was particularly true. Rojan’s childhood friend, Marnd, was probably still alive, and although Marnd was definitely less powerful than Rojan, surely some of the dragons from his day survived. We had killed Rojan’s sister when she proved to be a dangerous enemy to our family.
It was no longer an option to have this man as a friend; he was now a threat. Rojan warned me time and time again that being half dragon would get us killed, for it was all about the bloodline to a dragon. If the dragon considered me a reincarnation of Rojan or even Rojan’s son, I would be regarded with honors. If they considered me half sago, half dragon, I would be regarded as inferior and would be hunted.  The only way to protect myself now that Rojan’s identity was revealed was to scare the younger dragon into silence.
“Very few people know who I am. If you start spreading this information, you and those you tell will die,” Rojan growled. My eyes shifted until I could see Taylor’s soul. He wasn’t perfectly innocent, but he was an honorable dragon who tried to never hurt anyone. I could see the fear churning in him, but no betrayal.
“I won’t tell anyone who you are. I don’t know why you keep it a secret, but I won’t tell. Please, you can trust me.”
I let my eyes shift back and took over again. As an added incentive, I stepped towards him and leaned my hand against the brick wall. This caused him to back into the wall, which I was currently charring. My fire wasn’t actually hot enough to damage the brick, only enough to leave a mark. The dragon’s eyes were huge. “Good. Then nothing unfortunate should happen to you.”
He nodded and I turned to reenter the café. “Is your brother okay?” he asked. “You looked really worried last night.”
Rojan released the mound of tension when Taylor showed concern for Dylan. “He is much better. He just had a bad day at work.”
“Where does he work?”
“He’s a doctor.”
“He isn’t Dr. Yatunus, is he?”
Rojan growled again and Taylor shrank back. “You know too much about me and my clutch.”
“I just… it’s a small town. My deputy had to go to the ER two weeks ago because he got shot in the chest. They turned him over to the new doctor. I was worried, but they said Dr. Yatunus could work miracles. Everyone said he would have died otherwise. He’s at home, well into recovery because of the doctor. When I met him, I could tell he was a powerful wizard, but he seemed to have no idea I was a dragon.”
“Why was your friend shot in the chest?”
“I’m the sheriff. Can’t you tell?” he asked, pointing out his uniform. 
His shirt was sort of tan and his pants were dark green. There were badges on his shirt and a thick belt. Only then did I see the gun holstered in his belt. Still, it took me a few minutes to figure out what he meant by “sheriff.”
“Oh, you’re a cop. You weren’t dressed like that yesterday.”
“No, it was my day off yesterday.”
“So if you’re working today, I guess that means you don’t want to go flying.” 
“I’m working late today, so I can’t. You can use the field, though. Or, you can take Sydney. Her father keeps that field clear of humans and she spends a lot of her time out there.”
Once again, I had to prevent Rojan from making an overly approving sound. “I’ll probably do that. I should go back in; my tea is getting cold.” My tea that Sydney is holding for me. I went back inside and Taylor went to his car, probably heading off to work.
Sydney and I sat in chairs facing each other and talked. I really couldn’t tell her anything about myself, but she had plenty to say about herself. Although I wasn’t actually listening the entire time, Rojan was. After an hour or so, she offered to drive me to the field to go flying with her. Obviously, I accepted. 
I spent the rest of the afternoon and late into the evening with Sydney. By the time I made it back to the apartment, everyone else was in bed. 
 
*          *          *
 
I took the boys to the bookstore an hour and a half after Dylan left us to go back into work. Dylan had wanted to be here, but he took his responsibility seriously. As Ron ran off, the epitome of excitement, I considered telling Dylan he should get his son one of those tablets with books on them. The Guardian may have had trouble with electronics, but Ron seemed to manage just fine, judging by the computers he passed by in the bookstore. 
My first clue that something was wrong was the silence. Within a couple of minutes, the packed store cleared out. I went in search of the boys and when I found them, Rojan drew his hottest fire. The boys were both unconscious and being tied up by six guys in black leather clothes. I struck the first with fire and while he was screaming, I struck the next man with lightning. Although he quickly went down, the man on fire launched himself at me. 
He landed on top of me, but I pushed up with my legs so that he rolled right over. I pinned him and was about to finish the job when there was a sharp blow to my head. I rolled onto my back, disorientated, and started to shift. 
One of the men stood over me and held out his hand as if warding me off. A heavy pressure fell over me until my shifting was painful. Unsure whether to bear the pain and finish shifting or return to normal and try my hand at the training my father forced on me, I hesitated. That was the last I was aware of my surroundings for a while. 
 
*          *          *
 
I woke in a weird sort of lab with dim lights. The air was cold and wet, which would have been comfortable to anyone who wasn’t a dragon. It was too clean to be a dungeon, yet too dingy and empty to be a medical facility. I was lying on a bed with my arms and legs spread, chained to the metal frame. I shivered violently enough to rattle the chains, but when I tried yanking on them, they wouldn’t break. Unlike Hail, I wasn’t much stronger than a regular sago. I couldn’t shift because contorting my body long enough to reach full dragon form would likely do more damage to me than the chains. 
I inhaled deeply to see if I could pick up anyone’s scent… and I shuddered in revulsion. Vinegar was all I smelled. It was the single worst smell I ever had to suffer through, and someone had thought to use it to prevent me from getting a fix on my location. Whoever my opponent was, he knew what I was.
A man entered clothed in black leather and tacky jewelry. His hand was riddled with far too many rings as he reached out towards me. 
“Sleep, dragon,” he said. 
Lethargy tried to claw its way into my mind. Since Dylan was my best friend, all his friends were gods or Guardians, and his youngest son was a little devil in disguise, I should have been used to powerful men trying to control me. Rojan was furious. His roar burst from me as lightning leapt from my bound hands. The man hit the floor with severe convulsions, but the moment my lightning ceased, he rose to his feet. 
He wasn’t human. That was one bit of information I wished I had prior knowledge of.
Four men, all much bigger than the leather clad guy, entered. They looked more like henchmen than anything else, and they felt like it, too, when they held me still. 
“You will regret that,” the man warned.
It was pointless to ask why the man kidnapped me; either I was here because of Rojan or because of Dylan. Growing up, I tried to run from the Mokii throne. Since I met Dylan and was usually running with him, I realize how unimportant I was. Everything centered on Dylan or Rojan.
One of the henchmen stabbed me in the arm with something sharp and my vision dimmed. 
 
*          *          *
 
I shared dreams with Dylan all the time. While most of them were pleasant, like flying, or confusing, like when Dylan was solving mysteries in his subconscious, there was the occasional… or rather frequent fantasy of Divina. In fact, despite never so much as touching her if I could help it, I was very familiar with her body and lips. This was a very disturbing knowledge for me at first since I never felt sexually attracted to her. 
When we first met, I thought something was very wrong with me because although I realized how beautiful she was, I wanted nothing physical with her. I felt Dylan’s thoughts and feelings for her in my dreams, so after the first few times this happened, I figured out the reason for my lack of interest and stopped trying to make sense of it. I knew if she wasn’t Dylan’s mate, I would be tripping over myself trying to win her for myself, but as it was, I couldn’t even betray Dylan on a subconscious level. 
Emiko was a different matter. Regardless of having been crowned prince of Mokii, I was never a promiscuous or experienced man. Emiko was actually my first, but still I knew that she was a selfish lover. This may have been why I so often shared Dylan’s dreams. 
I woke from what I thought was one such dream of Divina… but the lips on mine were very real, and very good. The body pressed against mine was even better than the lips. 
When I opened my eyes, it was to the close and lovely face of Sydney. My brain, slow with lust, took a few minutes before starting back up. Then I was startled, because she was the last person I expected to see after being captured by… a random stranger dressed in leather. It was at this point my brain reminded me I didn’t know who I was captured by or why. Rojan was no help, for he was still focused on Sydney’s lips and the heat of her body on top of mine. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“I’m here to get you out. I was in town when I saw these guys take you and two little boys. I followed them here and then went back for the rest of the dragons. Everyone is waiting for my signal.” She leaned forward with innocent enthusiasm and consequently thrust against my much less innocent anatomy. 
“Get these chains off me,” Rojan said before I could ask her to get off. 
She reached over me to pick at the cuffs with some kind of lock pick. While it meant she was no longer sitting directly on my member, her chest was now a hair’s width from smothering me. Damn, that would be a pleasant way to go. Rojan purred and I couldn’t stop it. When the chains released, she wiggled her way down my body to release my legs. By the time she focused on her task, she was faced away from me on her hands and knees with her butt sticking up. 
I tried desperately to recall every lesson my father ever taught me on torture and interrogation… but it didn’t help. My hands were free and it was almost beyond my control to keep them to myself. 
Why? Rojan asked. 
I knew what he meant. Why would I deny this beautiful woman who would offer herself to me with a single word? I could use Emiko as an excuse; I really didn’t want to hurt her. The fact was, however, our relationship with Emiko was nothing significant. The real reason I hesitated was because I didn’t want a true relationship. Emiko and I would never be a couple, so she was safe. 
According to the gods, Dylan and I were somehow balanced, so if we were separated for any substantial amount of time, our own powers would cause havoc to us and those around us. Furthermore, since Ron invoked the balance of the universe inside him (which I really never understood) it would take over Ron and kill Dylan if we were apart for too long. 
I didn’t care why it was dangerous for us to be apart, only that it was. Somewhere down the line, I realized that my purpose was to protect Dylan so he could be the Guardian he was meant to be. This meant I had to move wherever he did. Dylan was never afraid to step into a war zone between people, demons, dragons, or even gods in order to help people… It just made it very difficult for me to have any sort of relationship with a woman.
This woman was too similar to Rojan’s mate and too easy to fall for. If I fell in love with an Earth dragon, what was I supposed to do when it was time to return home? What if Dylan found out, thought I liked Earth, and decided to stay here permanently for that reason? As pleasant as Earth may be, it wasn’t my home.
The cuffs released and Sydney stood, taking her lovely warmth with her.
“We have to get Ron and Hail.”
“The little boys? They were taken to a different location. I heard them mention someone named Dylan and say he had to choose. I only heard a little bit and I didn’t know who they were talking about, so I was more concerned about following you. I also contacted the others and told them how to find us. Give me the word and this place will be overrun with dragons.”
“There is no reason for casualties if we can make it out on our own, and unless everyone shifts into their dragon form, there will be losses to our side.”
“How can we get out of here without shifting?” Sydney asked.
“Stand back,” I said, pushing her a few paces back from the door. I held my hand out to the door and called up my dragon fire. I expected the door to disintegrate from my hottest fire, but I didn’t count on my meager wizard skills to assist in the destruction. The door blew apart like it was a bomb. Dylan would have applauded my accidental theatrics. 
“How did you…?”
I put my finger to her lips. “This is between you and me. Our secret.”
She smiled. “Seal it with a kiss. It’s a human tradition. I assume this has something to do with you being from another world, but I won’t tell anyone. I really like---”
I cut her off this time by wrapping my arm around her, pulling her close, and kissing her. By the time I let her go, she was unsteady on her feet. “We should go,” I said.
She nodded, leaning in to kiss me again. Despite Rojan growling at me, I pushed her back a little. “I know the way out. Follow me,” she said. I let her lead without letting her stray far from my side.
The first time we were attacked, I barely made it. The only weapons I had to work with were my claws and teeth and while my dragon fire was powerful, these people were a lot more diversified in magic. Potions were my forte, but not particularly helpful in this case unless someone would let me offer them some spiked tea. I managed to disable an unsuspecting guard, only to encounter an ambush a few minutes later. My sense of smell was still recovering from the vinegar.
When one of the leather clad abductors managed to throw a ceramic statue at me with magic and broke my leg, I knew I was outmatched. I let the shift take over and clamped my mouth over the opponent’s head until my teeth sunk shallowly into his chest and back. I gave him a rough shake before letting him go. That was a warning; I didn’t want to eat him, although Rojan could do it for me if he had to.
The man realized the entirety of the situation and ran screaming down the hall. Sydney followed my example in shifting, and the rest was a small matter. These people were powerful in magic and quantity, but we were dragons.
When we made it out of the facility, a horde of dragons were waiting to ambush the mob that pursued us. Taylor was there as soon as I shifted to help me into his car. Syndney got into the backseat next to me before he could take off. 
“There is a small cave by the field. We’ll go there and then you can shift.”
Dragons heal faster in our true form. Since this is your true form, I don’t know if it would help at all, Rojan thought.
I didn’t really care if it helped me heal or not, I just wanted to be in my dragon form. My entire body hurt, but only time or Dylan could have helped. I guess I fell asleep from exhaustion on the way, for I woke as Sydney nudged me insistently. Sydney and I were in a dark cave, heated by a generous fire. There wasn’t anything particularly impressive or distinctive about the cavern. Nevertheless, it was very cozy, which may have been because of the luscious furs and pillows I was lying on, or maybe the fact that Sydney and I were alone… and she was naked.
“Shift so you can heal,” she insisted. 
Being in dragon form while she was so beautifully presented to me was no more thrilling to me than it was to Rojan, but I steeled my resolve and shifted. She followed suit and curled up next to me. 
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to the familiar impression of Dylan’s energy as he healed me. I felt myself shift back into person form, after which he pulled me to my feet and wrapped a blanket around me before I could even open my eyes all the way. 
“What happened?” Dylan asked.
I told him through our bond as if speaking out loud was too much work. Dylan, in turn, told me how he was confronted at the hospital by vampires. He didn’t seem convinced that they were vampires, but since I hadn’t scented any of my opponents, I couldn’t offer my own verdict.
“Why did you flash to me? Why not save the boys?”
“Faith, I guess.”
“In your wife?” I asked. Perhaps he left out the part where he called to his wife for help. Then again, Dylan only left out details when it benefited him or for dramatic effect. Sydney was asleep when I felt Dylan’s energy fill the enclosure. As Dylan flashed us home, I hoped the dragoness would forgive me for not being there when she woke.
“No, in an old promise,” Dylan finally supplied. With the last word, Ron, Hail, and Xul appeared. “Hello, demon,” Dylan said to Xul, hugging Ron. 
The little child looked uninjured, but groggy. I could smell the drugs in his blood; the kidnappers had kept Ron unconscious. While it was the only way they could possibly have captured him, Rojan and I would show no mercy if we met one of them again. Anyone who would drug a child deserved the worst punishment a dragon could administer. 
Hail stretched his arms out to keep them wrapped around Ron as Dylan hugged his son, but as soon as Dylan lightened his grip, Hail pulled his brother tight against him. I could smell emotions as strongly as chemicals and I understood Hail’s very well. Hail wanted to kill those responsible for capturing his brother and was mortified that he couldn’t stop it. Hail was Ron’s protector, like I was Dylan’s, and he felt like he had failed at the only thing he lived for. 
“Hello, master,” the demon acknowledged with a note of sarcasm. He wore a black satin shirt, black leather pants, black boots, and a metal chain around his waist like a belt. Around his neck was a thick black leather collar. “How shameful that you would put your own children in danger to save your dragon pet.”
Dylan had explained to me that he forced (or tricked) the demon into the image of one of his step-fathers. After hearing the story of Harvey, I couldn’t really understand Dylan’s ease with the demon other than that Dylan was very merciful. He would never judge a person or creature based on someone else. Still, the demon looked very untrustworthy to me. He was about my height with dark brown, shaggy hair and light brown eyes. While I couldn’t smell any deceitful intentions, it was possible that my dragon skills could be fooled by demon powers. Or maybe I just didn’t want to trust a demon who referred to me as “Dylan’s dragon pet.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I wouldn’t even put Edward’s gargoyle in danger to save my demon pet. I knew you could do your one job in life. After all, my children are the only reason you are even allowed out of the void. You have a vested interest in their health and wellbeing.” 
“That I do. I was already heading your way anyway.”
“So you realized something is going on here.”
“Of course. My master returns to Earth, moves to a town full of non-humans, and stops everyone in the entire town with one subconscious thought. Yeah, I damn well noticed.”
The bright flash was unexpected. I was very familiar with Dylan’s preferred means of transportation between worlds, but the person who appeared before us was the last person I could possibly have predicted appearing on Earth. Xul shrieked and ducked behind Dylan to hide. Ghidorah, the Guardian of Skrev stood proudly at his massive height. I wanted to hide behind Dylan as well. 
It wasn’t that Ghidorah was scary, though his aura was imposing and his power was undeniable, but I could never get a good sense of the Guardian. I was allergic to him. Well, I was allergic to the plants his people used to clean themselves, which caused my nose to clog up for hours. 
“Outside,” Dylan said. Ghidorah glanced at me with understanding before walking out the door without a word. “Stick around, demon. I still have use of you.”
“Not if it means being around that…” the demon trailed off with a shiver.
“Leave Ghidorah to me. Hell, get your brother to bed and read him a story. He’ll feel better when he wakes up. Demon, go figure out the coffee pot and make some coffee. Mordon, sit on the couch and rest.”
“I’m not leaving you alone with Ghidorah,” I said. 
He gave me a look. “I don’t have any allergy medicine.”
“I’ll deal with it.” Before he could protest, I went to the door. With a sigh, he followed.
Ghidorah stood outside our apartment, alone with our fae neighbor. He had his hand on her stomach and her eyes were closed. My first instinct was to stop him, because whatever he was doing, I didn’t like him being so close to the woman. However, I couldn’t make my feet move or my mouth open to stop him.
“What are you doing?” Dylan asked. 
Ghidorah retracted his hand and turned to my brother. “I cannot stop my judgment. It is not so much my power as what I am.”
Stacy fell heavily to her knees, obviously disorientated, yet I still couldn’t go to her. She didn’t particularly look hurt, though. After a few seconds, she pushed herself to her feet and walked unsteadily back to her apartment. The only thing that kept me from shouting my outrage was Dylan’s serenity. 
Of course, I was also holding my breath.
“What was your judgment?” Dylan asked.
“She is a good woman, pure of heart, who suffered an accident that caused her to become barren. For the goodness in heart, as a wife and mother, I gave her back what was lost.”
“How are you able to flash and why are you here?”
“Araxi flashed me to you, and I had little choice but to come here. It was your father who I always turned to before when it was time for the Ajaskakara. Every fifty years, the planet Adgihe blocks the sunlight from Skrev for twenty days. For twenty days, the world is bathed in cold and darkness. The beast or ‘monster,’ as you referred to us before, takes over. My judgment is too strong, so I must leave the world during the Ajaskakara. While I am a Guardian like the rest, most of the others cannot handle my presence for more than a few days. Kiro refuses to let me stay on Duran. Your father, however, was always kind enough to house me. I was rather hoping you inherited that kindness.”
Dylan shrugged. “Nope. Sorry, you can’t stay with me.”
Ghidorah sighed. “I understand. I will try somewhere else---”
“No, not like that,” Dylan interrupted. “You may not exactly be a joy to spend time with, but you are a Guardian. It’s that I have a three-bedroom apartment and I don’t think Mordon will let you bunk with him.”
“I see.”
“Now, math may not have been my subject, but I can count very well up to three. Unless Stacy and John have separate bedrooms, they have an empty room. I can’t volunteer their room to you, but I think if they realized what you did for them, they might feel hospitable. If not, you can stay in Mordon’s room and he can stay with his girlfriend.”
“What girlfriend?” I asked. I inhaled shallowly and sneezed. Ghidorah and I backed away from each other simultaneously. 
“The dragoness I found you with. You know, the woman you were sleeping with? Did you go and fall in love? If you did, don’t worry; I couldn’t possibly take you away from her. We’ll just stay here on Earth forever.”
“I hate you, Dylan. I really, really hate you.”
“Shut up, you love me.”
“If your neighbors don’t let me stay with them, perhaps I should try my luck again with Kiro,” Ghidorah said.
“Well, if you are going to stay, you need to take a shower. Wash every drop of that plant matter off you so Mordon can breathe.”
Ghidorah gave a resigned nod of agreement. We went back inside and to my shock, Xul was sitting at the kitchen table reading a newspaper. A mug of coffee was waiting for Dylan and the coffee maker was in one piece. When Rojan growled, I barely managed to keep the sound internal, because it was irritating that the demon could make coffee and I couldn’t. 
Dylan sat down next to the demon and put his feet up on the chair across from it. This was my usual seat and Dylan did it just to annoy me. In front of the demon, I wouldn’t swat my friend, but I could chew him out silently until he moved his feet. 
“So what brings you to my town?” Dylan asked.
The demon didn’t look up from his newspaper. “I promised to protect your family whenever their lives were in danger. You risked your sons to save your dragon pet and poof, here I am. You are the most feared being to any demon and the only thing I fear more than you is living my eternal life in the void. Therefore, I vowed myself as your servant. See how this works yet?”
“Why did you choose saving me over the boys?” I asked Dylan.
“I didn’t choose between saving you or them; I chose between believing my heart or my head.”
“Your heart said to save me?”
“My head said to save my kids. My heart said that in saving them, I would do anything, which would hinder my judgment. I trusted my heart, and my heart commands my magic; therefore, I have faith in my magic. Fortunately, Xul is as powerful as he needs to be in order to save you or them, as long as it is within my abilities.”
In other words, he knew he could overthink something, so he relied on his power over the demon. My brother had definitely changed since I met him.
“Actually, I understand exactly why you saved my sons, which was why I relied on you to do so,” Dylan said to the demon. “I also know why you’re still in my apartment when you could have just dropped the boys off. What I really want to know is why you’re searching the job ads.”
“Well, as much as I would love to get rich off of my good looks and fabulous personality, that isn’t likely to happen in this town. There isn’t enough money here for decent prostitutes or serious gambling.” He sighed and tossed the newspaper on the table before sitting back and leveling a look at Dylan. “Since saving the kids caused me to lose my job, I need a new one.”
“You had a job?” Dylan asked, honestly shocked.
“You took away my powers!” the demon snapped. He got up and paced the kitchen. “I was the most powerful Ancient of all and you stripped my magic like hundred-year-old paint! It was only after you banished me to the void and I met your father that I realized who I had challenged. When the opportunity presented itself, I sought you out. I would rather serve you than live in the void and serve Janus.”
“I don’t see the problem.”
“You gave me power over the other demons for as long as the gates were opened, but then your stipulation reduced my power to that of a meager mortal. Only when I save your boys or your dragon does my power become substantial.”
“I think that is a proper penance for hunting a two-year-old.”
“You left me stranded! I barely have the power of a human. I can’t travel between worlds. I had no money, no food. Oh, my god, hunger! You forced me into a flesh body that requires food! I never felt hunger before, so I thought I was dying after three days without food. Water, I figured out pretty quickly. I was cold all the time! I stole food and a blanket, terrified you would find out and send me to the void for it. I wanted to find you and demand shelter, but I thought you would laugh and leave me in an even worse condition.”
I growled. “You know nothing about my brother.”
He sighed, the fight leaving him in a rush until he just looked tired. He sat back in his seat. “I do, now. I learned that you try to help everyone, not just your family, but by then I had made it to Earth. I figured I could survive on Earth better than Duran. It was easier, but I had to learn all about the culture and money. It was a hard few years, and most of the time I thought I was better off never having made the deal with you. I thought for sure you had tricked me. Eventually, I started making a decent living.”
“Doing what?”
“I founded a church.”
“Bullshit.”
The demon laughed until tears rolled down his eyes. “That didn’t get you for a second. No, I was a model. Unfortunately, your fine print made it almost impossible for me to refuse to help people in need. So I missed a few gigs and my agents said she’d drop my ass like a hot rock if I ditched one again.”
“And I made you save the boys.”
“And you made me save the boys,” Xul confirmed. “I’m supposed to be in Los Angeles right now, and if I called my manager to tell her I missed my shoot because I was teleported to a tiny town in the middle of nowhere, she would probably come kick my ass before canning me.”
Ron entered the kitchen with his hair mussed and his eyes shut, made his way to Dylan, and climbed into his father’s lap.
“Where’s Hell?” Dylan asked softly.
“Sleeping,” the child muttered against Dylan’s neck. Dylan rubbed the boy’s back and Ron fell back to sleep in seconds. 
“He’s a cute kid. Unlike the other one,” Xul said. 
Instead of moving with Ron in his lap, Dylan looked at me expectantly. I cuffed Xul in the back of the head in Dylan’s stead. Xul was smart enough not to retaliate. 
“Both of my boys are ridiculously cute. Now, I understand you need a job, but why are you looking here?”
“For three reasons. One, I sort of fit in here, two; the boys aren’t out of danger yet, and three; things are going down in the void. Something is happening to everyone involved with the void and I truly believe the safest place in the universe for a demon is right by your side.”



Chapter 5
Divina
Unlike my brothers, it was never in my nature to distance myself from my world. Throughout the history of Earth and my people, I was very hands-on. When Erono gave me a semi-mortal body, I enjoyed my newfound life a little too much, to the point where I usually left humans to their own devices. But when Dylan wanted to move to Earth, it was my intention to reassert myself as the god of Earth.
I guess it was from arrogance that the knowledge of one lowly demon loose on my world made me angry. Instead of confronting the demon directly, I sought Janus, guardian of the void. While there were demons that were as old as us that we called the Ancients, the rest of the demons were insignificant, annoying, and destructive pests. It was no secret Janus was only half demon, but since he was one of the Ancients, the real mystery was what else he was.
The void was mostly emptiness to my knowledge, with several dislodged patches of universe protected by unknown means and for unknown purposes. Everything inside the void was ruled by the demons, and the demons were ruled by the Ancients. Janus was the one who controlled the incoming and outgoing; the only one from the void side to keep the demons from getting through to the universe. If a demon made it passed him, they were in our hands.
There also happened to be several people of each world who controlled entry into the void from this side. A void guardian would never willingly open the void into the universe, though they could create a neutral zone. This would protect a living person for a very small amount of time in order to contact Janus. I had always been told by my brothers that the void was toxic to us, but that we couldn’t be attacked while in the neutral zone. 
While the void itself was confusing at best to me, I understood this neutral zone as a sort of thick membrane of universe that bled between the universe and the abyss. The few times I had the misfortune of addressing Janus, he came to me instantly upon my arrival. Therefore, it only took a short time to realize something was wrong. 
The gray, half-melted trees were a twisted interpretation of something between life and death. It was disturbing because they looked so much more sinister than normal; instead of dead, twisted branches, they were covered in spikes and blood. There were random patches of actual skin on some of them. Even the wind sounded like the echoing screams of dead souls. Something was wrong and Janus was missing. 
Demons were notorious trouble makers and without Janus, they would eventually discover how to break out of the void.
I sought my oldest brother. Even though I absolutely didn’t trust him, I knew that if anyone had answers, it was him. What I found was even more shocking than anything I had seen since I found out I hadn’t destroyed him. I was in a room that was empty except for a large, tall bed laden with dark colors and satin fabrics and occupied by two mortal women, one of which was dressed in a black satin thong and the other was entirely naked. The naked woman was asleep while the other was drinking wine from a glass goblet, completely unfazed by my arrival.  
“Your timing is deplorable, little sister,” my brother said, appearing behind me. 
It was with my sincerest relief that he was fully clothed, even if it was in a black satin shirt and jeans. While I was very guilty of dressing to impress my mate, it was disturbing to see Vretial dressed as a mortal man. He was the oldest and wisest of us so, despite the fact that he had created a semi-mortal body with which to live in, it was very disquieting to witness him acting like a mortal. 
“I think it could have been worse.”
“Yes, I suppose so. Why have you come to see me?” As if to unsettle me even more, he went to the bed and sat. The conscious woman immediately wrapped herself around him and caressed his neck. He ignored her.
“Janus is missing.”
“Good for you. I know you disliked him, so you should have a hand in picking whoever is to replace him.”
“That’s not my point,” I snarled. This wasn’t like Vretial at all, but I knew I was also different since I became… alive. Maybe this was some weird side effect of Vretial having a flesh body. Maybe all Iadnah became absolutely insane if they took a real body.
Vretial sighed and stood. “You said you didn’t trust me anymore. You made it quite clear I was dead to you.”
“You attacked Dylan.”
“It wasn’t by choice. At first the balance was in control, but then I tried to help him. I saved his life a thousand times over, even gave him Mordon. He trusts me more than you. You hinder his magic and lie to him at every turn.”
“I do what I think is right to help him.”
“Since you got your early memories back, you regressed to being the one who killed our kind. When Dylan met you, you were compassionate and open minded. Do you think he would love you if he had a choice? I’m sure he tells you every day that he loves you, but have you ever asked him why? Does he even know?”
“He’s my mate. You were the one who told us that each of us had---”
“A soul mate. The universe is in balance and for that reason every god has one person who balances us; one person who is perfect for us to love. Does that even make sense to you?”
“You told me that. Are you telling me now that it isn’t true?”
“We have no soul! How can we have a soul mate? I think when you took my power, you lost your mind, and it hasn’t come back to you. By that time, Dylan already belonged to you. He knows you aren’t the same, and I bet he’s wondered what he even loves about you.”
“Stop it,” I demanded. Vretial was always kind to me before. He never spoke to me like this. “What’s wrong with you?”
“It’s not me that is wrong. You’re not one of us, Tiamat. You’re not Iadnah, you’re not my sister, and I highly suspect you will be the death of Dylan. You’ve seen his death, yet you’ve never told him or done anything to stop it.”
“I’m working on stopping it.”
“You will fail. Dylan will die with his misplaced trust in you. He will die because of you.”
A hand gripped my shoulder and I turned in utter shock. I was back in the neutral space of the void and Vretial was behind me… wearing a black button-up shirt and black pants with a black trench coat. One of the spiked branches of the half-melted trees was wrapped around my wrist, so I jerked my arm away until the branch snapped, uncoiled, and dropped to the ground. The vine left behind a red, raised rash around my wrist about three inches wide that looked somewhere between bruised and burned.
Vretial put one arm around me in a sort of half-hug and the void dissipated around me. We reappeared in the Land of the Iadnah under the apple tree. “You are too young to be alone in the void,” he cautioned.
It must have been the living part of my mortal body that caused me to shake uncontrollably. I was a god; I had to be more dignified than that. I never felt like it was a hindrance more than in that moment. “What happened?”
“The void is a poison to life. We are not meant to have mortal bodies, but the void can feed on them when we’re there. You were seeing the horrors that are in your heart.”
“You said I will be the death of Dylan.”
“That wasn’t me but your own fears. I assure you, Dylan will not die by your hand. It will be, at least indirectly, the fault of Samhail and Ronez.”
“You can stop it then?”
“I cannot. If the balance still possessed me, or even if I had my full power, I could. You know as well as I that these bodies encumber our power.”
“Then I will give it up.”
He stared at me. “You cannot be with Dylan without a body.”
“If it comes down to giving him up or losing him to death, I will give up this form that hinders my power. These bodies are amazing. I can feel emotions and sometimes I hate it so much. Sometimes I feel powerless, when I was once infinitely powerful and all-knowing. But I figured it out when our brothers wanted to take him from me; he makes it worth it. As powerful as I was, we don’t feel emotions like joy. I never understood that a little unhappiness could make the good things sweeter. The happiness I feel with Dylan makes it worth everything.
“He makes me laugh at ridiculous jokes, but he can be so wise when the time calls for it. He loves me no matter what I am or what I do, and he will always take my side. He knows when I need space or when I want to be treated like a mortal woman. With him, I can be whatever I want to be. Without him, I wouldn’t be able to stand the pain.”
“You’re going to make me jealous now.”
“Maybe you will find your mate someday.” If what I had seen really was just a manifestation of my fears, then that meant it was me, not my brother, who doubted the concept of the gods having soul mates. That didn’t mean I loved Dylan any less.
“No, I’m not like you. You were always different and that isn’t a bad thing. It was something beyond my understanding that drove you, and I believe that you are who you are because you were meant to be with Dylan.”
“He’s just a mortal with Iadnah magic.”
“We both know that isn’t true.”
“How can he have influenced me before he was even born? I’m much more powerful than him, so it should be the other way around.”
“See, I don’t believe that, either. He looks human, he sounds human, he even smells human, but there is something in him not quite right. I don’t think he understands it, either. He can use mortal and Iadnah magic, yet he controls a demon. He took the demon’s power away and then gave it back to him.”
We could kill a demon easily if they were in a mortal body, but we could not strip their power like we could a mortal’s. “You’re saying he can use demon magic as well?”
“I believe he might be something we have never considered. He might be a being who can control, and even create, any form of magic.”
“But his mother is human and his father was Ronez.”
“I’m sure that is correct, and I’m not suggesting otherwise. We made people, but we don’t know everything there is to know about them. You choose to forget that while we may be the most powerful species we know of, there is nothing to say there isn’t a being more powerful out there. Maybe there is something out there beyond our little surviving universe that can destroy us with a mere thought.”
“You mean something that would be a god to us? Absolutely not. We are Iadnah, all-powerful and all-seeing. If there was anything out there that could even rival us, we would know.”
“Oh, little sister, Dylan didn’t marry you for your brains, that’s for sure. Anyway, I guess you realized Janus is missing.”
“I did,” I said, ignoring his insult. Vretial honestly didn’t mean any harm by it. “Do you know what happened to him?”
“No. Like I said, these bodies are a hindrance. Perhaps he was overruled. I do know, however, that the demons are escaping. The best I have been able to deduce without speaking to anyone directly is that the demons had someone on the outside that helped them make it through.”
“Ron sent all the demons back into the void when he closed the gates.”
“He did, but the demons were spread throughout time as well as space. Some had plenty of time to ensure a passage back with their blood.”
“Offspring.”
“Yes. They get a woman pregnant and they have an easy blood bond with the universe.”
“I will find the keepers of the void. One of them must know what happened to Janus.” I had one particular person in mind, so I flashed to Dios, to the High King I had met twice before. The boy was bonded to the void by blood, hence his presence destroyed nominal and Iadnah energy. He was much older than he appeared, most likely due to the void essence in his blood, and I had heard from Nano that he used it to his advantage. 
Nila was asleep on the ground in a cold, dark cave with a too thin shirt and pants that were worn through in many spots. The boy wasn’t even wearing shoes. I knew Dios was dreary, but I didn’t think their leader would be sleeping in the dirt. Beside him was a goblin dressed in armor.
They both woke with a start and the goblin pounced to place himself between me and his king. When the guard pulled a sword on me, the boy pulled him back. “No! She is a god!” 
The goblin grumbled, but let himself be pulled away. Nila bowed slightly to me, although it looked more like he was just trying to buy time. His eyes darted around as if to make sure I was the only one who appeared. 
“Where is Dylan? Is he okay?” he asked, panic on the edge of his tone.
“Dylan is fine. Why? Do you expect trouble?”
“Not as long as he stays away from Dios. You have to protect him; there is a force gathering to bring him down. I believe my father might be leading them.”
“Where is your father?”
“Not here right now. I mean, he died before I was born… but he’s back. He’s back as a demon and I think he means to kill Dylan through me. He believes Dylan will come to save me and… Tiamat, you have to keep him away.”
When a person died, they couldn’t return as a demon. Demons were a species created in the void with no soul and no life. Although a soul could imitate a demon by forming a temporary body in the universe, this was regulated by Janus because it was a construction of demon magic.
“If you are in need of saving, there is nothing in this universe that can keep Dylan away.”
Nila slumped to the ground dramatically. “I will not be his death.”
“Your father is leading an army of demons to kill Dylan?”
He shook his head. “I think he has a small group ready, but he wants Dylan to come here. He wants to meet Dylan alive… he was very specific about that. He never even said he wants Dylan dead. There’s something very sinister about him, though.”
“Why would Dylan need to save you?”
“Most of my people have moved above ground. Those remaining are criminals and slaves who didn’t make it out before crime overruled order. I tried so hard to get everyone out. Trolls and goblins arrest people on sight, but evil prevails here. There is peace above ground and people mourn the loss of family members who aren’t dead, who are just trapped down here.”
“Then move above ground and mourn with the rest of them.”
“I will not abandon innocent people!” he screamed. He paled suddenly and backed up against his guard’s chest. “I’m sorry, goddess. You are Dylan’s wife; I thought you would understand. It is my responsibility to save my people. I am High King. My people will not die for me to live in peace but the other way around.”
“Dylan sure as hell knows how to pick his friends. I think everyone my husband befriends is certifiable. I will help you so Dylan isn’t drawn here, but I must find the guardians of the void. You can sense them, right?”
“Normally.”
“Not right now?” I asked
He looked embarrassed and looked up at his guard’s face. “We have not had water or food for ten days. We are both a little distracted,” the guard said, putting his hand on Nila’s shoulder. It was very clear how much the goblin cared for the young king. 
“I will be right back,” I said, flashing to my apartment. I grabbed a plastic bag, threw in the loaf of bread from on top of the fridge, and then searched through the fridge until I found lunchmeat, cheese, and bottled drinking water. Then I flashed back to Dios and handed the bag to the young king. “This should be enough for today.”
“Why are you helping me? You’re not the god of Dios.”
“Zer is not interested in helping his people. Besides, you’re a friend of Dylan.”
“Thank you,” he said. I waited while he and the goblin discovered sandwiches and swallowed them down like they were… well, starving. I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt until they finished off the food and each drank two bottles of water.
“Are the other gods as giving as you?” the goblin asked. 
Several of my brothers were more giving than myself, but I would do what I could to help Dylan’s friends. If Dylan decided they were worthy friends, I would assist his allies whenever possible. I wanted to help my people in general, but I normally left the people of other worlds to their own gods. The thing was, Dylan had the ability to make friends anywhere. 
“How much do you know about the void and those who guard it?” I asked.
“Not a whole lot. I can sense things that involve the void, but the only real knowledge I have is from Nano.”
“Where is Nano?”
“He and Vivian moved above ground.”
“Nano should be protecting you.”
He wouldn’t meet my eyes and I knew there was a lot more going on here than I was privy to. I considered it for a moment, but if the mortal wasn’t desperate enough to ask for help, I would stay out of it. Of course, Dylan would see his friend in trouble and demand to help.
“Can you tell me where the void guardians are?”
“I can normally sense them when I sleep. I can sometimes see them in my dreams. There is one girl on Kahún that is pretty reliable. She might be difficult to find though; I haven’t felt her in almost a year. There were two boys on Dios, but they both died a month ago. There is one on Skrev… he’s violent and powerful. I always hate seeing him because I know he can see me. I’m the black sheep of the void-bonded. They can open gateways and control passage through the void. I actually have the void in my blood, but I can’t do anything.”
The goblin growled. “You are a leader,” he argued. The boy rolled his eyes.
“I’m going to Skrev to check on the void guardian. How do I find him?”
“Open the void on Skrev and he will come to you.”
I flashed to Skrev and felt my brother trying to pull me out. I fought Araxi off and tore into the void. Unlike the guardians of the void, I couldn’t make it safe. All I could do was hope nothing went wrong before the void guardian found me.
Standing in the middle of a jungle, I tore a hole in the universe just to find someone who I wasn’t sure could even help me. To my shock, the hole started to close. I didn’t fight it, though, because I was distracted by the sky, which was changing quickly from light blue to deep red. 
“You are a fool!” A sharp bark drew my attention to a small tree. From his hiding place among the leaves, a man jumped to the ground. He was scruffy in all sense of the word; about Dylan’s size with long, light brown hair tied back in a messy braid. His luminous eyes, narrowed with anger and suspicion, were an unusual sort of amber-orange. “Do you realize what opening the void here could do?”
“You do not realize who you are talking to,” I said patiently.
“The goddess Tiamat, I presume. I have heard of you. Since you are not bonded to the void, you have to be a god to open it, and there is only one that is female.”
“Then how dare you speak to me that way?”
“You are risking my life and my world. Ghidorah may fear you, but the worst you can do is kill me.”
“I have come here to find you.”
“I know. Foolish woman!”
“Mind your tongue, mortal,” I demanded. “I need your brain, not your tongue, so I am not afraid of cutting it out.” The man was severely trying my nerves, which was something I never felt before taking a mortal body.
“I am sorry, foolish goddess. Now, what do you want? Other than to be worshipped?”
“Janus is missing.”
“Yes, I know. And so is almost everyone who is associated with the void. You know how I survived? By being wonderful company.”
“What happened to them?”
“They were killed.”
“By?” It was like pulling teeth to get a complete answer out of him. This must have been what Dylan felt every day of his life.
“By the demons of course, particularly one they call the queen. She is an Ancient, exceptionally strong in her illusions and seductions, that has fought her way to the top of their hierarchy and has a very devoted following. Once she crawled out of the void, she overthrew Janus. She did not stop there, though; she went after everyone associated with the void until she set her sights on Earth.”
“Why Earth?” I asked.
“How should I know?”
“But demons obey the balance.”
“Demons are compelled to obey, but the Ancients can overcome the instinct. If the demons devote themselves to their queen over the balance, she will be acting against it.”
“So the demons are building an army.”
“And there is no one on this side to fight,” the man added.
“There is. Have you heard of Dylan?”
“I heard the demons mention him while they were hunting me.”
“They fear him. Dylan is the most powerful Noquodi ever born.”
“What would a servant of the gods be able to do against the Ancients?”
“He may be called a Noquodi, but he is no servant. Most of my brothers fear him and Vretial is his ally. One of the Ancients has been captured by him and is his faithful pet. He is even friends with dragons and voids.” Well, one dragon and one void.
“It sounds like he is building his own army.”
“You would have to meet him to understand. Why is the sky red?” 
“The Ajaskakara is coming. We have maybe another hour before everyone either shifts or… For the next twenty days, it will not be safe for anyone to travel to Skrev.”
I flashed back to the apartment. It was late this time and Dylan wasn’t at home. I could feel him, so I followed the sense until I reached the apartment next door, where I met our neighbors. The wife was a powerful fae and the husband was a human with no magical skill whatsoever. It occurred to me how perfect they were for each other. Whether I believed in soul mates for the Iadnah or not, Dylan was mine. 
I prided myself on being able to blend into a society. Of course, I only did so to gather information. However, Dylan really seemed to want a chance at a normal life. It could only last a few days, but I refused to be the one to spoil it for him, so I would play human and be nice to the mortals in this town.
After an hour or so of visiting with the neighbors, we went home and Dylan put the boys to bed, more for his own comfort than for theirs. I was getting undressed when he returned to our bedroom.
“What time do you have to be at work tomorrow?” I asked. 
“I have tomorrow off. I planned to take the boys and Mordon out to see what the town has.” He wrapped his arms around me and kissed my neck. Before he let me go, he pulled the ponytail out of my hair.
“You don’t like my hair up, do you?”
He sunk his fingers in my hair and tightened his grip so he could gently pull my head back and roughly kiss me. When I met him, he was a virgin who only ever fooled around with his ex-girlfriend. Vivian was quite far out of the way and Dylan was all mine, but it took time for his personality to come out during sex. After Ron was born, he never held back. Maybe it was odd for a goddess to submit to a man, but I loved it, and him.
“You know exactly how to dress and how to wear your hair to make me happy. You know I love you in red plaid. I also know you don’t look at my clothes or my hair. So what do you like? What attracts you to me?”
“I’m Iadnah, Dylan. My people can change our physical form at will. How you look, how you dress, none of that matters. I like your green eyes because they’re very expressive.”
“Yet I must be attractive to you somehow. We have kids.”
“I like when you’re in charge. I like when you know something no one else knows, terrify an Ancient with a bluff, threaten my brothers…”
He laughed. “That’s natural for human women. It’s an ancestral instinct for women to be attracted to men that can protect them and scare off anyone who threatens their position. I’m not physically powerful like the people of Dios, but magically, I’m top dog. That’s very interesting to me.”
“You like that I have human instincts?”
“I wouldn’t call them human instincts, since you created humans. No, I think it has more to do with the war. Iadnah could absorb the power of those you defeated, and since this was the cause for the war, I figure it’s part of your nature. If it comes to killing someone just as powerful or breeding with them… it makes a little more sense for you to be attracted to them.”
“That’s a rather disturbing deduction. You’re basically saying I would find anyone more powerful than me attractive.”
“No, because that would make you very attracted to Vretial and Regivus, which would really be disturbing. I think you love me and that’s why you’re attracted to me. My power is what attracts you biologically. You have a physical form so you have emotions, physical needs… and biological impulses.”
I ran my fingers through his hair and then over his five o'clock shadow. “You’re right; I find you sexy because I love you.” That made complete sense if I was anyone other than myself. “Don’t shave tomorrow. I like this.” 
 
*          *          *
 
Dylan was lain out on the ground like a sacrifice, not bleeding, but absolutely dead. I saw myself crying over him while Mordon stood to the side in shock and Ron and Hail cried silently. Vretial appeared next to me and ran his fingers through my hair. The destroyed, crying woman that I was in this vision looked up at him.
“Help him.”
“It’s too late. This is all your fault. You didn’t listen to the warnings.”
“No!” I screamed.
 
*          *          *
 
“Divina!” Only the feel of Dylan’s arms around me could calm me. He held me tighter the harder I shook and pressed his lips to my forehead. I was a god, crying and shaking in his arms, but at least I wasn’t still screaming. “What did you see?”
“I…” I choked on my tears. I knew it was not a nightmare but a vision. This was a possible future and if I didn’t find a way to stop it, it would come to be. As a god, I saw far too many realities, far too many possible futures. Very few were so strong or vivid. If I didn’t figure it out, Dylan would die.
“You what?” Dylan whispered.
“I don’t remember…” I lied, my voice broken. I wiped at my eyes with frustration. “It must have been memories.” If I told him what I saw, it would come true, that part I understood. I knew Ron and Hail were beginning to have dreams about it, too. I trained Hail as best as I could to understand his visions, but Vretial was better at teaching them. 
Dylan pulled me against him and settled the covers over us. “Just sleep. I’ll wake you if it looks like you’re starting to have a nightmare again.”
“I love you,” I said.
“I know. Sleep.”
I had to hold onto my strength. Now more than ever I couldn’t let Dylan develop the Sight. I couldn’t let him know that I kept the power from him. Vretial suggested I force Dylan’s power onto Mordon, but if Mordon saw Dylan’s death, there would be no Earth left by the time the dragon settled from his rage. 
 
*          *          *
 
Spying was a low move for a god, but I made an excellent spy. I was much more hands-on than my siblings, so spying, manipulating, and seducing were some of my most useful skills. I couldn’t directly follow Dylan because he was with Mordon. In order to use enough magic to hide myself from Mordon, it would tip off Rojan. So instead I went to the hospital and hit the jackpot, as Dylan would say.
The entire town swarmed with paranormal creatures, from fae, to shifters, to people from other worlds, and it was run by dragons as law enforcement. This area was one big refuge, so it was no surprise why Dylan chose this particular town. He could probably sense how badly he was needed even without the Sight. 
The hospital, however, was being invaded. There were hundreds of demons in this town and half of them were in the hospital. Most were milling about the morgue, but some were disguised as staff and some pretended to be patients or visitors. I disguised myself in nurse scrubs and busied myself with eavesdropping. It was fairly easy by use of magic to find myself in the right place at the right time. 
From what I gathered, the demons were using an old farmhouse right outside of town as a base, as well as a rundown medical lab on the opposite end of the city. They also mentioned Dylan and their “queen” several times. They were definitely here to destroy Dylan and they were definitely sent by a female Ancient. 
 
*          *          *
 
I returned home to my cabin on Duran and dug through old chests and boxes until I found what I was looking for, then went to the apartment and grabbed as much food and water as I could fit in a plastic bag. When I flashed to Nila, I was surprised to find that the king and his guard were no longer in a cave. Instead they were in a large, seemingly abandoned town, both even dirtier and sweatier, with bodies at their feet. 
“What…” Nila turned to me with shock. “Dylan was just here a second ago.”
“The demons are trying to kill anyone associated with the void.”
“You mean, like these demons?” he asked, waving his hand at the piles of ash that had been bodies a second before.
“I brought you more food and this.” I held out the gold pendent. “You can’t wear it because your blood would negate the magic, but your guard can use it.”
“Kseve?” Nano prompted. The goblin reached out and took the pendent. 
“This will ward off demons.” I also handed him the bag of food. “Dylan may need you both before this is over.”
“All of Dios will stand with him.” He put his right hand over his heart. “I am High King, Dleso Nila, and my kingdom, the entirety of Dios, man, goblin, and troll, will stand to defend Dylan Yatunus of Earth. The enemy of Dylan Yatunus is the enemy of Dios forevermore, just as Dylan’s friends are mine.”
“Thank you, Nila. If you need me, call my name.” I flashed back to my apartment to find Dylan, Mordon, Ron, and Xul in the kitchen. Ron was in Dylan’s lap, asleep. “Hello, demon,” I said to the Ancient.
“Tiamat.” A slight nod in greeting proved how unafraid the Ancients were of the Iadnah. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked. 
“Dylan pulled my chain, so I came running. I assume it’s the same for you?”
Dylan growled and started to get up, but I put my hand gently on his shoulder. Ron looked so cute in his father’s lap. I went to the kitchen counter, pulled a bottle out of the cabinet above the sink, and opened the lid before turning it upside down over my hand. The iridescent blue liquid potion didn’t pour out onto the floor but instead formed a glob about an inch above my hand. With will and a little energy, the liquid shot at the demon, causing him to topple over. When he shouted with surprise, the liquid slipped down his throat. 
“There; I muzzled your dog for you,” I told Dylan. The demon tried to yell and make demands, but he couldn’t utter a sound.
“You shouldn’t keep that in the kitchen,” Dylan said. 
“I was thinking, tomorrow I should take the boys…” Mordon trailed off with a smirk.
Heavy footsteps ran down the hall. “Swimming!! We’re going swimming!” Hail screamed, bursting in. Ron jumped about foot in the air and looked around with startled eyes. Hail grabbed Ron’s arms and pulled him to his feet, all the while jumping up and down. “We’re going swimming tomorrow!” 
Dylan smiled, happy that his children were settling in. Of course I didn’t want to live on Earth, but it was a chance for Dylan to live a life he never got to before. It wasn’t permanent; nevertheless, I hated to spoil the moment.
“Dylan, there is a problem.” 
“Of course there is. What is it this time? Let’s see… The gates are closed, Vretial is on our side, and Xul is muzzled. So either the being that attacked the Guardians is back or the demons are acting up.”
“It’s the demons. They are apparently building an army against you, directed by…” 
“By who?”
“Nila believes it is his father, but I have also heard of a female Ancient,” I answered. We all turned to Xul, who shrugged. 
“We need a weapon that can defeat them,” Mordon said. “We should go to the cabin and get the azurath blade.”
Dylan didn’t move to stand. Instead, he looked thoughtful. “We might already be working on something. Rilryn dropped by and asked to search for a weapon on Earth. He hasn’t gotten back to me, so I assumed he hadn’t found it or had any problem. He said it was one of the weapons from the Iadnah war.”
Obviously, Dylan wanted me to enlighten him with information… possibly a location… but he wasn’t going to be confrontational about it. “I know nothing about it. You may want to talk to Vretial or Regivus about it.”
The last thing I need is to owe Vretial anything more, he thought. I realized Dylan’s thoughts were unprotected, which was unusual. “There is another question I have. I’m a little concerned about your self-confidence. The Ancients… When Xul attacked Hell, you sent me after the demon and told me the gods couldn’t defeat him.”
“The Ancients are as old as us.”
“Yes, but you still believe Iadnah energy is more powerful than demon energy. I don’t believe that. I believe you are more powerful than minor demons because you are older, but I don’t believe Iadnah energy is any more powerful than demon energy. Nor do I believe nominal energy is less powerful. I think they’re all the same thing, but different frequencies.”
“Iadnah are more powerful than mortals because our energy is more powerful,” I argued. 
“No.”
We all stared at him for a moment. “That’s it? You know more about god magic than I do?”
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but Ron and I are the only ones in this room who can use both god and mortal energy. Xul can do demon magic and Mordon can do dragon magic.”
“Hail can use both god and mortal energy.”
“Wrong again.” I looked at the boys, who glanced at each other and shrugged. “Hell was born with both nominal energy and mortal power because his genetics were unusual. He couldn’t control either one. When Ron was born, Hell stabilized and his Iadnah genetics took over.”
“So I’m a god now?” Hail asked.
“Yes.”
“How do you know?” Mordon asked.
“When the gates opened… Ron knew it, but not Hell. The energy failed, which should have affected the most powerful wizards first. Hell didn’t bat an eye. Honey, when was the last time you tried to use nominal energy?”
He shrugged. “I don’t feel nominal energy anymore.”
“So the boys can’t use---”
“Ron is able to use both,” Dylan interrupted. “Hell is Vretial’s biological son, so he is Iadnah. Ron is my biological son, so he can do both like I can. The point is, magic energy is equally powerful whether it is Iadnah, mortal, or demon energy. Therefore, a god can be injured by demon energy. If you’re injured in the void, you can’t heal yourself from it even after you return to the universe. Why, I don’t know, but since you have full faith in your own power, I’m sure you don’t have the answer.”
“You’re about to piss off your wife,” Mordon warned.
“Nope. Divina loves me for my mind; she’s not going to get mad at me for being right. I’m correct in that a god cannot easily defeat a powerful Ancient.”
“Which is your point because it’s exactly what I said when I told you about Xul,” I said.
“Yes, because I often make points that have already been made. In that case, I should also remind you that you said an ancient cannot easily be destroyed outside a mortal body. My point is that five years ago, one of the Ancients got around Xul and tried to attack me. Regivus destroyed him easily.”
“Regivus is more powerful than me.”
“Yet he couldn’t take care of Xul?”
“How do you know it was an Ancient? Maybe it was just a minor demon.”
“It wouldn’t have bothered me for five years if it were that simple.”
“This has been bothering you?”
“All mysteries bother him,” Mordon said.
“But this isn’t a mystery. Why did Vretial go ‘poof’ when we didn’t destroy him?” he asked. When we just waited, he sighed. “I think the Ancient was sizing me up. Regivus confirmed that I have backup, so the demon pretended to be defeated.”
“So what do we do?” Hail asked. 
Dylan sighed again. “You two are going to be good for Mordon and leave this to us. Mordon and Xul, you are going to take care of the boys. Divina, get ahold of Erono and have him ask Edward to help Rilryn. For now, we will keep the weapon between us, Edward, and Rilryn. We don’t want the demons to know we’re onto them or that we’re after a weapon.”
“Xul?” Mordon asked, suspiciously. The Ancient wouldn’t meet our eyes. “Demon, why do you smell guilty?”
Xul shrugged and gestured to his mouth, then walked out of the room. Mordon moved to follow him, but Dylan gently gripped the dragon’s arm. “He knows something about the weapon. Right now, he knows something we don’t, and that means---”
“It means I need to beat the truth out of him,” Mordon growled. 
“No. It means we want him on our side. He’s as old as the gods, so he has ways of getting his way. It would be very easy to screw ourselves over by trying to back the wrong person into a corner. He strikes me as someone who will clamp up if pushed too hard; someone who would take a secret to the grave just on principle.”
“Then what do we do?”
“Give him a reason to help us.”



Chapter 6
Edward
“I did nothing wrong!” 
“You murdered three people and would have murdered fifteen girls if I hadn’t stopped you.”
“It was self-defense!” 
“It was revenge.” I felt pity for Soda, still a child by law at the age of seventeen, for he was mistreated since he was very little. Soda’s parents were killed when he was just a baby, forcing him to be raised by his abusive aunt and uncle. Unfortunately, he first discovered his abilities with magic before he emotionally matured, so he never learned to control himself. By the time he was old enough to do serious damage, he didn’t care about the lives he took. 
Soda killed his aunt and uncle, who abused him, but also his cousin. Although Merda had only ever tried to help him, he killed her in her sleep and then he went after the girls who had teased him in school while they were all at a party. Luckily, I was able to stop him. 
It is the Guardian instinct to protect our books and our people, and we hated killing, but I couldn’t let him go. For the crimes he committed, the law would send him to Canjii, where he would kill many others. Of course, Duran law would consider that cleaning up trash despite the fact that there were several people who were banished to Canjii unjustly or for crimes they didn’t commit. Every government had flaws. 
“I just wanted them to be sorry!” the boy screamed, tears streaming from his eyes. He was on his knees in tattered, blood-soaked clothes. His situation was close to my heart, since Dylan could have gone down the same road. However; for all Dylan’s abuse and neglect, it only made him stronger in his kindness and mercy. Soda never really had a chance.
It took days to track the kid down, and when I arrived at his house to see the brutal murders, I assumed he was entirely heartless. He ran to the house of a family friend, with whom he confided in. Fortunately for me, the friend’s parents were good friends of mine, so they pointed me in the right direction. By the time I found him, the authorities were after him.
I crouched in front of him and pulled both a vial and a dagger out of my pocket. “This poison is painless and quick, but you have to drink it yourself. The blade will hurt, but you can close your eyes and let me do it for you. You have to choose.”
“I don’t want to die,” he cried.
“I know, but I can’t let you go on killing people. You can accept your punishment and be at peace or I can do it for you.”
He wiped his tears and stared at the blade for several minutes before turning his huge, weepy blue eyes on me. “Have you killed many people?” 
“When I had to,” I answered.
“Then how are you better than me?”
“I never killed anyone for personal gain.”
“I know it was wrong to kill them. I just hated them so much. It wasn’t my fault they were mean to me.”
“No, it wasn’t. If you know it was wrong, you should accept your punishment. This is your last chance for peace. If you cannot, I will do it for you, but you know you will never be forgiven.” To sago, peace in the afterlife was more important than peace in life. “Do you accept your punishment?”
He nodded and took the bottle from my hand before gently taking the lid off, his hands shaking violently. “I’m scared. Will my aunt and uncle be there in the Land of the Dead?”
“They will be, but Janus will protect you from them.”
“Is Janus the god of the dead?”
“In a way, yes.” I tried to be gentle and not rush him because I knew it was hard for him. It wasn’t that I was in a hurry; I just worried that he would choose the dagger instead.
He drank the contents in one gulp and set the vial carefully in the grass. “What now?”
“Lay back and try to relax. You will feel a little like you’re floating, then you will start daydreaming.”
“Then it will be over?”
“Very soon now. Tell me something good about your life. Tell me something that shouldn’t be lost.”
“Merda. I didn’t want to hurt her. My aunt found out Merda had told the king what was going on. I thought Merda had betrayed me and told her mother that I had contacted the king. It was only after I killed Merda that my aunt told me the truth. She had been spying on Merda. My cousin had tried to help me… she was my only friend. I hope…” he trailed off as his eyes drooped. “she can forgive…” His eyes fell closed and his breathing slowed. 
I sighed, stood, and picked up Soda. He flopped lifelessly over my shoulder, but he wasn’t lifeless. Readjusting him, I twisted the emerald ring Divina gave me and focused solely on one place. It was a single-use only ring that would flash me to wherever I wanted to go. The bright white light engulfed us and when it cleared, we were in a familiar living room. Sitting on the couch was Hiroku.
Akia’s home was sparsely decorated with soft tan and raw wood colors. The low, light peach couch was a new touch along with the two matching cushioned chairs. Couches were the latest thing sweeping through Anoshii. The table in the middle of the room with cushions instead of seats surrounding it was humble and worn, which just made the room feel more like a home. 
Hiroku, stunned by the flash, didn’t react when Akia came out of her bedroom. “Kiro!” she greeted me breathlessly. “Who is that?”
“Well, I was hoping your new foster son for the next few years.” Obviously, I would never willingly leave my son and ex-wife with a killer or a dead boy.
The exceptionally powerful potion that Divina gave me would render a person unconscious for several days, but the true purpose of it was to remove the memories of the person. While memories were only the surface of Soda’s problems, this potion was strong enough to wipe even his personality away. He would start fresh; he would have to relearn how to eat, how to talk, and even how to do magic. Fortunately, his learning would be accelerated so that by the time he was old enough to be on his own, he would be able to function perfectly in society. That was why I wanted to leave his second upbringing to someone I trusted. 
I had kept the potion for more than a year, as Divina gave it to me for someone who I truly thought could be saved by it. The only stipulation was that I couldn’t tell the person I used it on; they had to admit their wrongs and want to change. 
When I explained to Akia that Soda had lost all memory, she happily agreed to take care of him. “Hiroku is old enough now that he can help me take care of his new younger brother,” she volunteered. 
Hiroku snapped out of his haze at the sound of his name. “Dad? What was that light?” he asked as he took Soda gently to help me lay the boy out on the couch. 
“Just some of that magic stuff you never wanted to learn. This is Soda. He’s going to need a lot of love and attention. He will also develop some serious skills in magic. When he does, send me a letter and I will come back to train him. Just make sure he is accepted. I’ll be back to check on him.”
“You don’t have to go now, do you?” Akia asked, flustered. “You just got here, and you haven’t been by in so long.”
“I’m in a committed relationship,” I admitted. My visits with Akia always ended with both of us frustrated and disappointed. She was an amazing woman who I really loved, but we could never make it work for more than a month. 
She frowned, as if she had waited for years for me to return. She probably had, just as I had to restrain myself with great difficulty every time I went anywhere near Anoshii. “You can still stay for dinner. For your son if not me.”
The more distance between us, the better. “Okay,” I agreed. 
 
*          *          *
 
Hiroku and I were playing cards two hours later in the living room. It was late and I dreaded the travel home, but Meri as waiting for me. Akia wandered in to watch, as she normally did, and sat beside me. She leaned against me and I knew I should move away, but she was doing nothing provocative and I didn’t want to be rude. It wasn’t until Hiroku went to bed that the atmosphere changed. 
I stood to leave and suddenly found my arms full and my mouth taken eagerly. My arms wrapped around her even as my brain told me to push her away. 
“Stay the night,” she said, releasing my mouth long enough for me to catch my breath. 
I tried to push her away, but she held on tightly enough that I would have hurt her. “I told you, I’m in a relationship. You and I never work out.” She was very fun to be with and the physical side of our relationship had been fantastic, but our personalities and priorities clashed. Since meeting Meri, I realized what I had been missing.
She finally let me go. “I’ve come to terms with your job. We could try again.”
“Good night.” I kissed her on the cheek and walked out the front door. She made a wonderful mother to our son and would make a magnificent wife to the right man, but she didn’t like taking ‘no’ for an answer.
After far too many failed marriages that ended in heartbreak, I tried to stay out of relationships altogether. Akia was one woman I always found myself returning to. Meri was a different matter. I was attracted to her at first, like I was with Akia, but I could never get her out of my mind. After everything settled down, I went to her world and told her to sign her name in my book so she could come home with me. Meri was subtle, unlike Akia, but she hid a great strength behind an innocent face. Actually, Meri was an adventurer herself and loved exploring Duran. 
Meri was the kind of woman who wouldn’t try to stop me from doing my job or complaining that I was gone for work a lot. It wasn’t that she didn’t worry about me, it was just that she understood what my job as Noquodi entailed. Being a Guardian meant that there was very likely to come a day that I wouldn’t make it home.
Ronez had once told me being married to a Guardian was like being married to a cop; any woman strong enough to marry us had to be willing to be the second wife, because we were married to the job. At the time I was happily married to a sweet human woman, so I didn’t understand. Ronez was always my wiser half. It was times like this more than ever that I wished I could go see him.
My brother had been dead for thirteen years and I still expected him to show up and complain about some human invention or a pushy woman he made a mistake with.
I just reached the edge of town, heading towards the beach, when I felt my consciousness pulled away. None of the gods were mindful of the concussions they could cause their Guardians, but Erono was especially rough this time. All around me was white, not quite as bright as the flash, but fairly irritating. 
“There is a force gathering on Mijii.” Erono’s tone was brisk, as if he expected me to argue. Of course, the god himself was nowhere to be seen, for the god only showed himself to Dylan. “They have been badly masking themselves for some time now and appear to be a new form of demon from the void. Deal with them.”
“How do I find them?” I asked. The whiteness of my surroundings faded and I found myself in the Aradlin forest. 
I had previously visited the Aradlin forest four times, and each occasion I was fortunate to escape with my life. For someone to survive the elements of the forest, they had to be clever, quick, quiet, powerful, and very lucky. Obviously, I lacked at least one of those qualities, for I was standing directly in the middle of a gathering of about thirty serogou. Now, the brown and green reptiles may only have stood six feet tall, but the venom they could spit and ridiculously sharp claws weighed greatly against my magic. And there were thirty of them.
The major weakness of the serogou was that their vision was based on movement. This did me no good when they saw me appear, as made clear by the fact that half of them reared up on their hind legs and flushed the hoods around their necks. I pulled upon the power of my book and struck the closest one with lightning. The beast fell heavily to the ground and one was bounding over it within an instant. I dived to the wet, damp dirt and rolled to the side.
My agility paid off when three attacking serogou collided and turned on each other. This caused other reptiles to turn on the nearest beast and I was able to slip through. I ducked, jumped, and dodged teeth, claws, and dueling bodies, collecting a fair share of wounds on the way. Just before I cleared the fighting, a serogou landed on my back. I turned in time to see another beast dragging my attacker away, but in its pain, the serogou tried to claw its way back over me. The result was a long, deep cut from my knee to my calf. The beast’s claws cut right through my boot. I didn’t shout with pain; that would have been suicide. 
I struggled to my feet and ran for a nearby tree, then climbed. Bark scraped my open wound, but to stop would be to die. I reached a safe enough branch to perch myself on, tugged my bag free, and pulled out a cloth and water. It was painful scrubbing the dirt out of the cut, but infections were worse. 
After cleaning my leg, I covered the lesion with an antibacterial herbal paste, all the while knowing it wasn’t enough to adequately protect the wound and disguise the scent of my blood. Zeta flies would swarm me within an hour and if even one of the venomous, bloodsucking flies got a taste of my blood, there would be no end to their pestering. I tore the plastic seal of my last clean bandage, wrapped it around my leg, and secured it with two metal clasps. 
I wiped the mud and sweat from my eyes with the cleanest spot of my shirt I could find.
Every time I visited the Aradlin forest, I was with other people, armed, and had a full medical supply stash. This time I would have to rely on my knowledge alone. The number one rule of surviving the forest was not to bleed, the second was to be absolutely silent, and the third was to avoid any body of water. 
I could live without food, but only had a miniscule supply of water and Erono would never allow me to leave the forest before I accomplished what he sent me for. Realizing that the “demons from the void” had to be evil didn’t help the matters, and anything that made a home in this forest was the toughest of the depraved. 
After about ten minutes, I got my breathing and the pain under control enough to climb down. It was nighttime and trees blocked most of the moonlight. I hit the soft ground a little too hard for my injured leg, but stopped myself from voicing the pain. I had survived everything Erono threw at me for over two thousand years; there was no damn way I would die so foolishly as to shout in pain. If I did, my brother would never let me live it down.
I stayed away from the sound of water, for the most dangerous beasts guarded the rivers, so I needed another source of water safe enough to purify. Two hours later, I found nothing. Furthermore, the zeta flies had found me. They would only try for my leg wound unless they actually tasted blood; then they would resort to biting me for it. One or two could be deterred for a while at least. 
Giving up on finding anything in the dark, I sought the safest looking tree and climbed it. Hiding in a tree was really no safer than on the ground, but the zeta flies stayed low. I trusted myself not to fall off the branch in my sleep and I needed to be able to get out quickly if something happened, so I didn’t secure myself… Not that I had anything to secure myself with anyway. 
A tiny sliver of Duran’s larger moon could be seen through the trees as I fell asleep.
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to a familiar hissing sound. It was so familiar in fact, that I didn’t realize at first why I was woken. It hit me like a ton of bricks and my eyes snapped open to find myself face to face with a naowen. The small creature was fluffy and could easily be considered cute if it weren’t the most venomous mammal known to Duran. It was said that the venom produced by one naowen could kill an entire world’s population. I never understood how Shinobu, Dylan’s pet naowen, could be so gentle with him. This one was spitting mad. 
I fell out of tree, hit the ground hard, rolled onto my feet, and ran before the pain could register. By the time I was out of the naowen’s territory, my teeth ached from the sting surging through my body. My leg was burning. Eventually my strength gave out and I fell.
It was light now, or as light as the forest ever got, so I rested against the trunk of a tree for a short time. There was movement all around me, but it was the movement of animals who were as cautious as me, who wanted only to survive the day. I felt safe for as long as they milled about. 
I didn’t realize I fell back to sleep until I woke to an odd huffing sound and hot breath blew across my face. Terrified, frustrated, and exhausted, I opened my eyes to what I was sure was my certain death. The creature that was sniffing me looked very much like an Earth horse… except it was snow white and had a silver horn on its head. 
I stared with shock until it huffed again and turned to walk away. “Wait,” I said softly. The… unicorn… turned back to me. I reached out to pet it and slid my fingers through its thick, smooth-as-silk mane. “My son would love to meet you.”
The unicorn turned again and walked away. I let him go with regret that I would never see such a beautiful creature again. But the unicorn stopped, not looking at me. I went to it, stumbling on my injured leg, and it only started forward again when I reached for its mane. 
“You want me to follow you?” 
He tossed his head like he was nodding and nickered, so I followed the unicorn through the forest of monsters and wondered when the hell I took drugs. Creatures of the forest moved away from us, either because the unicorn was just that powerful or because they didn’t know what it was.
I was just overcoming the pain in my leg when the unicorn suddenly stopped and stomped the ground nervously. I wasn’t fluent in horse body language, but I understood something was out there. I picked up a branch and threw it into the clearing ahead of us. Nothing happened. I picked up a fist-sized rock and threw it. As the rock landed heavily in the thick vines and moss-like grass, a large trap came up. The serrated teeth of the comatsuma resembled a bear trap. The comatsuma was a ten-legged creature with the body shape of a reptile, very similar to the komodo dragon, but with a powerful, jet black exoskeleton armor. Closely related to arachnids, the creature was extremely powerful and few things could pierce its armor, though it liked to bury itself to ambush prey.
Realizing it had snared something inedible, it dropped the rock and reburied itself. The unicorn contemplated this for a moment before taking us on a detour. 
“Where are we going?” I asked. “I have to find…” The unicorn ignored me. As much as I trusted the unicorn not to lead me into danger, I knew Erono would become impatient. I stopped and said, “I think I will try another direction. Good luck to you, though.”
The unicorn circled around and nudged me with his head. I was forced to either concede, use magic, or be skewered by the beast’s horn. I had to contort to get through the brush the unicorn guided me to, but I stopped when I lifted a huge leaf obstructing my view. I was standing at the edge of a beautiful creek with moss-covered rocks and vibrant blue flowers. To the north existed quite a striking waterfall. 
The unicorn gave me a sharp nip in the arm and tossed his head. I had to duck quickly to avoid his horn. “Be gentle with that thing! I’m not going in there.” I tried to get around the unicorn, but he resorted to stomping at me. I remembered my brother telling me that horses kicked hard and could do so from almost any angle. 
I backed away from both the water and the unicorn… until the ground disappeared beneath me. My heart beat out of control and all I could do is roll and hope I didn’t cut myself on anything before I made it to solid ground. I managed, miraculously, to avoid hitting my head on a particularly large rock. 
Finally, the ground leveled out and I only rolled another few feet… but I opened my eyes when a small yip greeted me. About an inch from my face was a tiny draxuni pup. Shocked, the puppy froze for just a second, then barked angrily at me. I scrambled away in blind panic until I backed into something solid… and breathing. I looked up to see the snarling face of an adult draxuni. 
I ducked out of the way as he tried to close his teeth over my head and struck with lightning. It was a reflex more than a conscious action. The beast dropped, injured but not dead. As another draxuni approached from behind the first, the blood red leaves of the thesper tree caught my eye. I reached out my magic for the branches and wrapped them around the neck of the draxuni. He easily snapped the branch, but the thick vines of thorns relentlessly tangled into his fur. The large animal rolled on the ground, whimpering as the vines tightened instead of releasing him.
The pup barked, confused. A third draxuni came at me, but before I could do anything, the unicorn placed itself between me and the beast and reared up on his back legs. The draxuni only hesitated before it snarled and prepared itself to leap at the unicorn. 
I thought it was a trick of the light for the first moment as the unicorn’s snow-white fur darkened to black as space and his glowing mane became blood red. The horn lit with an eerie red glow. It occurred to me that I had been too trusting of this animal. After all, I did meet it in the Aradlin forest. 
The draxuni did relent this time enough to stand over the pup. The bold little pup tried to rush the unicorn, so the draxuni adult plopped down to lay over the pup. The draxuni couldn’t retreat, and the unicorn was advancing on it. 
“Stop!” I ran out in front of the draxuni and held out my hands to the unicorn. “Stop! He was just protecting his pup!”
The unicorn relented and withdrew a step, doubtfully. 
I swatted at my leg instinctively when I felt the sharp sting. With horror, I realized my bandage had torn during my fall and my blood was exposed to the zeta flies. I pulled off what was left of my boot. Three flies swarmed my leg, but within ten seconds, there were ten. I reached one hand into my bag as I swatted at flies with the other. They started biting my hand. 
Finally finding the right bottle, I pulled it out and popped the lid off with my teeth. It had a special cap on it so that I could turn it upside down and the liquid would seep out by one drop at a time. I let my magic control the drop as the heat of the air turned the liquid to mist. With nominal energy, I fanned the magic over the flies. Though I tried desperately to avoid my skin, exposure to the chemical was certain. The flies reacted violently and dropped to the ground, frozen solid instantly upon contact with the misted chemical. Unfortunately, my aim was shaky as sweat ran in my eyes, so some of the mist burned my skin. I released the fog once the flies were all dead and surveyed the damage to my skin.
Most of the skin between my ankle and knee was red, frost-bitten, and peeling. Worse yet was the sweating, the racing of my heart, and the pounding headache. I felt my heartbeat throughout my entire body. The venom of the flies was taking effect. If Erono had let me go home before sending me into the forest, I would have gotten the supplies I desperately needed. There was an antidote, but it had to be administered within the first thirty minutes. 
It seemed I was to die because my god was impatient. I curled up on my side to ease the sudden cramping in my muscles. It hurt to breathe, but I forced air in and out of my lungs despite that and resisted vocalizing my pain. The unicorn nudged my head gently. I felt the throbbing pressure on my eyes as my heartbeat thundered. Even as I closed my eyelids, I tried to think of a way to survive the next hour. 
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to a soft trickle of water in my face. Eyes closed and holding absolutely still, I tried to get my bearings. There was a cool breeze with the warmth of sunlight. To my astonishment, I felt no pain. When I drew energy into myself, I sensed a powerful, nonthreatening presence nearby, so I opened my eyes.
I was lying in a mix of grass and blue flowers, and unfortunately, right beside the creek. Water dripped on my face from the tree above me, so I sat up. Standing in the brook before the waterfall was the unicorn, which was once again white, and a young woman. The woman had white hair down to her waist and not a stitch of clothing on her body. If it weren’t for her wings, I could have mistaken her for sago.
Her wings were large and thin. I assumed wings would be made of skin or feathers… but there was not a feather in sight and the wings were pure white. When they closed together, they faded to become completely invisible, only to become opaque again when they opened. 
Stroking the unicorn’s mane, she looked at me and smiled.
At this point I realized why I was cold; I was also completely naked. My leg was covered in a green paste and “bandaged” with thick green leaves. Obviously whatever medical skills the woman had cured the zeta fly venom. Why she had to take off all my clothes to do so, I didn’t know. There were also patches of the green paste on my hand where the flies had bitten me.
The woman approached me slowly, as if afraid to startle me. I stayed sitting both to keep pressure off my leg and to refrain from intimidating the woman. What I wasn’t prepared for was for her to lean down and kiss me. The kiss was gentle, but full on the lips. 
Strangely, I felt nothing for her. It wasn’t that she was a lousy kisser or unattractive, as it was quite the opposite on both accounts, I just didn’t feel there was anything behind it. She pulled away. “Thank you,” she said in Sudo with a fairly strong accent. 
“For what?” I asked.
“For coming to our rescue. We waited for years for someone to come for us.”
These were the demons I had to vanquish from the void? “How long have you been here?”
“I cannot read your time well. The sun rises and sets. I have seen hundreds of sunrises here. We were all at home and at peace, when suddenly we were here. My tribe was a thousand strong… now we are less than a hundred. Not everyone made it here with the rest of us and half of the remaining tribe died in the first three nights. We can hide ourselves with magic, but the night brings monsters we have never even dreamed about.” 
“What are your people called?”
“We are the Erame, a fae race from Dayo.”
I had heard of the Erame in legends and Rilryn even told me he descended from the magical species. I also knew for sure that if they ever really existed, they died out over three thousand years ago.
There was only one thing I could possibly be dealing with. “I’m sorry, but you have no home to return to. Dayo is very different from your day and I’m afraid you wouldn’t be accepted by the people there.”
She looked startled. “We could not have been here for more than four or five years.”
“I believe you have been here for five years, but the Erame are long gone from Dayo. There was a war against magic and all magical creatures a thousand years ago. Ten years ago, there was a problem between the walls of the universe… some beings were misplaced in time and space. I can only think that your tribe was transported here, thousands of years in your future.”
She sat heavily in the grass. “Then we have fought to survive for nothing.”
“No, I will still get you out of here. Duran welcomes magic. Maybe I can convince my god to allow you to stay. There is a lot of forest available on Shomodii that is safer than this forest. Show me to your tribe.”
“They are afraid.”
“I’m not going to hurt any of you. Trust me.” I reached out my hand for her, which she hesitantly took, and then I stood, pulling her up with me. When the unicorn snorted and stuck his head in between us, the woman laughed and stroked his horn. “My name is Kiro. What is yours?”
“Ayir. Follow me.” She went towards the waterfall. 
As much as I wanted to avoid the water, Ayir and her people needed my help, so I followed her right into the water. The bed of the creek was slippery and the rushing water was up to my knees, but Ayir had no trouble keeping her balance. To my astonishment, she walked right through the waterfall. Instead of soaking me, the water moved around me as I walked under the flow.
We trekked through a short cave until it opened into a sight beautiful enough that I stopped, still standing naked in the shallow water, and gaped. The sun shined brightly overhead, the creek here was wide and crystal clear, and skirting the water were vibrantly colored flowers. There were ten more unicorns, including a unicorn pony, as well as about twenty women and girls. Most of the women were naked, but a few women and all the girls wore thin white dresses, which were obviously made by them with their limited recourses. There was a startling sense of innocence about these people.
Everyone halted in their tasks when they spotted me. Ayir took my hand and pulled me to the banks. Women approached hesitantly, but the clearest sign of apprehension was their fluttering wings. While the children all had pure white wings, not all of the adult women’s wings were white; some were blue, some were iridescent, and some were even silver. Everyone had snow white hair, had light or deep blue eyes, and were extremely pretty.
Ayir spoke in a very smooth, lyrical voice, which seemed to put some women at peace enough to reach out. Several of the women stroked their hands down my back or arms. None appeared to care at all that I was naked.
“What are they doing?” I asked Ayir.
“We have no males as large as you and they are confused that you have no wings. Males from our tribe have wing length proportional to their strength.”
One woman with iridescent wings inserted herself between me and Ayir and gently placed her hand on my chest. Her long white hair fell over her shoulders in large curls to shield her breast, but it was excruciating to keep my eyes above her neck. She turned around and opened her wings wide. The color caught the sunlight and gave the wings a spectacular effect of being multiple layers of brilliant colors. I reached out without conscious thought.
“Don’t touch her wings!” Ayir caught my wrist firmly. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult anyone.”
“No, she wants to mate with you. She offers herself to you and to touch her wings is to accept her as yours.” 
The woman pushed Ayir aside and threw herself into my arms. My focus was on avoiding her wings and not hurting her, so I could only stand there awkwardly as she kissed me. Once again, I got the strange sense it didn’t mean for her what a kiss meant for me. 
She let me go and stepped back. “My name is Nemora. Please choose me over my sister,” the woman begged.
“Did you just learn my language by…?” I pointed at my mouth.
“Yes, of course. How does your tribe learn to speak?” She studied me as if I were odd, but reached out to stroke my chest again. “And how do you claim your mate with no wings?”
“Where are my clothes?” I asked Ayir. I felt like I needed a shield, for I was being openly ogled from behind. As attractive as these women were, I sensed that they were terribly innocent. Besides, Meri was waiting for me at home.
“I took them to clean your wounds.” She turned to one of the women and after a quick discussion, the other woman ran off with a reluctant expression. “She will bring your clothes. Please, have some water.”
As if she had been waiting for the opportunity, another woman brought a clay bowl of water to me. I checked it with magic to find it completely pure and drank it down in one gulp. The bowl was taken and another replaced it, so I drank that, too, and the third bowl.
“Thank you for healing me,” I said to Ayir.
“Hyoma brought you to us because he knew you would help us.”
“I was sent here by Erono, god of Duran. That’s where you are; in the Aradlin forest of Duran. I’m afraid you arrived on the most dangerous lands of the entire world.”
“You were sent to help us?”
“Not exactly. Erono believes you are demons from the void.”
“He wants us dead. You were sent here to kill us,” Nemora sneered. She turned to the women around us and yelled to her people in her language. Everyone except for Nemora and Ayir took a step away from me. Ayir looked devastated. 
“I would never kill an innocent population,” I promised. “It’s not your fault you got stuck here. I will talk to Erono. Nobody is going to hurt you.”
A tear ran down Ayir’s cheek. “If what you said about Dayo is true, we would all be dead anyway.” A little girl ran by her and she snagged the child up and held her in her arms. “Most of us died already. Please let us live for as long as we can here.”
“I will convince Erono to let you live on Shomodii.”
“It does not matter. It is too late for us. Look around; our males have died. These are the last of our children.”
“How did your men die?”
“They were not big like you. Women in our tribe are providers. We had the skills to protect ourselves, but they did not. They protected our children until we could protect them, but in doing so… We have nothing left but our children.”
“The gods can help you. I don’t know how, but I know they can.”
The young woman who ran off to get my clothes returned with a bundle. I took my clothes and pulled on my pants, which were torn where the serogou clawed through my leg, but at least they covered my anatomy. The shirt was a comfort, as well; I didn’t like feeling weird for not having wings. 
“If you will take me to a place of peace and quiet, I can contact Erono.”
Ayir guided me over the cave to the top of the waterfall, where I could sit and focus against the sound of rushing water. Then she left me to it. I reached through my connection with my book until I felt the presence of my god. He must have been waiting for me, for my surroundings instantly became the white walls I was used to. 
“You have not done what you were told.” As usual, I couldn’t see the god who gave me orders. 
“These are a peaceful people who bring no harm to Duran.”
“You base this on the fact that they healed your wounds? How useless you have become. You are getting too old to be my Noquodi, and spoiled. You believe it is your right to choose when to obey me and when not to. Your nephew may be mated to one of the Iadnah, but you are still just my servant. Destroy the demon invaders or I will find another Noquodi.”
Before I could respond, I was back at the waterfall. He was my god and he did have the power to make me obey him, but if he did, the consequence for him would be horrendous. Dylan was a force to be reckoned with and he was quick to stand up to the gods… but I didn’t want to cower behind my nephew.
My brother was the clever one. I usually just made threats and intimidated people to get my way. The gods couldn’t be intimidated by me. If it meant calling upon my nephew to fight my battle for me, it would mortally ruin my ego, but I would do it to save these people. There was just one thing I could try first.
“Vretial!” 
“You don’t have to yell,” the god said, appearing sitting cross-legged to my side. “Nice place.”
I took a breath to steady my nerves, for I had faced this god as an enemy before. “Erono wants me to kill a population of innocent women and children.”
“Then obey your god.”
“I will not kill anyone who is innocent. Dylan said you could be trusted now.”
He grinned at me. “Your nephew is a brave one. Why don’t you just call him to change Erono’s mind?”
“Because they deserve better than a half-life on a world whose god ordered their death. I know you need people for Raktusha. These people are survivors of a very difficult life and there are only women and girls left. You can give them a home and a male population to keep their race alive.”
“So could you,” he smirked.
“Not hardly. Dylan warned me you were a bit crass.”
He laughed. “Raktusha is not ready for people yet. I figure it should take another ten Duran years. If your women can survive for that time here, I will give them a home and the men they need. For now, I’ll convince Erono to foster them until Raktusha is ready for immigrants. Knowing him, he would demand they stay in seclusion, though, so I won’t bother my brother if you can’t guarantee me they are at least very likely to survive.”
“What about Avoli? Will his world be ready sooner?”
“It will be, but he has decided he wants to make his own race instead of importing. He gets like this sometimes. He wouldn’t accept the refugees if he thinks he can do better.”
“I will give the Erame the promise of a better land if they can---”
“The Erame?” Vretial interrupted. “The Erame are mine. I created them for Mreje. Unfortunately, the men became weak. The women, however… If your refugees are pure Erame women, they will survive and thrive until Raktusha is ready.”
“How did you know about them and not that they are Erame?”
“They have the magic to hide their tribes. That was my gift to them, and I guess I was a little too accommodating. The Erame were sort of a project of mine; the perfect fae species. Don’t touch their wings unless you want to end up mated to them. The fae pair up for life. In fact, stay away from them when their wings are iridescent or red. White means the fae is pure and silver means they are mated.”
“Was their species wiped out during the Dayo Blood Cleansing?”
“When those who feared magic committed genocide? Yes. Some of the most beautiful creations of the gods were destroyed by fear. Mreje could have stopped them. I tried so hard to fix my brothers’ mistakes. To find out some made it… I’m very pleased, and I will welcome them on Raktusha. If you find any other refugees, don’t even bother Erono; call for me. Raktusha will be a world of peace.”
“A world of misfits and outsiders? Sounds like fun.”
 
*          *          *
 
After Vretial assured me the Erame would be safe, he flashed me to right outside the forest. Luckily, nobody was around to see the event. I rented a room at an inn near the shore, because I certainly wasn’t going to sleep in the sand while I waited for a boat. 
The inn was run by an old couple hell-bent on being the nicest people in existence, who kept offering me a free dinner and medical supplies when the saw that I was limping. I did accept bandages.
I had just blown out the candle to go to sleep when I felt the summoning of one of the gods. I was sure it was Erono calling me to berate and punish me, until I opened my eyes in Divina’s cabin. We were not really at the cabin, obviously, but the spectral illusion was comfortable compared to the meeting places that most of the other gods preferred. 
“What happened to your leg?” Divina asked. 
I turned around to see her only a few feet away from me. I glanced down at my leg, but it wasn’t bleeding through the cloth of my pants. Only then did it occur to me that she could see through my clothes. “Erono sent me to the Aradlin forest without allowing me to get any supplies.”
She sighed. “Well, you have obviously made it out alive. Do you feel up to another assignment?”
“That depends. Is it for Erono or for you?”
“It’s for Dylan, really.”
“Then yes, I’ll do it.”
“Rilryn went to Dylan asking for permission to find a weapon on Earth. I spoke to Mreje, but he doesn’t know what his Guardian is up to. Rilryn believes this is a weapon from the war of the Iadnah and that it can kill one of us.”
“And Dylan said no?”
“He said yes, because if it can destroy a god, it can destroy one of the Ancients. It turns out that the demons are trying to form an army against him, led by a female Ancient and possibly Nila’s father.”
“Nila’s father is dead.”
“So is Ronez. Death doesn’t seem to mean what it used to mean. Anyway, Rilryn hasn’t updated us, so I want to send you to him to help him. Whether or not this weapon is useful to us, we don’t want the enemy to have it.”
“If he hasn’t contacted you, he could be in trouble.”
“That is possible. Can you handle it?”
“Yes. Do I have time to run home real quick and get---” the cabin around me disappeared, leaving me in an odd predicament. 
I was facing three large men, dressed in black leather and jeans, with guns aimed at me. I felt a familiar presence at my back and didn’t bother to turn.
“Hello, Kiro,” Rilryn said from behind me.
“Hey, Ry. Still getting into trouble I see.” My opponents didn’t seem startled by the sudden appearance of a stranger, and since I could feel that this was Earth, they should have. 
Rilryn scoffed. “It was your brother who always got me in trouble.” He backed up until we were nearly back-to-back. “There are four more behind you, but they have knives. There’s a door to your left and that’s the only exit unless you want to go out the window. We’re on the third floor and the entire building if crawling with henchmen.”
“So, just like last time.”
“No, they don’t have tech weapons.”
“One of these days, I’m not going to bail you and my brother out of your messes,” I said. I had made the threat a thousand times, so it didn’t occur to me until I had already said it. Ronez was dead. Fortunately, Rilryn didn’t comment. “Alright. Let’s get this over with.”
The battle was fast. Ronez had taught Rilryn how to fight when the younger Guardian was just a child, so I could predict his moves as he could mine. Because of this, we mowed through the club in a matter of minutes. It wasn’t easy by any means, so my adrenaline was pumping, but that had the added benefit of taking my mind off my leg. 
We made it outside, narrowly evading bullets, and ran for the nearest car. The club let out into an alley in which the streetlight had been shot out. To either end of the alley was a deserted street. It was raining and cold, but I would take the discomfort over being riddled with bullet holes.
There were two cars on the street, both empty and cold on the hoods. The decision of which one to take was made easier when Rilryn pointed out the flat tire on one. Still trying to avoid being shot, as the men were shooting from the windows, I couldn’t help but wonder why they didn’t follow us outside. 
I felt like we were in one of the old movies Ronez used to love as we searched for a rock to break the window with. Finally, Rilryn found one just as it occurred to me what kind of neighborhood we were in. “Wait,” I said, stopping his raised fist. I reached around him and pulled the car handle. It wasn’t locked. 
We both ducked down as the club doors burst open. With a deafening blast, a hole appeared in the brick wall beside my head… right through the car. They hadn’t followed because they were getting bigger guns. 
My magic was greatly weakened on Earth, so putting up any sort of defense would have done more damage than good. “What have you got for us?” I whispered to Rilryn. 
Dayo was a world that despised magic and was primitive to Earth in many ways, so Rilryn tried to spend as little time there as possible. This resulted in Rilryn spending a lot of his time with my brother, which always led to pranks. Fortunately for both of them Rirlyn had an inborn advantage in dealing with my brother’s antics; Rilryn was the perfect escape artist. He wasn’t as reliant on his magic as the rest of the Guardians, and he could hide his tricks better than anyone. 
“I think we should pray.”
“For a painless death?” I asked.
He opened his mouth to respond when a car pulled up on the main street to our left and honked their horn. Rilryn ran for it before I could say anything, so I had little choice but to follow. Miraculously, I made it to the car without getting hit. Rilryn had already gotten the back door open and was inside. I dived in after him and the car was moving before I could slam the door shut. 
The driver was a young man I didn’t recognize. I also felt no power from him, so I knew immediately that he wasn’t a wizard. Normally, the sudden arrival of a getaway car would have been suspicious, but before I could question the stranger, the woman in the passenger seat twisted around to grin at me. 
“Fancy meeting you here!”
“Abby! How did you…”
“I called her,” Rilryn said. “I didn’t expect you to show up.”
I couldn’t fault him for calling in backup. However, Abigial Harland was the last woman I expected him to call. She was a witch, complete with her own coven, so one would think she was open-minded. On the contrary, she was quite stubborn and judgmental.
“Alright. Time to explain everything,” I told the young Guardian. 
He sighed. “I just jumped to the wrong conclusion and ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time. Actually, I got out of the ties just fine on my own. So who sent you to hunt me down?”
“Tiamat. She asked me to help you find what you’re looking for.”
“What is it we’re looking for?” Abby asked. 
“A vintage Star Wars lamp,” Rilryn lied. “Drop us off here.”
“No way. You called me to help you and I’m damn well going to do it,” the witch argued.
“Seriously, Abby, I’m going to call your mother if you don’t---” He was cut off as the driver slammed on the breaks.
“What are you doing?!” Abby screeched at the man.
“I’m not getting in trouble with your mother, woman. The last guy you ran off with ended up a voodoo zombie!”
“Those were just rumors spread by her luncheon friends. Rilryn! Get back here!”
She was still yelling when I shut the door behind me. I followed the younger Guardian in silence through many neighborhoods until we reached an abandoned warehouse. It was a one-story warehouse full of empty boxes and trash leftover from illegal parties. Behind a wall of boxes, Rilryn had laid out a blanket on the floor. 
“Have you been sleeping here?”
“I haven’t been sleeping anywhere.”
Unlike Ronez, Rilryn was a man of few words. “Why is it so important for you to find the weapon?”
He sat and stared at me for a minute until I sat across from him. “How much do you know about it?” he asked.
“I know it can kill a god or an Ancient. How did you find out about it?”
“From Nano.”
“And he told you where it is?”
“No.”
“Rilryn, don’t play games with me. I’m going to help you, but you’re just wasting my time now. I have important things to do.”
He sighed. “I have a book that talks about it. It can lead me to the weapon, I just have to be able to use it.” He was clearly reluctant as he stood and reached into one of the boxes. The book he pulled out was undeniably powerful. “This drives the vermin away, but that has been about all the good I could get out of it.”
The book was large and bound in black dyed skin. He set it in front of me and I opened it. It was a handwritten grimoire and journal written in at least three different languages. I read the words I could and discovered it made absolutely no sense. 
“This is gibberish. I mean, whoever wrote this was crazier than I am.”
Rilryn snapped the book closed and took it back. “Then don’t read it.”
“Have you been trying to use this to find the weapon? It’s sending you on a wild goose chase.” 
“I can handle it just fine,” he snapped. Rilryn was not a hot-tempered man, so his ire was strange to me. 
“When was the last time you slept?” I asked. He stared at the book in his lap and shrugged. “When was the last time you ate something?” He shrugged again. “I’m going to find a grocery store. I’ll be back soon. Try to get some sleep, okay? In the morning, we’ll work it out together and you’ll be able to think better.”
He still wouldn’t look at me. I was hesitant to leave, but Rilryn obviously wasn’t ready to talk. He didn’t seem to be in his right mind.
I stepped outside and took a deep breath. My brother could have gotten through to him, but I wasn’t a people person. I made it to the end of the street before the rain started falling hard. Something told me to stop; my instincts were telling me to turn back.
I studied the warehouse for a minute before I returned and opened the door. It was dark inside, so it took me a moment to realize that Rilryn was gone.



Chapter 7
Ron
The phone rang as I flipped pancakes. It was my dad’s cell phone, so I knew it was either the hospital or the school. Since neither was worth bothering Dad, I tried to ignore it, but the phone just kept going. With an irritated sigh, I answered it.
“Hello, Mainstream Extreme Chinese Takeout. You bring dog, you get discount. Will this be order in or carry out?” I asked. I tried to hold a straight face because I couldn’t maintain the bad Chinese accent while laughing. 
“Um… this is Principal Wilhite. Is Dylan Yatunus there?” At this point, Hail walked in. To my shock, he was dressed in a decent blue shirt and jeans. He even had shoes on.
“He in surgery. Bad accident with mafia. Blood everywhere, good food.” My brother came forward. “Oh, here he now.”
Hail took the phone. “This is Dylan,” he said with a nearly perfect imitation of Dad’s voice. This game just became a lot more fun. After all, the principal suspended us, so he should be messed with for sure. He nodded to me, putting the phone on speaker. “Sorry about that, my cousin is a taxidermist and he’s just a little excited.”
“I thought you were at the hospital…”
“I am. He is the morgue’s best taxidermist. I’m a bit busy at work, what with the Chinese mafia hit man on the loose.”
“The what?” I could practically hear the principal pale on the other end. 
“I know, it’s weird; I’ve never seen so many dogs and cats disappear. Don’t worry about the boys; they’ve been put to work. They’re working labor at the hospital and I’m sending them to their aunt’s place in Alaska for the summer. They can work landmines for getting suspended.”
“Not the right kind of mines,” I corrected him. He shrugged.
“I don’t think that is quite necessary…” the principal hesitated, probably worried for our safety. “I was just calling to suggest they return to school.”
“What do you think?” Hail asked.
“I thought we were going swimming today.”
“Mordon will take us afterwards.”
“Let’s go. We can get into more trouble there than here.”
“Great! Let me mop them up and they’ll be there on time… or else.” He hung up and looked at me for approval. “I think that was weird even for this family.”
“No, now he’ll never doubt you’re Dad if you have to do it again. We’ll just rehearse it a little bit next time.”
“I don’t know, I think you went a little too far with the hospital having a taxidermist.” We both turned to see Dad standing in the doorway. 
Hail instantly sagged his body in a “pity me” way. “We were just playing,” he moped. 
“Just get ready for school. And Ron, no curses.”
“He---”
“I know, but don’t do it anyway.”
 
*          *          *
 
Since we were returning, Stacy agreed to take Drake back. An hour after the phone call, we were back at the middle school. We had “breakfast pizza,” which was truly disgusting, before heading to the gym. Other students milled about as they waited for the bell to ring. 
“Are you really sure you don’t want me to transfer to PE?” Hail asked.
“I’m sure. I think you’ll like wrestling,” I insisted. To that, he pouted. Still, I knew what was best for him and I wanted him to be happy. While it meant we couldn’t have more than one class together, we were only one room apart. There was actually a huge window dividing the wrestling room and gym.
I heavy hand came down on my shoulder and I startled, reaching inside for the power that was always ready to be unleashed. 
“Whoa, there little buddy. It’s just me.”
I couldn’t hide my surprise when I turned to see Xul standing behind me. The demon was dressed in black, as usual, but the metal chains and leather collar were absent. Instead, he wore a black satin, button-up shirt and black dress pants. His hair was even combed.
“What are you doing here?” Hail asked. Hail, unlike our uncle, never held a grudge unless someone attacked me. Even though this demon had tried to possess Hail and destroy his soul, my brother could forgive the creature.
“Well, I needed a job, and you needed someone to watch over you while your father was at work. It just so happens that your P.E. teacher needed a vacation.”
“Did you hurt him?”
“No… I just scared him a little.”
I pulled a cherry Jolly Crunch out of my pocket and held it out for Xul. “Good demon,” I praised as he took it hesitantly. “What name did you give the school board?”
“Zeb Carter. I’ve been using the name since I arrived on Earth.”
“You took Dad’s old last name?”
“I couldn’t use his current name.”
“Why did you choose the name Zeb?” Hail asked. 
Xul’s eyes were sad, but before he could answer, the bell rang. “Ask me another time. Hail, get out of my class. Ron, aren’t you supposed to be in shorts?”
I growled. Luckily for him, Xul was smart enough not to make us run. Instead we played basketball, which I was surprisingly good at. At one point, I was too far away so I used magic to make the basket, after which Xul discretely smacked me in the back of the head. Since nobody had ever been so bold or insolent, I was about to go off on him. 
“You can’t risk exposing your family like that,” he warned. “Do you want people hunting your brother down because you showed off?”
My fury drained as I realized Xul was concerned for my brother. “I wasn’t trying to show off, I just wanted to win. Hail is athletic; I want to have something in common with him.”
“You’re like your dad, whereas Hail is like Mordon. It’s okay to be different. Hail would kill a rock to protect you and it’s not because of your hobbies. If you wanted to sew kittens on pillows for a living, I’m pretty sure he would be right beside you, cheering you on. Actually, I think your father should pick that up as a hobby. The point is, when you try to be someone you’re not, that’s when things go wrong. Just be you and you’ll both do fine.”
The bell rang and I ran to get dressed. I felt Hail’s presence closing in, but I thought he would wait for me outside the locker room, so I didn’t rush. I was trying to clean myself with a washcloth so I didn’t have to put clean clothes on a dirty body when Hail hugged me from behind. He was all sweaty. 
“Hail! Now I have to wash again!” I screeched.
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want to stink!”
The joy on his face vanished and there was heartbreak in his eyes. “Are you saying I stink?” 
“Um… of course not,” I backtracked. “I meant that I smell bad. I think girls don’t like the way I smell and I don’t want them to think I stink.”
Now he glared. “Are you talking about a specific girl?” His fist clinched. “Why have I not been told you have a girlfriend? Does Dad know? Where is she and what is she allergic to? She better be---”
“Cut it out! I don’t have a girlfriend. Why did you run in here all excited?”
“I saw you playing basketball. You did good.”
“Well,” I corrected instinctively. Everything Xul said went right out the window. I would join wrestling if Hail wanted me to. But, seriously gross. I mean, I would do it if he asked me to, but I would complain a lot.
Once I dressed, Hail walked me to math. The tardy bell rang as we entered, but the teacher wasn’t there. Hail shrugged when I warned him that he was tardy, and didn’t put one inch of space between us. As the students all talked to each other, Hail’s expression grew more and more suspicious.
“Did your teacher tell you where he went?” Hail asked in his most authoritative voice. Everyone instantly stopped talking and turned to him. 
“He wasn’t in here when we came in,” one of the boys in the back said.
After five minutes, the teacher was still missing. Hail grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me out of the room. “You’re coming to my class today.”
“Shouldn’t we try to find Mr. Cardigan? He could be hurt.”
“He’ll be fine. I’m sure he just forgot about his class,” Hail said. We reached his classroom only to find the science teacher missing as well. Another teacher was trying to watch hers and the science teacher’s classes. “Let’s go find Zeb; I don’t like this.”
Because we could be overheard, it would be a bad idea to say Xul’s name aloud, since that would give power over him to anyone who knew how to use it. As if we summoned him, the demon came striding towards us. He stopped in front of the classroom doorway instead of acknowledging us,
“All students of Mrs. Sevenstar’s class are to go immediately to the gym. Sit on the bleachers and stay out of the way of the basketball players. Seriously now, those eighth graders will stampede you.” He turned to us. “Get going, Samhail,” he barked.
Hail glared at the demon and squeezed my hand before joining the crowd heading to the gym. 
Xul ignored him. “Take me to Mr. Cardigan’s classroom.”
“My math teacher didn’t do anything wrong.” 
“No, I believe he’s a victim in this. He was attacked and hospitalized last night. I’m afraid the one responsible is trying to get to you.”
“Then why do you want me to take you to his classroom?”
“Because you’re annoying and would make wonderful bait.”
“I am the balance. You will obey---”
He slapped his hand over my mouth. “Be very careful what you say. Half of the teachers in this school are demons and any one of them could turn on you.”
“They are compelled to obey me.”
“They are compelled to obey the balance, which you don’t yet understand how to use to your advantage. And I promise before you had a chance to figure it out, you would be dead. Demons don’t like to be made to kneel. They are afraid of your father, but that fear does not extend to you and your brother; you have to make them fear you.”
“How do I do that?”
“Act like your father.” He opened the door to Mr. Cardigan’s class. There was a woman there who I instantly got a very bad feeling about. “Mrs. Rose? There has been a mix-up in the office. They reassigned you to substitute for Mrs. Sevenstar’s class. The students are all in the gym on the bleachers.”
She looked startled and a bit peeved, but there wasn’t anything she could do. She frowned at me as she walked out. 
“Get in your seat, Ron. Okay, let’s discuss string theory.”
“Yay!” I yelled, plopping down in my seat.
“Just kidding. We’ll discuss… fractions I guess.”
“No…” I moaned, putting my head down. Here I had an Ancient at my disposal and I still had to contend with fractions. Evil, boring fractions. Stupid fractions couldn’t even be whole numbers…
 
*          *          *
 
During FACS, the intercom interrupted to tell us that Hail and I needed to ride the bus because Drake was being taken home early. Covered in cookie batter and chocolate smeared on my face like war paint, I growled in frustration. Hail and I were supposed to protect him. How many demon teachers have hurt him?
“What’s your problem?” a student asked. 
I examined the boy for a minute. “I don’t know you.”
“No, this is my first day,” he said.
“Then don’t assume you can speak to me.”
“That’s not a very nice thing to say, Ron,” a girl said. I looked at her and tried to remember her name. She was a little taller than me with dark blond hair and big blue eyes. 
“I’m not nice. I don’t try to be nice.” I gave up on trying to remember her name. I only bothered with this class because Hail liked my food; this class was in no way helpful in getting me into seventh grade the next year.
FACS let out early so I walked to Hail’s class. My cookies weren’t done and I had nothing to give my brother, so I was focused on coming up with a plan distract him. I sensed danger right before I was pushed from behind. I hit the soft dirt, luckily, as I had taken the shortcut to Hail’s class, which was through the archery field. Unfortunately, that meant I was alone with my opponent and Hail didn’t get out for another five minutes. If I used magic, I would be risking the safety of my family, but I really couldn’t fight any other way. 
It was the boy from FACS. He stood with his fists raised. “You want to talk shit in front of everyone, let’s see how you put up now.” 
I dusted dirt from my shirt and recalled everything my uncle and granddad had taught me. Unfortunately, that was Hail’s thing. I outsmarted our enemy, and he pounded them into pulp. I liked our system. Why did this fool have to mess that up?
I will not expose my family.
The boy threw a punch at me, which I narrowly dodged. 
I will not expose my family.
He kicked this time and caught me in the upper leg. It hurt, but not enough to knock me down.
I will not expose my family.
I resorted to the best method of fighting I could. When he tried to punch me again, I grabbed his arm, bit him, and would not led go no matter how hard he screamed or hit me. Then his eyes glowed yellow and I released him. He created a fireball in his fist, aimed, and…
I will not expose my family.
His fire shot out and struck an invisible shield in front of me. Xul, suddenly beside him, grabbed the demon roughly by the arms. “Big mistake, kid. That was a big mistake.” Xul and his captive vanished.
I was waiting calmly by the door when Hail walked out of his classroom. He saw me and his face lit up. “You came to walk me to lunch!””
“Of course I did. How was your morning?”
“Boring! Yours?”
“The same. Nothing interesting. Hey.” I stopped him and turned to him with my best “forgive me, love me, I’m innocent” expression.
“What’s wrong?”
“I didn’t get your cookies done in time for lunch. Don’t be mad.”
He pulled me into his arms for a hug and kissed my forehead. “I couldn’t be mad at you for that. You don’t have to make me sweets every day for lunch.” He let me go. “You can make me dessert at home instead.” He walked off towards the cafeteria. I sighed, happy that I hadn’t ruined his morning. 
 
*          *          *
 
After school, Hail and I chose to walk home instead of taking the bus. We probably should have waited for Xul, but I didn’t want the demon to go with us. Hail was extremely excited about going swimming, though we decided we were going to check on Drake first. The only thing that possibly could have distracted me from going straight to Drake’s house was a crime scene, and since there would never be a crime scene in such a small town…
I was shocked to come across yellow police tape sectioning off the yard of a small house. Hail shrugged when I looked at him. “Let’s see what the problem is,” I said. 
Hail opened the door and a police officer was instantly there. “You can’t come in here, boys.”
“I am Holmes, Detective Sherlock Holmes, and this is my assistant, Watson.” I flashed my badge, which Dad gave me for my birthday, and he sputtered. “Junior division, thank you very much. Now, what can you tell me about the situation?” I pushed past him to survey the room.
“I don’t---”
“Watson, get this down; the suspect is a woman,” I interrupted. Hail instantly had a little notepad and pen out and started writing.
“Hang on, Sherlock---” the officer started.
“Watson, get this down; Sherlock Holmes disguise only works on worlds other than Earth.”
“You’re going too fast,” Hail said, scribbling on his pad.
“Shorthand, Watson, shorthand! This is a crime scene, not a tea party.” I turned to the officer. “I have all the information I need. I will call you in the morning with my full report. Thank you for your cooperation.” He was sputtering as I left.
“So what happened?” Hail asked. 
“A little girl was kidnapped by a demon.”
“How do we save her?” he asked. 
My brother would never question me or my methods. “A demon kidnapped the girl, so let’s find the only demon we know.”
“Did Zeb do this?”
“Of course not. He’s Dad’s demon. He wouldn’t do anything wrong like that,” I opened the door to the apartment to find Xul on the couch and Dylan yelling at him. “Um… bad time, Daddy?” I asked.
He glared at me and thunder cracked outside. Hail pushed me behind him. “It was my fault! Whatever it was, Ron didn’t do it!”
“You were out there alone without telling anyone where you were.” Dad’s quiet voice caused Hail to back up until he was pushing me back out the door. Lightning crackled in the sky. 
“But Xul could have---”
“You were out there alone without telling anyone where you were! Go to your room!” Hail grabbed my hand and took off, keeping us as far out of Dad’s reach as possible. Our mom was a god. Our dad was scary as hell. 
We sat in our room and did homework. When we were done with that, we turned the page and did more work. The house was absolutely silent until Mom got home, and apparently she picked up on the mood pretty quickly. 
At about six, Mordon walked in with two bowls of cereal. “We seem to be missing a lot to food, so this is the best I could manage.”
“Is Daddy gonna be mad at us forever?” I asked. Mordon sat on my bed between my brother and me.
“No, buddy. He’s not really mad at you; he just doesn’t know how to deal with what he feels. The principal called him at work to tell him you two didn’t get on the bus. He came home and found Xul, and Xul didn’t know where you were, either. You two were kidnapped yesterday. He was so scared that the only way he could express it was with anger.”
“Dad is never afraid. Even the gods listen to him,” Hail argued.
“If either of you ever got hurt, your dad’s heart would die. He wouldn’t be able to stand the pain. Your father is the strongest man I know, never forget that, but he is strongest in his love for his family. The fear of losing you two could kill him.”
“We didn’t know we weren’t supposed to be out alone!” Hail cried. 
“I know. Earth isn’t like Duran, and especially Shomodii. On Duran, you have magic, Hobble, and Shinobu. If you go anywhere here, you have to let someone know. If not for your own safety then for Xul’s.”
“Xul?” I asked. 
Mordon nodded. “Your dad was about to kill him very painfully.” He stood. “I now know why he keeps corncob holders in the house. Rojan and I learned a few things today.” Mordon left and we went to bed soon after. 
 
*          *          *
 
Once again, I saw my uncle covered in blood with his claws and teeth shifted. This time was different though, because he had a sword and because he was facing me instead of my father. It was cold, but I looked down when heat spread across my chest. My heartbeat pounded faster and faster as blood pooled at my feet. 
I tried to reach for my uncle, to cry for his help.
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to Hail screaming something unintelligible. Something about a staff. I ran to his bed and hugged him. “It’s okay. Everything is okay.”
“I saw Dad die. I saw him die. That is not okay!” He tried to scramble out of bed, but got tangled in sheets. 
I untwisted the sheets until he could spring from the bed and out the door before I could even figure out what he was talking about. I followed him and reached the hallway just as he nearly busted our parents’ door open. Drawn by the commotion, Mordon opened his door and stared down the hallway in confusion, still half asleep. By the time I made it to our parents’ room with Mordon right behind me, Hail was under the covers between Mom and Dad and both of them were hugging him. 
“What happened?” Dad asked.
“I had a bad dream,” Hail whispered instead of the truth. I joined him on the bed.
“Got this handled?” Mordon asked. Dad nodded and Mordon walked back to his room. 
 
*          *          *
 
There was a terribly annoying chirping sound. I reached towards the sound in order to hit it and felt something soft.
“Ow!” Dad yelped. “Watch it, sweetheart. I got it.” The dreadful chirping stopped.
Mom laughed. “He’s so your son. How many times have I been abused for that damn alarm clock?”
“Sorry, love.” He leaned over me to kiss Mom and I gagged. 
“That’s my cue to leave.” I grabbed Hail by the foot and pulled, but he was too heavy and too deeply asleep. I rolled my eyes and went into the kitchen. Xul was reading a book at the table, the coffee was brewing, and all the ingredients were laid out for me to make breakfast. “Whatcha reading?” I asked. 
He gave me a suspicious look and lowered the book so I couldn’t see the cover. “A slasher/gore story.”
“Oh. Dad said we should never watch the news. I didn’t know they made a book about it.” He laughed and I was clueless as to why. “Why are you staying with us instead of just jumping in to save us when you need to?”
“I don’t know. I just like this town for some reason; it seems like as good a place as any for me to settle down in. Besides, your dad put me on babysitting duty.”
“So, there’s a crime scene on Fourth Street that---”
“Nope. You are grounded. I’m not taking another lashing from your father. You will not leave my sight for a hot second if I have to take over each and every damn one of your classes. Don’t try to barter sympathy either. That man is a lunatic when it comes to protecting you and I’m not getting yelled at for you again. You’re to go from school to home with me breathing down your neck the entire way.”
“What about Hail?”
“Hail won’t do anything unless he’s following your lead. You are grounded. He can go to his classes without me.”
“You can’t ground me!”
“I damn well can, kid. I don’t care if you call me your baby-sitter, your warden, or the wart on your butt; I’m not letting you out of spitting distance. I’ll bust your butt if I have to.”
“You can’t!” I screeched. 
“Ronez Yatunus, you will lower your voice.” My father’s growl consumed the room and made me feel even smaller than I was.
“Sorry, Daddy.”
He approached me slowly. “I don’t want ‘sorry,’ I want a ‘yes, sir.’ You will not leave Xul’s sight without permission, you will mind him, and you will be home right after school or so help me, you’ll wish you were being kidnapped again. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, sir,” I whispered. 
“How long are we grounded?” Hail asked quietly from the doorway.
“Until I say so. I’m thinking mid-forties right now, so you really don’t want to push it.” 
Mordon walked in and squeezed my dad’s shoulder. Instead of getting my dad a coffee, he pulled a soda out from a hiding spot in the fridge. “Something happened to the bread, so I’ll pick some up today.” He searched the cabinets until he found a bagel for Dad. 
I remembered Mom once saying to Mordon that Mountain Dew and bread was the only thing that settled Dad’s stomach when he was upset. 
I realized as my dad discreetly shuddered that he really was afraid. I had hurt my dad just because I wanted to have some fun. I wasn’t considering the people I cared about and I hurt them. Not just Dad, but Xul was punished because of me. Hail wouldn’t get to go swimming for a long time, and it wasn’t his fault. 
“I’m sorry. I love you, Daddy.”
“I love you, too. Go to school.” Hail, Xul, and I took off for the door. 
“He means for you to change first!” Mordon yelled after us.
The three of us walked to school in silence and when we arrived at the cafeteria, Hail ate without complaining. I started crying over my eggs and Hail just rubbed my back.
“What’s wrong? You won’t be grounded forever,” Xul said.
He didn’t understand. “They’re going to leave us,” I cried. 
“Where the hell did you get that idea from?”
“Mom never wanted us. Dad loves us but I’m just going to get in trouble again. He’ll get tired of dealing with us.”
“Oh, God, I hope you grow out of this. Your parents love you both, even when you make them angry. Samhail, do you remember when you were two? Your father nearly lost his life in order to save you after knowing you for less than a week. Ron, your mother wouldn’t put her feet on the ground for the last month of her pregnancy for fear of losing you.”
The bell rang and it was time for gym. Xul made me participate in basketball, saying it would help me to get my mind off things. Other students never asked me what was wrong, they just patted me on the back because they could sense my grief. Xul waited outside my locker room and then walked me to my math class, where he was the substitute for Mr. Cardigan. I felt like I was a prisoner… but I was at fault. 
I daydreamed for most of the class and then did my practice problems half-heartedly. This was too easy for me.
“How is math going?”
“Boring. How is science?”
“We’re in the gym again. A fight just broke out among the basketball players. It’s funny.” Everything was quiet for a few minutes until… “Oh, no.”
“What?” I sat up. 
“My head hurts.”
My hand shot up. “Mr. Carter, I have to go to the bathroom!” I shouted, cutting him off mid-sentence. 
“You can wait.”
“I can’t. I really, really can’t.” Sometimes I could distance myself from Hail’s visions, but when they were very strong, he needed me. Only he could tell how bad it would be beforehand. 
Xul must have realized the seriousness of it. “Go,” he said. 
I ran the entire way to the bathroom, locked myself in, and leaned against the wall. I barely had enough time to sit before my vision blurred. 
When shapes sharpened into focus, I was in my English room. According to the sunlight streaming through the windows, it was sometime shortly after school. My English teacher and my History teacher were both there. Mrs. Sharp looked tired and her clothes were torn. Ms. Sterling looked a fair bit better, but she panted heavily.
They taunted and attacked each other with magic, but the sound was blurred and the vision rushed through the scene until Ms. Sterling lay bleeding out on the ground. When everything went black, I wanted to growl. I learned nothing of value, other than that way too many teachers here were demons.
I sat up, shivering from the cold floor, and took my time climbing to my feet. “Are you okay?” I asked my brother. 
“Yeah. I made it to the locker room and locked the door. You?”
“I went to the bathroom. Xul is probably going to yell at me.”
“He won’t yell at you for something you couldn’t control. So what did you learn? What do we know and what do we do?”
“I don’t know. Give me a few minutes to do this one.” I unlocked the door and made my way back to class. Xul was helping a student when I sat in my seat, so I just did my math. I tried to remember the details I got from the scene, but it was almost like I wasn’t supposed to see any of it. Everything they said was blurred over. 
Xul set a notebook on my desk as he walked by. It was a beautiful, hardback journal with a deep, rich purple cover that felt like suede when I ran my fingers over it. It was about six by eight inches and half an inch thick. On the front cover was a pink sticky note with a small script. 
Your dad always has a notebook with him to write his ideas down in.
I took off the sticky note to find an inscription on the cover: When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth. I couldn’t get the smile off my face as the bell rang. 
Hail met me at the door. “What has you so happy?”
Before I could answer, Xul put his hand on my back and leaned down to whisper. “I’m going to walk you to English, but then I have to go back to the gym. Do not leave your classroom without Hail. If your teacher lets you out early, you call Hail to cut class.”
I knew that if I got hurt because Xul wasn’t watching me, my dad would do worse than kill him. I nodded, thinking about the demon kid who attacked me the day before. “I won’t go anywhere without you or Hail. That boy from yesterday… What did you do to him? He was demon, right? Wizards don’t have glowy eyes.”
Hail shot me a look, but I didn’t consider him a wizard; he was better than just a wizard. A wizard was the descendent of a Guardian, which he was. But while Hail technically Vivian and Nano’s son, he was also the son of Vretial. That made him a demigod, as well as a seer. In fact, Hail was more than that if my dad was right, as he usually was.
“He is half demon. His mother is human and his father was a one-night stand. His mother is also a strict woman who wouldn’t let her child get away with anything, so I took him to her and told her what he did. He was getting grilled when I left.” When we both stared at him, waiting for more, he shrugged. “I wasn’t about to hurt a child. I’m still paying for my crimes.”
I pulled a watermelon Jolly Crunch out of my pocket and held it out for him. “Good demon,” I said as he took it. “I saw Mrs. Sharp and Ms. Sterling fight in Hail’s vision. Are they demons?”
“Sharp is a demon and Sterling is a wizard. When did you see them fight?”
“So Mrs. Sharp is the enemy?”
He gave me a sour look. “Not every demon is the enemy. Now, when are they going to fight?” he asked again.
I opened my mouth to tell him. “Sometime before school,” I lied. I didn’t mean to, that was just what came out. Hail took my hand. “We couldn’t hear anything they said.”
“Let me know if you figure anything else out. Otherwise, don’t worry about it.” 
We arrived at my English class and both Xul and Hail left me. My concentration was tainted by the knowledge that my English teacher was likely to die that afternoon. Ms. Sterling was a very happy, friendly woman who could explain concepts of grammar like my dad could math. With every word she said, I waited for the clue that would save her life. 
I got nothing. 
I was irritated as Hail walked me to FACS, for I didn’t like being bested. In FACS, the boy who attacked me was gone, but unfortunately, that irritated me even more because I wanted someone to spar with. I was annoyed that I didn’t have answers to Hail’s riddle, I was annoyed that I had to be babysat by a demon, and I was annoyed because there was a little girl missing and nobody would listen to me long enough to help her.
I could still smell the sour, putrid scent of demon and the stack of missing child fliers was depressing. Even more so, I was annoyed because the balance wasn’t bothered at all. 
“You smell weird,” one of the boys said. 
This boy caught my eye from the first day because he had an odd wildness to him. He was obviously colorblind, for the bright yellow t-shirt and lime green shorts made me want to scrub the taste out of my eyes when I looked at him. The fact that he had his shoes off every time the teacher turned around made me shudder. 
His blond hair was shaggy and unwashed. His brown eyes weren’t strange in their color, but there was something very subtly unusual about the shape of them. Un-human at least. Scrawny was never a word I would use, especially since he was bigger than me, but Hail could compare him to a shrimp. 
“Taper, right?” I asked. 
“Yeah, I’m Taper. You’re Ron? Is it short for Ronald?”
“It’s short to Ronez.” Why the ‘oh’ in Ronez changed to an ‘ah’ sound in Ron, I didn’t know. “How do I smell weird?”
“You smell like cookies.” 
I looked at the chocolate cake I was making. “I bake a lot.”
“You also smell like blood,” he added easily.
“Um… I have blood inside me. You do, too… right?” I asked, wondering if I was dealing with another supernatural being. He laughed as he walked away. I frowned at my cake and stuck it in the oven. “Have fun, cake. Good luck.”
“You say bye to your cake.” 
It wasn’t a question or accusation, merely a quiet statement. I turned to see a girl with long blond hair and brown eyes that matched Taper’s. Luckily, she had better style than him; her hair was clean and combed and she wore a simple blue dress with silver sandals.
“My brother says I’m a great chef, so I can talk to my cake if I want,” I defended myself. 
She shrugged. “I wasn’t making fun of you. I think it’s weird. There’s nothing wrong with that. I’m Tatum.”
“There’s nothing wrong with being weird? The history of the human population says otherwise.”
“Do you want a cupcake?” she asked, holding out a tray of pink cupcakes. “They’re raspberry flavor. I think. Or maybe they’re pink flavor.”
“Maybe raspberry tastes like pink. Then how could you tell?” 
She frowned for a second and then smiled. “I don’t know. That’s a good question. I ate a pink crayon before. It tasted bad.”
“Not as bad as brown would, probably,” I added. Her smile was cute. I took one of the cupcakes and ate half of it before getting a plastic ziplock bag out of the drawer. I put the remaining treat in it. 
“You don’t like it?” Tatum asked. 
“I do, but I want to share with my brother.”
“Oh. I don’t share anything with my brother. I mean, I share my mom. And Mom said we shared a womb. Most of the time, my brother is mean to me.”
“Taper is your brother?” I asked. She nodded. “Make chocolate cake for him. Cake always makes Hail happy. Actually, most sweets make him happy.”
“You smell like cookies,” she said. I nodded, because I probably did. “And blood,” she added before walking off. The bell rang and Tatum was there before I could make it out the door. “I’m going to follow you.”
“Why?” I asked. 
“So that you don’t get attacked again like yesterday.”
“My brother is with me today.”
“Then we can help, too,” Taper said, taking a position on my other side. 
I just shook my head and found Hail waiting for me outside. He gave Tatum and Taper a look, but otherwise ignored them. In the cafeteria, Tatum and Taper took a seat across from Hail and I. 
“Hail, this is Tatum and Taper.”
Tatum pulled a small box out of her bag and held it open for Hail. “Cupcake? They’re pink flavor.”
“I love pink flavor! Thank you.” He took the largest cupcake and pushed aside his tray. 
I took the cupcake from his hand before he could eat it. “Eat your vegetables and milk first,” I growled, trying to sound like Dad. His bottom lip stuck out and he gazed at the cupcake longingly. “Eat!”
He put one piece of broccoli in his mouth, grimaced, and reached for the cupcake. 
“Eat your veggies or I’m telling Dad.”
He looked behind me. “Zeb, what are you doing?” my brother said suddenly. I turned to look, but the demon was nowhere in sight. When I turned back to Hail for an explanation, his tray was empty and the siblings suddenly had more food on theirs.
I glared at him as he took the cupcake from my unresisting hands.
 
*          *          *
 
I was both relieved and disappointed that Drake was missing during English again. I was relieved because I didn’t want him near the demon teachers, and I was disappointed because that meant he was still feeling bad. “Dad won’t let us leave the house, but maybe he’ll let us call Drake,” I suggested. 
“Maybe he’ll let Drake come over.”
“So, Ron, what mistake did the Japanese make in the war?”
“Their first mistake was to side with Germany. But the textbook, egocentric answer is that they attacked Pearl Harbor.”
“Do you know what egocentric means?” she asked with irritation.
“Of course, ma’am. I’m nine; I’m very egocentric, but to be perfectly honest, I get most of it from my mother, so my uncle says I’m not going to grow out of it. In fact, I will probably get worse.” She didn’t seem to know what to say to that. 
Science was boring, but soon enough, it was time for archery. I watched my brother’s natural ability with the bow and wondered what good I was to him. Hail could master any weapon. He was the son of the most powerful god and was born a Guardian. All I did was get him in trouble. Oh, I could usually think my way out of whatever trouble we were in, but that was only after I got him into it.
Vretial wanted both of us as his Guardians, whereas Avoli only wanted Hail. Honestly, I could understand Avoli’s standpoint; I was the wildcard. Avoli feared my father turning on the gods more than any other Iadnah did, so of course I would be held to the same suspicion. 
I couldn’t feel jealous of my brother. While he looked more than two years older than me and things came naturally to him that I struggled with, I wasn’t stupid. I understood that he was mine in a way nobody but my dad and Mordon could understand. My weaknesses were his strengths and vice versa. Hail reacted with his heart and could see the truth through any illusion, where I could use my head even if my heart was breaking. Hail was strong, where I was clever. Although my brother wasn’t a fool, he could enjoy life without cracking puzzles and solving mysteries every minute of every day. I couldn’t be jealous of him because I was proud of him. 
I was so deep in thought about Hail’s vision and the missing girl that I shrieked and jumped a foot in the air when a hand came down on my shoulder. Tatum and Taper were both standing behind me on the bleachers.
“You didn’t know we were in the same class with you, did you?” Taper asked.
I put my hand over my racing heart. “I really didn’t know anything about either of you until today. I’m not here to make friends. I really only ever pay attention to people when they can help me or my brother.”
“Ron, wait,” Hail said. I turned to see him walking towards us. “Dad says to treat everyone as your friend until they prove otherwise. Dad has friends all over the universe he can go to for help or information. We need that.”
“Do we want these two as friends?”
“Yes. Tatum gave us cupcakes.”
I rolled my eyes and turned back to the siblings. “Where are your shoes?” I asked, realizing for some reason that they were both barefoot.
Tatum looked down at her bare feet. “Oh, hey! You’re right; they’re missing. I wonder how that happened. So, we’re all meeting up after school today.”
“Who is ‘we’?” Hail asked. 
“A bunch of us realized that Alyssa Cofer went missing a few nights ago. Maddie Glave and Ben Butler are missing, too. We’re going to find them,” Taper said. 
“Shouldn’t that be the police’s job?”
“The police are slow.”
“How many is ‘a bunch’?” Hail asked.
“Four,” Tatum said confidently. 
“So, you two, and four others? Six is a little small for a rescue mission,” I said, thinking. Six human fifth graders against a demon… I didn’t like the sound of that.
“No. Me, Taper, Luca, and Logan. Plus you,” Tatum added.
“We’re---” Hail started, but I slapped him in the chest and he shut up. 
“We’ll be there. We’ll meet in the archery field at four-thirty.”
“Oh, god, we’re going to be so dead. Dad said to be home right after school.”
“And we will be. We’ll just have to sneak out afterwards.”
“Oh, god, we’re going to be so dead.”
 
*          *          *
 
Xul walked us home, but he slowed when we passed the house with six police cars parked in the yard. The police tape was gone, but it was pretty obvious something had happened. “That’s the place I tried to tell you about this morning,” I said. “A little girl is missing and a demon was there.”
He paused, obviously concerned, but then pushed us both forward. “It doesn’t concern us. In fact, the only thing that concerns me is keeping my skin attached to my body, and that means getting you two home before your dad has to check his watch.”
“Is Dad at home?”
“No, he’s at work. Mordon is at home, and if he doesn’t tell Dylan you’re there by three-thirty, I am under orders to destroy all the food in the house except for vegetables.”
Hail took off running.
We made it home with two minutes to spare and Mordon told Dylan we were in the clear. Then Mordon left, saying he had to meet with some people and wouldn’t be back until very late. Dad was supposed to get off work at seven, which meant we had to make it back by then.
Hail got us some poptarts out of the kitchen for our dinner. I pushed open our window at four-fifteen. 
“We’re going to die.”
“Well, then, I think we should live a little first.”
With no more arguing from him, we made it to the archery field without incident. Tatum, Taper, and two others were waiting for us. Logan was a tall seventh grader with a moody air about him, ordinary brown hair, and hazel eyes. Even his t-shirt and jeans were ordinary. Luca, a sixth grader, had a darker Italian complexion with very dark brown hair and light blue/gray eyes. He dressed in a high-quality red sweater and black jeans. His hygiene alone clued me in that he was more intelligent than most of my classmates. 
“Where do we start?” Logan asked. 
“There is a house on Fourth Street where a girl went missing,” I supplied.
“That is Alyssa’s house.”
“Okay, you guys discuss the plan. I’m going to run to the bathroom.” I gave Hail a quick nod and took off for the school building. Hail would understand that I wanted the others distracted. 
“The school is locked!” Luca yelled after me. I ignored him. 
A lock was no match for my magic, thus I opened the back door to the gym easily. Wasting no time, I made my way to my English class. The door was unlocked, so I entered the room to find no blood, body, or dueling teachers. After a few minutes, I decided I must have had the wrong day, when suddenly there was a noise in the hallway. I dived behind the teacher’s desk just as the door burst opened. 
Peeking out from under the metal desk, I could make out two women’s legs and shoes. One of them was clearly shoving the other. 
“I told you, I have no idea where they are,” Mrs. Sharp said. There was the sharp and unmistakable sound of someone being slapped.
“I suggest you change your answer. I know you took the kids and Keigan,” Ms. Sterling said. 
For whatever reason I hadn’t heard their conversation in Hail’s vision, I knew I had to heed the warning. I had to stop Mrs. Sharp from killing Ms. Sterling. I couldn’t divert their magical attacks without being discovered. 
I created a spherical shield around me. This wasn’t a shield of protection, but a shield of illusion. The outside of the shield bent light around until it would appear almost invisible. The only way it could be seen is if someone was looking directly at it when I had to move because there would be distortion. I stood and faced the two teachers, who were so busy with each other that they noticed nothing odd. I created another sphere, much smaller, in my hand. This ball contained a very unique blend of elements that Vretial taught me. It wasn’t that it used every element; it actually used whatever was handy to create a distraction. It was specifically designed not to hurt anyone.
I tossed the sphere at the ceiling above them and it burst open. Out poured rain, lightning, and thunder until where was a full-sized storm compacted in the room. Water flooded the floor as lightning struck desks. Both teachers, as confused as they were, realized they were in over their heads and bolted from the room. I ended my spells and waltzed back to the archery field. 
“Why are you wet?” Logan asked. 
I looked down at my soaked clothes. “Oh, hey, look at that. I wonder how that happened.”
Hail snickered. “We have to be home by seven,” Hail told the others.
“What happens at seven?” Taper asked. 
“We die,” I answered. “So let’s hurry. Logan, Luca, what are your skills? What are you good at?”
“I like art,” Logan volunteered.
“Okay, boring and useless. You can be the pretty boy who dies first in the movie. Luca?” 
“Um… I can drive.”
“Useful in case we need a quick exit. What else? Anybody?” In order to be a good ruler, I had to understand the strengths and weaknesses of my subjects. Even the most useless skill can be utilized by someone smart enough to use it.
“I can make cupcakes,” Tatum said quietly. “Pink flavored ones. Um… I can also---”
Her brother slapped his hand over her mouth. “You can’t tell anyone about that!” he said.
Hail put his arm around me and pulled until my back was against his chest. “Check them out with your magic. There’s something weird about all of them. The twins are definitely hiding something.” 
My jaw dropped as I did what my brother suggested. I was so used to people being all that they seemed that I hadn’t even bothered to check them out. Not one of the four people in front of me was human. “Okay,” I said, disguising my shock. “I think if we’re going to work together, we should be honest in what we are. Does everyone agree?”
“We’re not supposed to say anything,” Taper said. 
“We are all on equal footing here and want the same thing. We need to trust each other to save our friends,” Luca said. 
“Then you go first,” Logan insisted. 
“I’m a vouxeng, sort of a psychic vampire. I can control people’s moods, including my own, but I have to take energy every few days or if I overexert myself. I can calm myself by taking someone’s calm energy. I could also kill someone, but I don’t want to ever have to do that. The older I get, the more powerful I will become. My uncle could control dreams when he wanted a certain type of energy. He could make people do things and pretty much control their minds. He was killed before I was born.”
“I’m fae,” Logan said, glaring as if he was daring one of us to tease him. 
“So you’re like a wizard?”
“I like art. That’s my skill; I can make illusion magic using art. It was a rare, highly prized skill for my people because we were the ones who made our hiding places undetectable. I can draw a life-sized door and people will walk by it, thinking it was a door without looking directly at it. I once drew a sun and posted the paper on the window, and everyone believed it was daylight out.”
“That could be useful. So how about you two?”
The twins looked at each other. “Our mother is from Malta,” Taper said. “She is of the fire tribe, whereas our father was from the land tribe. Their love was secretive and dangerous until our mother was supposed to be married to another man. Our father jumped in the way, they got married, and called it an accident. They were a little ostracized, but they were happy. Mom was pregnant with us when there was a light.”
“Mom said it was the brightest thing she ever saw… but she was never happy again. The light left her here on Earth, with no idea what happened. She was alone and it took her years to figure out how to live here. We never met our father. Every day, she sits in front of the living room window and prays to Madus that our father will find her.”
“I can see, hear, and smell through the senses of animals. I can spy on virtually anyone. Tatum can see things. If she touches an object, she can see the people who have touched it, the thoughts they had, or conversations that happened around it.”
“Okay. We can work with this. Taper and Tatum, you two need to survey Alyssa’s house. I can get Tatum inside. Taper, spy on the police. I want to know every bit of information they have and every move they make. Luca, I need you to keep an eye on the teachers. They’re up to something. Some of them are demons, though, so be careful. If any teacher is angry, scared, or excited, I want to know about it. Logan, get some distractions ready. We’ll all meet back Monday for lunch.”
“You haven’t told us your skills yet. Or are you embarrassed? It’s okay if you don’t have much skill,” Logan said.
Hail and I looked at each other and smirked. “Our mother is a goddess, our father is the most powerful Noquodi ever born, our uncle is a three-thousand-year-old dragon, and if you share this information with anyone, our demon bodyguard will destroy you in a very agonizing way. Our power is limitless, but if that isn’t specific enough for you, I’m a genius and Hail is a seer.”
They all stared open-mouthed, so Hail clapped his hands once. “Get your butts in gear, people, we are on a schedule,” he demanded. Luca, Logan, and Taper scattered. 
When Tatum, Hail, and I arrived at Alyssa’s house, the cops were gone and the driveway was empty. We found the most secluded spot in the back yard of the house and I put the light-bending shield around us. The sliding glass door was locked, but I ran my magic through the metal handle and got the image of the type of lock it was; it was easy to unlock with Iadnah energy. 
We entered the house and Tatum snooped around while Hail and I kept watch. She started crying when she touched a children’s book on the coffee table, but refused to tell us why. It wasn’t until we went into the girl’s bedroom that Tatum got a real idea of what happened. 
“An evil man searched this room, looking for her. She wasn’t here, which made him furious. It’s so hard to see anything because the cops have touched everything. We need to try out back.”
“Why? What happened outside?”
“It’s just a feeling. I can feel it; the forest is her safe place.”
We went outside and I relocked the door behind us. Tatum could obviously see a lot more here… especially when she closed her eyes. She went from tree to tree in a specific order, as if following someone. “What happened?” I asked. 
“He found her. She heard him break into her house while she was out running… She was a wolf. Her parents weren’t home and she wasn’t supposed to be outside, so she was afraid to do anything. She… became a girl again and hid in a tree, but he found her.”
“Did he kill her?” Hail asked. 
“Not yet. Not here.”
“We’re out of time,” Hail warned me. “We’ll talk about things over lunch on Monday.”
Despite our rush, we walked Tatum home. After all, there was a demon running around and kidnapping children. Dad’s car wasn’t in the driveway when we got home. Hail climbed through the window and stopped, backing up against the glass to hide me. I figured that whatever trouble we were in, I might as well face it. I pushed him out of the way and climbed through. Mom was sitting on my bed, leaning back with her arms folded. 
“Hi, Mom. Ron and I were just going for a walk,” Hail said. 
“And yet I know for a fact that you are both grounded.”
“Please don’t tell Dad,” I begged. We hadn’t factored our mother caring that we snuck away into our plans.
“And put him in a bad mood? Not a chance. I’ll punish you myself.”
“How?” Hail asked, taking my hand.
“You’ll see,” she said before standing up and walking out.  
I squeezed Hail’s hand. “We’re in deep shit.”



Chapter 8
Dylan
I started off that morning determined to get my mother out of the building. It helped that I had the support of every single nurse. My mother was the kind of woman who could bring down even the happiest people, and the nurses had enough problems without her ridiculing and snapping at them. She also spent every moment of my shift making my job and my life hell. 
“She hit the call button every five minutes last night, most of the time just to fluff her pillows or hand her the remote.”
Mrs. Parris, our youngest nurse, happened to be walking by as Ms. Manning ranted and paused. “She, at one point, said she pushed the button because she wanted to make sure I wasn’t getting fatter on her dime. I told her I am pregnant, not fat. She said I would make a horrible mother because it took me too long to get to her when she pushed the button. She said if I treated my baby like I did her, the baby would commit suicide!” She was fired up, and rightly so.
Mrs. Parris was a wonderful woman who volunteered her time at the youth center when she wasn’t working. She loved kids and was five months into her first pregnancy. Having lived through Divina’s pregnancy, I sympathized with any woman who had to work while with child.
“That woman has no idea what it means to be a mother,” I said. 
Grumbling about evil presences in the hospital, Mrs. Parris left. Ms. Manning gave me a look. “Isn’t she your mother?”
I groaned. “Please don’t tell me there’s a resemblance.”
“No, she just demanded that I ‘get her lazy bum of a son in there’ before she disembowels someone. She was demanding morphine.”
“Overdose her.”
“Dylan! That’s horrible!”
I had more important things to worry about than having a devil in my hospital; namely having demons after my sons. Had I known the middle school was infested with demons, I would have had Xul guarding my boys from the start. It was also pretty obvious that the “vampires” who tried to get my book would try something else. “Don’t worry about her; she’s well enough to leave.”
“Dylan, she almost died three days ago. I know she can’t stay here; there are already two nurses threatening to quit. She went to the nursery yesterday and started cussing at the babies. She went outside with some bread to feed the bird and swatted them with her cane when they got close!”
“I am well aware what kind of person she is. Don’t let anybody quit, and don’t tell anyone I’m her son.”
“Nobody would believe me anyway.” A buzzer went off and she looked down at her switchboard. “She’s pushed the button again.”
“I’ll take care of it. Prepare the morgue.”
“It’s been prepped and ready since she arrived.”
I went to her room to find my mother thumbing her call button with frustration. 
“About time you got here! Get me another pillow!” she demanded when she saw me. She had three pillows. 
“Only if I can smother you with it. You’re getting kicked out. I’m not losing my nurses because you can’t act like a civilized human being.”
“You can’t kick me out! I’ve not recovered yet!”
The unfortunate truth was that if she couldn’t take care of herself, even when she was healthy. “You can’t stay here. I’ll get you a motel room and hire someone to help you there. All you need now is to rest and heal. You can’t do that if you’re screaming at babies.”
“I’ll go home with you.”
“Not a chance.”
“Then I’m staying here. One or the other, boy, you don’t have a choice.”
I did have a choice; I could have kicked her out on the streets. As great a plan as that sounded, however, I couldn’t look at myself in the mirror if I did that. For all her flaws, her hate, neglect, and abuse, the woman was my mother. 
The problem was, she would ridicule and pick a fight with anyone. Mordon would burn her to ash, the boys would use her for target practice, Xul would eat her soul, and my wife would… “Mordon? Are you with Divina?”
“For the moment. I was just heading out. Why?”
“If Divina isn’t busy, ask her to come to the hospital. I need her to pick someone up. We have a houseguest staying.”
“For how long?”
“I wonder…” I said. “Divina will need to drive the Charger.”
“Your houseguest wouldn’t make it home alive.”
“I’m counting on it.” I gave my mother my most trustworthy smile and she shrunk back. “I’ll have my wife pick you up. I hope you’re not hungry, because all our food disappeared.”
She looked at my wedding ring in shock, and then swallowed her surprise. “Well, if your wife is any half-way decent woman, she can cook your mother some damn food.”
“I’m counting on it.”
“Divina is on her way.” 
“Good.” I went about my rounds, checking on my patients. After about half an hour, the overhead came on. 
“Dr. Yatunus, you are needed at the front. Take your time, it’s just your wife here to see you,” Ms. Manning said sourly.
I scoffed, but concentrated on bandaging my patient. He laughed. “Better get up there, son. You don’t want to keep your better half waiting.”
“Especially not now that I’m about to drop my mother in her lap. That should do it. Be careful with the stiches this time, Jack. You shouldn’t be fixing your roof at night in November; that’s what you have a son for.”
“Adrian went to Florida on his honeymoon and the house wasn’t going to fix itself. There’s a leak in the basement, the stove makes a weird smell when I turn it on, and there’s something in the attic that sounds a lot bigger than a rat.”
Shit. The old man was going to take his riffle and shoot his attic squatter. “Sunday is my day off. I’ll come over with my brother and we’ll take care of the chores.”
“I can’t let you---”
I glared. “How many years did you serve in the army?” I asked, cutting him off. The old man was a doctor in his time. I was in emergency medicine, but what I did was easy compared to what he did under fire. After he got out of the army, he went into construction, where he was almost immediately in a major accident. As soon as he was out of the hospital, he went right back to work to support his wife and baby. Altogether, he worked for nearly sixty years. “You did what you were supposed to do, now it’s your time to sit on the porch and do nothing. Mordon and I will be over at nine.”
“Morgan?”
“Close enough.”
The old man left and I headed to the nurse’s station, where Divina was waiting. She was absolutely gorgeous with a thin red plaid, flannel shirt and skin-tight, dark blue jeans. Her jeans were tucked inside her dark brown leather, high-heeled boots. Her shiny black hair was loose and falling, slightly curly, over her shoulders and her deep blue eyes sparkled like she was up to something. She wasn’t wearing lip-gloss, but her lips were the perfect shade of berry-pink. 
There were many reasons I loved this woman, and she gave me a new one each day. No, her beauty wasn’t just skin deep; I loved her for her giving heart. She was a goddess, but she showed her love for me in everything she did. Even when she kept the Sight from me, I knew it was her way of trying to protect me. 
“Thank you for coming,” I said quietly. 
She smiled. “You asked me to. Mordon said we’re going to have a houseguest.”
“If you think you can handle it.” I led her to my mother’s room. 
She put her hand on the closed door and her eyes widened. “What monster do you have locked in this room? I have felt demons less evil than this.”
I sighed and opened the door. “Divina, meet my mother.”
For a few blessed seconds, my mother stared in shock. Unfortunately, she didn’t stay that way. “Is she your whore or your sugarbaby?” the woman asked.
Divina laughed. “This is going to be fun.” She turned to me and wrapped her arms around mine with the same child-like joy she had when I first fell in love with her. “She’s all mine? I can do whatever I want?”
I was counting on it. 
There was a collective cheer from the nurses and an undertone of celebration from the patients when Ms. Manning announced over the intercom that, “The wicked witch is dead!” Then she had to clarify that she wasn’t dead but gone, because somebody really had prepped the morgue. Who needed a padlock on a morgue shelf? Apparently my mother.
The rest of my day consisted of DIY and DUI accidents. When I got home, Ron and Hail were cleaning the living room, Xul was reading a book on the couch with a glass of red wine, and Divina was cooking up a potion in the kitchen. My first thought was to ask what the boys did to get them on clean-up duty, but it occurred to me I didn’t want to know. 
I went into the kitchen, leaned over my wife’s shoulder, and kissed her. My heart skipped a beat as it always did when we kissed. When I let her go, her smile lit up her eyes. “Divina? Where’s my mother?”
She smirked evilly. “Community service.”
“Where?”
“Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Don’t worry; she won’t die or get sick with something.” 
“She was injured. And how did you explain to her what you are?”
“I didn’t explain. She figured it out herself when I made her see some of your memories. I’m a god, Dylan; I will not fear a mortal. I did make it so that she tries to reveal my identity, she will instantly become deaf, blind, and mute. Then I healed her and sent her to work.”
“Have I told you how much I love you lately?”
“Not since breakfast.” She wrapped her arms around my neck. My mind went blank as I was lost in her warmth. I pulled my mouth from hers and she kissed my chest. After checking that she didn’t have a potion in her hand, I picked her up, set her on the table, and unbuttoned her shirt to find she had gone bra-free. A very annoying throat cleared, so I gave the demon the one finger salute and kissed Divina again.
“Dylan, I would love to leave you alone to snog your wife… in the kitchen… but you have a visitor at the door.”
I took a step away and sighed. “Why can’t my life be easy? Like, ‘Dylan wakes up, goes to work, then picks up groceries on the way home, and has a nice night in with his wife and kids.’ Instead my life is, ‘Dylan wakes up to aliens pounding on his door, makes it to work just in time to be kidnapped by vampires, from which he has to be saved by the god of Earth.’ And that’s on a boring day.”
Divina laughed and hopped off the table, causing her shirt to flap open. Damn. I buttoned her top, more as an excuse to keep touching her than to hide her beauty from Xul.
“I’d be better off in the void,” the demon muttered as he left. 
“What’s wrong with him?” I asked Divina.
“Xul is an Ancient; one of the most powerful demons and as old as the gods. He existed before humans were even an idea. His power was unmatched by any mortal. He was fooled by the balance into going after Hail and you crippled him for it. Powerless, he went to you and offered his life in servitude to you. He took what you gave him without asking for more, and instead of finding loopholes in your agreement he goes above and beyond to make up for what he did. Now he has to stay here with us because he lost his job and we sort of treat him like a dog. Demanding he keep watch over both boys every minute of every day is like asking him to herd cats with a water pistol. He wants to do well, but you’re demanding a lot from him. And at the end of the day, you have me and he has nobody. I think his ego might be stinging.”
I thought about it as I went to the door. Before I could even reach for the handle, Hail gasped. His eyes glowed fierce purple and he fell onto the couch. Xul caught Ron before he collapsed. I sat down on the couch and settled Hail in my lap. I couldn’t interrupt the child’s visions, but he had told me before that he could feel what was happening to him during them. 
Divina opened the door and let Ghidorah in. “Good evening, Tiamat. Dylan? Are they okay?” he asked me.
“They’re fine. What’s up?” I asked, wanting to get his focus off the boys. 
“Stacy and John have been kind enough to let me stay with them, but they make me leave every night for a few hours. I understand why, I just cannot stand to wander the town. There are so many in need of judgment that I am afraid to step outside. I sense sinister motives everywhere.”
“There are demons everywhere,” Divina said. 
“What do you mean ‘everywhere’? I knew they were at the school, but just how many are we talking about?” I asked. 
“There are hundreds, and many hang around your hospital.”
“And nobody notices?” I asked. Divina and Xul shared a look. “What?”
Divina gave me a worried frown. “You didn’t realize that there are less than a hundred humans in this town? Everyone here is a supernatural creature, a wizard, from another world, or married to one of them. Stacy is fae. Mordon has been hanging out with a pack of dragons.”
“The sheriff is a dragon,” Xul added. 
“Why didn’t anyone tell me this?!” I asked, frustrated. 
“We honestly thought you knew. You usually figure everything out before anyone else does.”
When I just stared at her, Xul left for a moment, only to return with a Mountain Dew and a bagel. I turned my stare on the demon until he honestly looked nervous. “Maybe we should call Mordon,” he whispered.
Divina sat beside me and took my hand in hers. “I really thought you knew.”
“It can’t be,” I said, taking my hand back. “My patients are always human… except for Alyssa. I get plenty of wizards, but I never paid much attention to it.”
“Well, humans are more likely to get hurt and more likely to go to the hospital when they are hurt. Besides, a lot of the families here that originated elsewhere have been here for several generations. I expect your magic would have trouble detecting it when you’re focused on healing them. If their innards are the same and work the same, what does it matter?”
“Okay. I suppose it was my own fault; I should have been around more. I’ll push that aside for later. I want to know why demons are invading this town. We need to spy on the demons. Find out everything about them.”
“I can do it,” Xul offered.
“No. You’re needed to protect the boys. If anything happens, you will have whatever power you could possibly need at your disposal to protect them. Right now, that’s invaluable. Priority one is protecting the boys.”
“I can go in as a spy,” Ghidorah volunteered. “I can disguise myself as a demon… only it would never work. Never mind. I would be unable to stop myself from judging every one of them.”
Xul shuddered and edged away from Ghidorah, who snarled at the demon. I passed Hail into Divina’s lap and placed myself between Ghidorah and Xul. “Remember what I told you,” I warned the Guardian. 
“You don’t understand how painful it is to withhold judgment.”
“I do. I also trust you to do so, because I promise you I make a better friend than foe.”
“Daddy!” Ron cried. Everyone turned to him. He tried to run before he could steady himself, so Xul held him back. “Get him out of here!” he furiously gestured towards Ghidorah. Hail leapt from the couch and pushed Ghidorah away from me. 
Surprised by my son’s strength and sudden animosity, the huge Guardian stumbled against the door. Maybe I should have asked them what they saw, but their urgency spurred me to act first and ask questions later. 
“Ghidorah, just go. I’ll talk to you later.” Ghidorah nodded and turned to open the door. I pushed Hail back towards Divina and she got her arm around him just as the bright flash filled the room. When it cleared, my mother stood in the middle of the room and I heard the sharp growl from Ghidorah. 
She was my mother, and that was the only thought that crossed my mind as I stepped between her and Ghidorah. Unfortunately, the Guardian had begun his judgment the instant he saw her and couldn’t stop it. There was genuine shock and horror in his eyes as an agonizing pain ripped through my body. 
The boys were screaming, but a ringing drowned everything out. I could taste pain. I survived horrible agony many times in my life. Actually, I died a few times, but my heart was restarted each time. I have been burned, stabbed, and electrocuted. This felt like all of those things in one moment, all over my body. I wanted to claw my skin off, but the sting was even deeper than that. I felt like my bones were all simultaneously trying to break. 
My eyes opened of their own accord and my vision was nearly monochromatic. Everything had a weird sheen to it like it was reflecting light that wasn’t there. My arm flexed out, though I couldn’t feel it, and black fur sprouted over my skin. My fingers clinched uncontrollably as claws started to form. The first thing that occurred to me was that I had somehow got bitten by a werewolf. The second thing that occurred to me was that that was a ridiculous idea. It made much more sense that I was just losing my mind. I leaned towards the second conclusion when I squinted my eyes to find my arm back to normal. 
The only sensation other than agony was Mordon’s presence, and when the pain finally eased, I knew for sure that Mordon was with me, healing me with fire. 
“That’s better. Your temperature is coming down, your heart is slowing…” Mordon was trying to soothe me. “Can you open your eyes?”
I did with a grunt because it hurt. Everything was a little bright and warped, but I could see in vague colors. After a few seconds, my vision slowly returned to normal. Mordon and Hail were on my right while Divina and Ron were on my left. I tried to sit up, but nausea threatened my stomach contents, so I gave up sitting.
“Give him room,” Mordon ordered. Everyone but him backed up several steps. 
“What did you do?” I asked Ghidorah. My tone was fiercer than I had meant for it to be. The Guardian looked sicker to his stomach than I was.
Mordon moved behind my head and lifted my shoulders slowly to help me sit up. I didn’t feel like I was about to lose my lunch this time, but I started sweating with the effort of keeping myself upright. 
“It didn’t happen like in our vision!” Hail said, astonished. Ron frowned at me as if he couldn’t understand how I was still alive. 
Ghidorah shot my mother a glare before giving me an apologetic look. It really didn’t help my confidence. Just because I was okay for the moment, didn’t mean I was out of hot water. Ron looked really worried and suspicious.
“The woman is a spoiled, greedy snake. She demands the highest luxuries without lifting a finger for it. It was my judgment to make her learn the lessons my people live by. My judgment was to make her a beast and let her live her life without the luxuries she has learned to expect. She would have to hunt, find shelter, and fight for her life to survive.”
“But in our vision, he struck you and you turned into a huge black cat!” Hail said. Ignoring Mordon’s earlier warning, he crawled into my lap to hug me, shaking like a leaf as he did. I hugged him back and he hid his face in my arms. 
My baby was scared. “A cat?” I asked thoughtfully. “I always thought I was more like a wolf. But hey,” I put my finger under his chin and tilted his head back to look at me. “I’m fine, see? Still your boring old dad.” Ron crawled into my lap as well and hugged me from the other side. “Are you okay with Ghidorah?” I asked Mordon.
“He isn’t causing me to sneeze now that he has cleaned the plant matter off. However, not surprisingly, I don’t like his scent. Ghidorah is extremely powerful and, although he is very honorable, he will not hesitant to kill anyone who he deems unrepentant. His soul is abundantly bright, which I don’t understand because he’s not what I would call innocent.”
“So why didn’t your judgment work on me?”
“I don’t know. In almost two thousand years of being what I am, I have never missed before. I have never misjudged, either. I suspect that my judgment didn’t work on you because it was not yours; it was not meant for you.”
“No, it is because Dylan’s power is superior to yours,” Divina told him. “I should strip you of your power for judging a Guardian.”
“Araxi will do it himself when I return to Skrev.”
“What will that do to you?”
“As much as my soul is bonded to my book, my power is my soul. Therefore, it will be the same as losing the bond with my book.”
“You would die,” I understood.
“Yes. It is painful and usually impossible to resist judgment, and that means I can never love anyone. I see souls. I see the actions and thoughts of everyone I meet, so I can never take someone at their word. The only rule my power comes with is that I cannot judge a Guardian, as they are the protectors of their worlds. Guardians must do what they have to, to protect their world.”
“I will have a talk with Araxi,” I said. I didn’t know Araxi as well as some of the others, but I knew he was reasonable and forgiving. He was one of the first to side with me when many of the gods wanted to kill me.  
“Dylan,” Divina warned. She often told me I was too quick to offer my assistance. 
But that’s what I did. I wasn’t a soldier, teacher, strategist, or wizard. I was a healer. I helped people. That was what I was good for and that’s what did. Mordon fought to protect me so I could help everyone I could, Divina was there for me when I needed her, and the boys were the joys of my life. I had a family to support me, not so I could be the best warrior Earth had or so I could be the best wizard. 
“I will explain to Araxi that I got in the way. I can convince him you are innocent in this, but that doesn’t mean I can convince him to spare your life. You’re not exactly the most respectful Guardian around and I think Araxi may be tired of you ignoring his orders.”
“You must realize, Dylan, our gods picked us. That means that somewhere under his bickering and griping, Araxi must have wanted a Guardian with my disposition.”
I looked at Divina and she shrugged. “I chose your father. The book chose you. I guess you could say that Earth chose you to defend it.”
“But you did choose me, at least in marriage.”
She rolled her eyes. “That I did. I will go and spy on the demons.”
“What about my mother?”
“I’m sure I can get one of my brothers to babysit Regina. I just haven’t decided on who; Vretial or Azenoth.”
“Vretial is nuts. Leave her with Azenoth. You don’t think the demons can sense what you are?” I asked. 
“I kept my identity a secret from Kiro for many years until you came along. I am very good at making people believe what I want them to. The only problem I might have is the demon queen allowing another female near.”
She told me about her trip, the conversation with Nila, and about the gate keeper of Skrev, but I felt like it was abridged. It explained why the food was missing. Then I told them what I went through the day the boys were kidnapped and glossed over the details about the fact that I stopped everyone in town.
It only bothered me for a day before I realized what was so wrong with what happened, and it wasn’t that I stopped everyone with a mere subconscious thought. I froze everyone in the hospital, including the demons on Dios, but not Vretial and not Nila. When I touched Nila, any nominal or Iadnah energy should have been destroyed. Demon energy worked on less powerful demons, but not a void or an equally powerful god. On the other hand, since demon and void energy were the same, Nila’s blood wouldn’t negate demon energy. 
Therefore, there was only one reasonable, impossible explanation; I was using demon energy.
 
*          *          *
 
“Why do I always feel like a butler when you visit me?” Vretial asked. 
This was a dream; we were not actually in the Land of the Iadnah under the apple tree. I wanted to ask the god to show me what it looked like before the war, but this wasn’t the time. “I can’t imagine,” I answered.
“What do you want this time, young Noquodi?”
“You sound so bored. Are you tired of helping me?”
“Of course not. I love being at your beck and call without so much as a ‘thank you’ for it. You will find that I only ever do things for my own benefit, but I had less work to do when I was your enemy. Don’t you have anyone else to ask for assistance from?”
“I do. I just thought you might really want to help me this time. You know, a lot of people owe you a favor. How would you like for me to owe you one as well?”
He grinned. 
 
*          *          *
 
It was a quiet Saturday morning since the boys slept in. I didn’t bother with breakfast because Divina had already left to spy on the “demon movement.” I was happy Mordon was enjoying his time with the dragons since the only dragon he spent any time with was Emiko; however, it was a little unusual not having him around. Mordon and I lived on bordering territories on Duran and after I got the job on Earth, I was with him every day. 
The nurses were passing out cookies when I got to the hospital, but Ms. Manning actually brought me a homemade breakfast of bacon, eggs, and pancakes. I thought it was nice of her, if not a little odd. 
It was a slow morning, which was a good morning. Saturdays were notorious around here for at-home accidents. After checking on my overnight patients, I had a boy who broke his hand when his brother “accidentally” mistook it for a nail. 
I was already heading to the nurse’s station when I was called. Ms. Manning handed me the file with a strange frown. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
She shrugged. “It’s a waste of your time is all. We need to make it against the rules to request a certain doctor. Especially for a young girl to request a male doctor.”
I scanned the chart, noting her name and her age. “She requested a male doctor? Where are her parents?”
“No, she requested you. I don’t know where her parents are; she’s legal.”
I realized I made an error, since I was distracted by reading. The girl was twenty, so she was legally independent in America. The legal age, at least in this country, was eighteen, while on Duran, it was twenty-two. Although I voted against raising the legal age of women to twenty-five, I was still accustomed to thinking of anyone under twenty-two as a child. 
“Abdominal cramps? She checked into the ER for cramps?”
“She said they were agonizing, but that she would wait for you.”
“I don’t recognize her name.” I would have known if I had treated her before. There was the chance that she had an ulterior motive for requesting me. Maybe she is a shifter like Alyssa. After all, Divina had said this town was mostly supernatural. 
I went to her room and checked her chart once more before I opened the door, holding back a sigh. With abdominal cramps, she should have insisted on a female doctor. We were a small hospital and the ER nurses didn’t do preliminary questions like the general nurses did. Unfortunately, our nurses usually didn’t enforce the questionnaires and only asked how bad the pain was on a scale of one to ten. Half of my patients said eleven, and the other half were trying to act tough. This girl’s questionnaire was blank and because of the particular symptoms she listed, I was going to have to ask her questions that were better left for a female doctor. 
“Good morning Ms. Scott. I’m Dr. Yatunus.”
“Linda, please,” she said, smiling. 
Linda Scott was blond with huge blue eyes and big pouty lips. Her face was round, making her appear younger than her twenty years, and ridiculously innocent. She wore a tight, blue plaid shirt and jean shorts with cowboy boots. 
“Your name is Asian, right? Korean?”
“Japanese,” I corrected. Of course, I was lying, but saying that my name originated in Duran would have gotten me in a lot of trouble. I sat down on the stool and set the clipboard on the table. Because she didn’t fill in any of the questions, I had to ask them and fill them in for her. 
“Nihongo ga hanase masu ka?” she asked.
Although my Iadnah magic could translate language for me, it wasn’t a flawless method. In fact, the headache alone that it could inflict was worth the effort to actually learn a new language. Therefore, when she asked me if I could speak Japanese, I was prepared. “Hai.”
“Saisho no namae wa nanidesu ka?”
She wanted to know my first name and it gave me a bad feeling. She looked a little too excited to be hurting. “So you checked in for abdominal cramping? When did the pain start?”
She sighed and rolled her head back on her shoulders. “Last night.”
“Are you still in pain?” I asked.
“Aren’t you supposed to listen to my heart or something?” she asked, hopping up from the exam bed. “I can take my shirt off.” 
Before I could stop her, she got the top three buttons undone and her cherry-red bra on proud display. I stood and started to leave. “I’m getting you another doctor,” I said. The last thing I needed was to be hit on by head-strong teenaged girls at work, especially when my wife was powerful enough to destroy every living woman on the planet. 
“Please, stop!” she begged desperately. 
My hand was on the handle when I was turned and shoved roughly against the door. She was strong; definitely too strong to be human. Gone was the innocence in her eyes, as well as much of the youth in her face, so she looked to be in her mid-twenties instead of teens. It was my intention to push her away right up until she wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down to kiss me. 
My brain shut down and every nerve ending lit with arousal. It didn’t matter who she was or how old she was or the fact that I was married. It didn’t matter that Divina would kill her. The only thing that mattered was how good she felt against me. 
This wasn’t the playful banter or aggressive caresses I shared with Divina; this was an absolute desperate need to touch and get inside this woman. The next thing I knew, I had her on the exam bed. One quick jerk of my hand and her shorts were on the ground, torn. If it weren’t for the overwhelming heat, I probably would have been a lot faster. It had to have been at least a hundred and fifteen degrees in the room, and that was counterproductive to whatever the hell I was trying to do with the stranger. 
She didn’t kiss; she bit, and that was okay because I liked it. Kissing was for the person I cared about. I pinned her arms when she tried to reach for me again. Despite the fact that I was about five seconds from taking her, I didn’t want her to touch me. She moaned and wiggled. My body moved without orders from my brain. 
Bright light filled the room and I had to close my eyes, even though I was very familiar with the flash. After all, I used it all the time. When the flash cleared, Mordon was there. He instantly grabbed me by the arm and pulled me off the young woman. She was just as fast. She wrapped herself around me and tried to pull me back in for another kiss, but Mordon’s claws extended. He raked them down her back and she let me go with a screech. 
That was about the time my neurons started firing again. Vertigo and lethargy dominated over the quickly evaporating lust and I pretty much collapsed. Mordon caught me, as I knew he always would. 
“Are you okay now?” he asked.
“I’m… confused.” I was confused as to why I gave into the woman I didn’t even like, I was confused as to how I could disregard my marriage to a goddess, and I was confused as to why my pants were open. I knew very well what sin I had been about to commit, I just hadn’t realized I was so close to it.”
“She used magic to seduce you,” he growled. His teeth were shifted and bared. “She’s a demon.”
“I’m not a demon,” she snarled. “I’m a succubus.” 
“A sex demon,” I pointed out.
“I’m not any class of demon. We’re called demons because we have magic, we can dream walk, and we feed on energy, but we are completely unrelated.”
“Send her to the void,” Mordon suggested. 
“Why didn’t my magic work on you?” she asked Mordon.
The fog in my head was clearing faster now, but the lethargy wasn’t. “He’s a dragon,” I said. Her eyes widened and she took a step back from him. “Why did you attack me? You came here specifically looking for me.”
“I was hired by Sardis.” She vanished. 
 
*          *          *
 
Divina didn’t return that night. The boys weren’t concerned since they were used to her disappearing for days, but this was different. Ron made dinner, bickering with Hail and Xul, while I sat beside Mordon on the couch in silence. I was both ashamed to face my wife and in a hurry to hold her in order to get the memory of the succubus out of my mind. As the hours passed, I grew more and more worried for her safety. 
Mordon patted my shoulder and sat down at the table to eat the lasagna that Ron made, which was my favorite. I tried very hard to follow the conversation as I ate until I realized that Hail rambled while Ron looked exhausted. After about ten minutes, they switched and Ron rambled while Hail rested. They were as worried as me, but they were trying very hard to hold us all together.
“You should go see your girlfriend tonight.”
“Sydney can wait,” Mordon said with absolutely no room for argument. He would not be persuaded on this. 
“You flashed,” I said suddenly. Hail, Ron, and Xul stared at me. 
“Took you long enough,”
“Bite me.”
“We already know we can use each other’s magic; that you can absorb my fire and I can absorb your Iadnah energy when we touch and use it for a short time. Apparently, we can use each other’s magic from a distance. I felt what was happening and needed to get to you. It was exactly the same as when we’re touching and I take your energy. The weird part was flashing.”
“Kind of feels like you’re trying to walk through a brick wall, doesn’t it?” Hail asked him. “Like, you know you shouldn’t be able to do it, but somehow you can. And the entire time, you keep thinking you’re about to die some horribly painful death because there’s no way it won’t go wrong.”
“That isn’t how flashing feels at all,” Ron argued.
“It’s easy for you two. Mordon and Hail aren’t naturals at it,” Xul explained. 
After dinner, as soon as the boys went to their room, Xul pulled out a bottle of black label Southern Comfort from the cabinet above the sink. “No way. Mordon and I have to get up early,” I said.
“For what?” Mordon asked. 
“One of my patients the other day is an elderly man who injured himself trying to fix his roof. His wife died less than a year ago and his son is gone. He needs help keeping his house together, so I volunteered us.” 
Mordon didn’t even hesitate before nodding his acceptance. I probably should have asked him first, but I knew my brother. He grew up as the son of a king, where getting his hands dirty for the common man would earn him a night in the dungeons by his father, yet he did it anyway. 
“How bad is the place?”
“I haven’t seen it. Apparently he has some critters in the attic.”
He nodded again. “Bring the mobile phone thingy and we’ll call the other dragons in if we need to. The guy with the funny hair on the news said it was going to get cold on Monday. An old man shouldn’t have holes in his walls in winter.”
“You two are so weird. Why do you care so much about a stranger? And an old, frail mortal at that? He’ll probably die soon anyway,” Xul said, starting to pour himself a drink. I took the decanter and glass away from him and put them back in the cabinet. 
“If you don’t understand, then you’re coming with us. Life is the only thing that man has left and if he’s about to lose it, it should damn well be good. He’s not going to die doing something like trying to fix his house when we could do it much faster, easier, and safer.”
“But I don’t want to go,” the demon whined. 
“Don’t be a brat. The boys will go to; they can clean his house.”
“Why do you smell like a succubus?” Xul asked. Mordon tried and failed to hide a laugh behind a cough. “It’s been bugging me all night, but I didn’t want to bring up any awkward questions in front of the boys.”
“I was ‘attacked’ by a succubus at work.” 
“That sucks. How did she compare to a goddess?”
“I didn’t do it.”
His eyes bugged out. “You resisted the powers of a succubus? They are masters of seduction. They survive by being the best.”
“I couldn’t fight her. Mordon showed up and snapped me out of it.”
“I bet she went ballistic.”
“Actually, she calmed down. She said she was hired by Sardis.”
“The vampire who kidnapped Mordon and the boys?” he asked. I nodded. “Well, that is interesting. That seems more like a demon trick than a vampire scheme. Maybe the vampires are taking notes.”
“What are you talking about? What scheme? You know why they hired her to seduce Dylan?” Mordon asked.
“Well, the only reason I can see them employing a succubus is to get a child. It’s probably the oldest demon trick in the book. A demon would ally with a third party to seduce their enemy. The third party would impregnate or get impregnated by the demon’s enemy. Then the demon would get the child and either use the baby as a hostage or raise it to fight the demon’s enemy itself. Incubi and succubi were favored for obvious reasons.”
“How was I able to resist her if her magic was so powerful?” Mordon asked. 
“You’re a dragon,” Xul explained. “Incubi and succubi are designed to feed from and breed with people. Dragons are incompatible, so a succubus cannot feed from them. Therefore, there is no logical reason for their powers to work on you.”
“Why was she so furious when Mordon called her a demon?”
“She smelled like a demon,” Mordon added. 
Xul glared. “We don’t smell anything like those skanky bitches. Demons are powerful beings from the void, whereas the incubi and succubi are more closely related to the fae species. The only magic they have involves energy, seduction, and illusions. They can feed on your energy while you sleep. Their seductive powers actually use your own energy against itself.”
“So the more powerful you are…” Mordon said.
“Theoretically, the more powerful you are, the better they can seduce you.”
 
*          *          *
 
The next morning, we pulled into Jack’s driveway at nine. He was sitting on his porch and gaped at us as Mordon, Xul, the boys, and myself got out of the car. 
“I didn’t think you’d really come,” he said.
“Dylan always does what he says he will. Where can we start?” Mordon asked.
“Well, there’s another hole in the roof and…” he trailed off and looked down beside him. To the left of his plastic lawn chair was a hole in the floor of the porch.
We did a quick search around the house to determine what we needed. Although Jack had roofing material and tools, the porch and one of the walls on the back of the house was going to have to be rebuilt. 
Mordon and I got to work on the roof while Xul… well, he was apparently afraid of heights. The demon took the list of materials we needed and went to the store instead. I had to text him a few minutes later to add forgotten items to the list. Mordon was absolutely fascinated with the convenience of texting.
The boys split the cleaning duty until Ron whined about the cleaner drying out his hands. Ron vacuumed and washed windows while his brother volunteered to do everything else. 
Within ten minutes, we realized there was no way we could get everything done that day without more help, so Mordon called in the dragons. The sheriff’s truck pulled in behind my Jaguar and a man got out. He was thin but not skinny. His hair was brown and his eyes were an interesting grey color with a hint of blue. I climbed down the ladder with Mordon right behind me. He took his usual place to my left when the sheriff approached me, as if daring the dragon to attack me. The sheriff realized his place among the living was being threatened and kept his eyes just a little too low to meet mine. 
“I’m Dylan Yatunus,” I said, holding out my hand. Mordon growled as the sheriff shook my hand and I elbowed him in the gut. “Shut up. You called him here.”
“Rojan did it,” he lied. 
“I’m Taylor McCoy.” He glanced up at my face and his eyes widened. “I didn’t realize it in the hospital with the fluorescent lights. Your hair and eyes are different, but you look a dead ringer for…” he trailed off, realizing he was about to admit something. “Never mind.”
“I look like Ronez?”
“Yes. You know him?”
“I should hope so. He’s my father.”
“Oh, wow. I suppose you’re following in his footsteps. I mean, you’re helping people and all. How is he doing? I haven’t seen him in many years. I signed his book.”
He couldn’t have realized how much of a complement it was to be compared to my father as opposed to my mother. Then the pain of losing him hit me in the gut, as it always did when he was mentioned. Hearing stories from Edward about him was always wonderful and agonizing for both of us. “He died thirteen years ago,” I said. 
His expression was stunned and then a mix of resignation and pity. “I’m sorry for your loss. I wish I had known; I would have liked to have attended his funeral. He was one of the best men I ever knew and I will always regret not getting back in touch with him.”
Except he didn’t have a funeral. There was no body found, for it had been taken by his killer.
The rest of Mordon’s fan club arrived and Jack made tea for everyone. All of the dragons except for one introduced themselves to me, including Mordon’s girlfriend. Sydney was very beautiful, but I got a very different sense from her than I did from Divina. Without considering the consequence, I took Mordon’s hand and absorbed his fire. The colors of the world around me dimmed and the shapes became blurred, but the woman lit with a light green, almost celadon, glow.
As a happily married man, I could notice the beauty of a woman without wanting to do anything with her. For this reason, I could both acknowledge Emiko’s lovely appearance and want to be as far away from her as Duran allowed. Her beauty was like a gift-wrapped Pandora’s Box. Inside, she was a snarly little snake. However, for whatever reason, Mordon liked her.
This woman was much better for him. Where my wife was mysterious but ultimately a fairly “good” person, this woman was selfless. She wanted to love and nurture someone. I let go of Mordon and pushed the fire back. My vision returned to normal and Sydney was staring at me with shock. I leaned in close, put my arm over her shoulder, and pressed my finger to my lips in a shushing motion. She nodded, her eyes darting to Mordon. 
“What are you?” she whispered.
“You haven’t seen her?” I asked. 
“I relied on my scent. What do you think?”
“I think you should keep her.”
Then Mordon delegated assignments and we got back to work. It didn’t escape my knowledge that Mordon kept Sydney close. They touched softly every time they passed each other. Mordon would reach out for the hammer, feel her hand instead, and smile. Every time he looked at her, even when she wasn’t looking at him, his expression would soften and he would usually smile. I had never seen anyone cause this reaction in Mordon and I couldn’t have been happier about it. 
After about an hour, a young couple from next door walked over and joined in. At around noon, another neighbor brought us lunch. Before we were done, most of the neighborhood, the entire police department, the fire department, and completely random strangers that happened to see the commotion arrived to help. People were making trips to the hardware store and buying stuff with their own money, not just to fix the house but to make it comfortable for Jack.
It turned out there was a family of raccoons in the attic, so me and some of the dragons trapped them and Taylor took them far away to let them go in the woods. By sundown, the house was in great shape. Some of the neighbors as well as the police force and firemen left, but the rest of us had grilled steaks in the back yard. In addition to Ron and Hail, there were four children who, strangely, all followed along behind my boys. In respects to who everyone pulled together for, stories were told about Jack and what he did to help them. Apparently, Jack was a friend and grandfatherly figure to everyone.
I wasn’t used to all the people. Despite growing up in Houston, Texas, I spent thirteen years living in Shomodii, where the closest neighbors were Mordon at half an hour and Edward at an hour away. I was lucky I still knew how to drive. Because of this, Mordon found me on the couch in the living room instead of outside.
He sat beside me with a sigh and put his feet up on the coffee table. “Ron will kill you,” I said. Ron had spent a good five minutes polishing the table before whining that the polish was seeping through his gloves.
He smirked. “I’m not a prince anymore; I can do what I want.”
There was no reason to ask if he regretted running from the throne. My friend loved his life. He loved being able to choose what he did, where he went, and who he married. I leaned against him and his dragon fire instantly came alive. I felt the heat in my blood, interacting with my energy as it healed my headache. 
“I’m used to the crowd. You wouldn’t believe how many formal dinners I had to attend. This is nice.”
“It’s nice to see so many people pull together. This town is like one big family, which makes me really miss… Earth.” 
“I thought that’s why we came here in the first place.”
“I missed humans, cars, and my cat, Dorian. I thought it was all the material things that I missed so much, like soda and cartoons, but now… I think I just wanted to meet people who couldn’t sense my power. And I wanted the boys to get to experience it. I don’t know. I think I love it here, but…”
“You’re not ready to settle down. Since the day you first left Earth, you were a Guardian. Home was a little cabin with your family. Everything else was work, so since you’re not in a little cabin on Shomodii, you feel like you’re here to work. Give it time; things will settle down.”
“What about you? This isn’t even your home world.”
“You’re my brother. Earth is my home as much as Duran is yours. I’ll go wherever you need to be. Everything else is secondary.”
I knew that. With everything in my soul, I knew Mordon was permanent. Divina could change her mind about me because, although she loved me, she was a goddess. My boys were going to grow up and live on another world, Shinobu would eventually die from old age, and Edward could drift away. All of that hurt… but Mordon couldn’t leave. It would be him and me until the end. I remembered the day we met. Oh, it had been coming since the moment he was born. 
If I hadn’t snuck out of the room, if the sleeping draft he used on his father had worked better, if we hadn’t gotten on that particular ship… we would have met some other way. We were both kids then and we didn’t understand. 
And if it weren’t for Vretial, he would never have been born.
“We owe him,” Mordon said, thinking the same as me. I nodded. 
“That dragon from earlier… the one who didn’t say anything and just hung back, who is he?” Mordon got up and I followed after him outside, where he led me to the dragon who was sitting in a lawn chair by a tree, watching everyone with a scowl. The man was scruffy looking as if he didn’t care about his appearance. 
“This is Marco. He’s a surly bastard, so don’t mind anything he says,” Mordon said when we got within hearing distance of the dragon. Even from a distance I could tell the stranger was broken, for the anger in his eyes masked something much deeper. Where there was anger, there was pain. He glared at us and got up to leave. 
Perhaps it was instinct that caused me to reach out and take his arm. The instant I touched him, my energy soared and he had enough time to gasp before Mordon shoved him harshly away from me. The man’s skin changed, I heard the bones inside him crack, and his scream was horrifying, but as I tried to get to him, Mordon held me back. 
Taylor kneeled beside Marco, who writhed on the ground. Everyone else just stared as Marco changed very slowly into a black dragon almost identical to Krayer. He even had a spiked tail.
The dragon panted on the grounds as if lifting his head was too much work and Taylor just soothed him with quiet words. Mordon finally let me go and I went to the dragon. A split second of scanning him with my magic told me he was absolutely fine. When I turned my back on the dragon to face Mordon, I assumed it was safe. The next thing I knew, I was on the ground with a two-ton dragon crouched over me. I rolled over onto my back to see that the dragon’s face was two inches from mine. 
He roared in my face until my ears rang and then reared up on his hind legs, only to stomp his feet back down less than a foot away on either side of me. The wind was shocking and the ringing in my ears was painful. The dragon then took off with one flap of his wings. Mordon held out his hand to help me up.
“Since when do you let a dragon have at me?” I asked as he pulled me to my feet.
“He wasn’t trying to hurt you; he was thanking you. I thought you spoke dragon.”
“Yeah, that spell faded years ago. I understand you when you speak, but it takes magic to understand others. Are you going to tell me what happened? I assume that he had some sort of affliction that caused him to be unable to shift. When I touched him, my magic healed it and he shifted.”
“I think that covers it.”
“I’m glad you understand what just happened. Can you explain it to me now?” Jack asked.
“I am sure glad saving your life wasn’t part of our contract,” Xul said, finally returning just in time to see the action. 
“Zeb?”
Absolute shock came over Xul as he turned to see Sydney. The dragoness was no less astounded to see the demon, right before she turned and ran out the back gate. It was apparent by Xul’s devastated expression that he desperately wanted to go after her, but he remained where he was. 
“You know her?” Mordon asked incredulously. 
“She lived in California before she moved here, but no, I don’t think I know her at all.”



Chapter 9
Xul
Five years ago
Lost on the streets of Anoshii, I was cold and hungry. I also was clumsy for the first few days of my newfound mortality. Discovering sleep was actually a pleasant experience; a way to pass time without realizing it. Though I thought my dreams were real at first, it was better than being awake constantly. The pain, lightheadedness, and weakness was not pleasant. I really thought I was sick and dying until I found someone’s leftover lunch and ate it. 
I didn’t know Sudo and didn’t have my normal power. I knew right from the start that stealing food was the only way to survive, but I also had to go without hurting anyone, because it would break my contract. Perhaps I was fortunate that, even starving, I had the sense not to unbury trash to eat. At this point, stealing food was a challenge, but I was a fast learner. 
About fifteen days into my sentence, I believed Dylan would discover my thieving and destroy me. By then, I didn’t care. From the most powerful of all demons, I was now the lowest of the mortal caste. I had nothing but the clothes on my back, including a cloak I stole, and a jar to collect rainwater in. 
Despite all of this, I was hardly humbled and there was nothing about me worth compassion. I learned to be good at skirting the boundaries of my deal. Instead of causing havoc, I would simply look for it and enjoy the show. Instead of finding food nobody would miss, I became creative in my methods to steal only the best. I would not rest in abandoned building, but instead break into comfortable homes and enjoy the thrill of nearly getting caught. 
I was on the move to rob a particularly wealthy woman after several days of careful observation when a man blocked my path. He was not a large man, but then, neither was I. In fact, he was very unmemorable. If not for the kindness in his light brown eyes, I would have pushed him aside. 
“You look hungry,” he commented. I started to walk away when I realized that I actually understood his words. He held out a fruit I wasn’t familiar with; round, red, and smooth. I assumed it was a Duran food. “Have an apple.”
“Who are you?” I asked, not taking the food. Sago were not stingy people, but none had ever offered me anything for free. 
“Just someone who wants to help you. I can see that you are lost and cannot find what you need here. If you will accept my assistance, I can send you somewhere where you will have a better chance. Earth is a much easier world for someone like you to survive on.”
I believed him, for I found humans to be easier to kill than any other people. “Only the gods can transport people to other worlds.”
“So little faith. Trust me. What do you have to lose? Let me help you.”
“Why?”
“Because I like to help people.”
I had the power of a mortal, but I had no idea how to use it, so I couldn’t use those abilities to help me distinguish between honesty and manipulation. “And you don’t want money? What do you get out of this?”
“Let’s just say you will owe me a favor someday. That is, if we ever run into each other again.” 
He held the apple further out and I took it, hesitantly. When my stomach grumbled angrily, I bit into the fruit, surprised by its firmness. 
“Remember this, demon; never have anything you cannot bear to lose.”
 
*          *          *
 
I sat up, confused by the blaring noise. It was rather horrifying. One moment, I was talking to a strange man on the streets of Anoshii, and the next, I was lying on a hard surface, being glared at by a metal beast. I recognized it as a machine for transportation, but the two lights on the front of it were blinding, and seemed as if they were eyes. 
“Oh my god, I almost hit you!” A woman ran to my side and kneeled. She gripped my face and patted my head in an intimate way, as if she had the right. “Are you okay?” she asked me. 
I wondered how I could understand her words without magic. She was not offensive in appearance, but her dark brown hair and dark green eyes made her unremarkable. I was used to seeing a person’s power. Dylan, his dragon, his children, his mate… they were all distinguishable by their power. Without the ability to detect such, every single mortal looked nearly identical to me. 
Still, her voice was pleasant, but that was possibly because of the note of panic in her tone. That breathless, shaky panic, as if she could barely force the air from her lungs… The way her hands shook as she tried to find any wounds on my scalp… I really liked it. 
“Okay. You’re unresponsive, so I’m going to call an ambulance. Can you tell me your name?”
I didn’t know what an ambulance was, but I didn’t like where this was going. The few times I had possessed humans, I was trying to suppress their memories. Had I known I would someday be stranded on Earth, I would have been using them to get all the information I could have. 
When the woman pulled out a small, black object of plastic and glass, it was instinct to reach out and take it from her. I didn’t know what it was, but I didn’t like it. 
Instead of taking it back forcefully as I had expected her to do, she let it go. “I need to use that to call an ambulance. You might have a concussion or something. Do you know where you are?”
“Earth,” I managed. 
“I mean, do you know what happened? You’re lying in the middle of the street.”
Does it matter where I am? Is the street significant? “You need not call an ambulance.” My head was throbbing painfully so I found it difficult to get my feet under me. I managed, but not without assistance. How disgusting, to be abetted by a mere mortal. 
“At least let me help you until you can tell me what happened.”
Without waiting for my approval, she wrapped her arm around me, under my arms, and forced me into a small yard. I considered dismissing her and her aid up until the point where she helped me up the steps, at which time I realized I was in no condition to last the night alone.
Once inside the warm house, she sat me on a comfortable suede couch and adjusted my feet on the low table before it. She looked so pleased at her work that I wanted to put my feet down, but I couldn’t spare the energy.
“I’m Sydney,” she said. 
I didn’t ask her name, nor did I care, but I ignored her instead of pointing it out. So far, it was my assessment that humans talked too much. Perhaps silence made them feel awkward. My stomach growled and I realized I never ate more than a bite of the apple. “I am hungry,” I said. 
“I’ll get you something.” Obediently, she left the room.
It was a decent place, but not as lavish as some of the homes that I stayed in. The soft, tan padding on the floor was odd, though I had seen it while hunting Samhail. The suede couch was plush, dark brown, and matched the two chairs across from the low, wide, wooden table. Dark wooden walls made the room appear smaller, but more pleasant than the white walls I have seen on this world. There were three doors from this room, one of which I already knew as the exit. 
Sydney returned with a plate of food and a strange, metal container. The food was a noodle dish with a thick red sauce. I prodded it with the provided fork experimentally. I didn’t care for noodles; I preferred meat.
“You don’t like spaghetti? I haven’t been to the store so all I have is leftovers.” 
I considered explaining to her that I would not eat leftovers and demand that she buy me better quality food, but I was starving. Instead of answering her, I gathered the noodles onto the fork and tried it. 
Yuck. It was spicy and acidic in an odd way. Still, as I started to put my fork down, I found myself eating more. Hunger was causing me to act like a plebian. 
“I’m thirsty,” I finally said, only after I had eaten most of the food. 
She frowned as if confused, to which I barely contained my snarl. When she took the metal can and pulled up a tab on the top, I growled as the can hissed. The scent was instantaneous, so I took the small container from her, raised it, and sniffed the new hole. It smelled cold and sweet, not like any water or juice I had tried.
“I take it you’ve never seen a can of soda before.” She moved slowly, as if afraid I would bite her, to place her hands upon mine. With a gentle grip, she encouraged my hand until my mouth was on the can. “Seal the hole with your mouth and tilt it back.”
I did as she instructed and was startled as a cold liquid poured into my mouth. It wasn’t the mechanism that was alien to me but the sweetness and bite of the drink. After a few sips, I felt an odd fizz that caused me to cough. Respectfully, Sydney took my plate and left me to finish the drink in private. She returned soon with more spaghetti.
It occurred to me to act appreciative of the woman for feeding me, though I didn’t trust her kindness. “Thank you,” I said, taking the plate from her. Her soft smile made me regret my decision. 
“Will you tell me how you ended up on the street?”
“No,” I answered. 
She sat in the chair across from me. “In that case, I believe you should eat quickly and leave. I was going to work when you appeared in front of my car.”
She was dismissing me, but I understood the concept of having a prior commitment. “You can go to your work,” I said patiently. Sydney raised her eyebrows, which was something I didn’t realized humans could do. It was irritating. 
“And leave you here in my home alone? Where the hell do you come from? I don’t let strangers stay in my house.”
“Zeb.”
“Um… what?” she asked.
“My name. You asked for my name.” Of course I couldn’t give her the name Dylan gave me, as only he could share the name that held power over me. Zeb was the name of the last human I killed right before I left Earth, hunting for Samhail. It seemed fitting. “Zeb Carter.”
She sighed and rubbed her face, then stood. “I’m going to be late for my meeting if I don’t leave now. There is more food in the fridge. Just don’t break anything and lock the door when you leave.”
She walked out the exit and shut the door hard behind her. So then… a name was all she wanted. Interesting.

I finished off my food and repositioned myself until I was stretched out on the couch comfortably. It wasn’t a bed, but it would do for the night.
 
*          *          *
 
The slamming of a door and clunking of metal hitting the floor was an awful way to be awoken. I came awake with a start, sitting up and scanning my surroundings instantly. I was in the apartment, it was night, and Sydney was at the door. Ignoring me, she stomped into the other room. I followed into a large kitchen. 
The kitchen was the epitome of cheery, which was revolting to say the least. The walls were some weird color between yellow and orange. Disrupting the rectangular room was a rounded nook of windows in the east wall with a white cushioned bench seat along the alcove. On the windows were curtains more yellow than anything I have ever seen, complete with blue flowers. The kitchen had the general furniture that I knew human houses had, including a fridge, a microwave, a sink, and a counter. Boring, really.

What I did find interesting was Sydney chugging a drink from a glass bottle. Though my knowledge of humans was limited, hard liquor had not escaped my attention. People were always more interesting when they drank the stuff. Some drank it because they were happy, some because they were sad, but the consequences were always amusing, and especially so if they were drinking for a strong reason. 
Sydney was furious. 
“What happened?” I asked, assuming this wasn’t a usual occurrence. 
She slammed the bottle down and turned away from me. “Don’t get involved, Zeb. You don’t want the trouble.”
“Oh, but I love trouble. I have a chance at life now and I plan to get in as much trouble as possible. After all, what is life without conflict? So tell me.”
“I hate this city. I hate people who can’t keep their end of a deal.”
That I could definitely understand. 
“I got to my meeting and the guy was an hour late. No call or anything, just an, ‘Oh, I forgot.’ And he didn’t even have all the damn money. I had to wait until the ass went to the bank and by then it was too late to drop off the order. Then on the way home, I was nearly mugged!”
I didn’t understand much of what she said, but the human had my full attention. “What is your job?” I asked. 
She hesitated, took a chug from the bottle, and sighed. “I deal with rare books and artifacts. I get contracted to find a book, track a family heirloom, stuff like that. It gets messy, especially when I end up in the middle of an ownership debate. Actually, sometimes I get hired to solve ownership disputes.”
“And that is why you are angry?”
“No. A client hired me a few weeks ago to track down some rings. I did, but he wanted to pay me first, then have me make the drop-off somewhere else.”
“That does sound suspicious. You still have the rings then?”
“In my purse by the door. Shit, if I had been robbed… money and rings…” frustrated, she took another drink. 
At this point, I was worried, because I wanted her to keep explaining and she couldn’t do that if she passed out drunk. I went back to the front door, saw her black leather purse discarded on the floor, and dug through it. She came in as I pulled out a small, wooden box that rattled, then took it from me to open it. Inside were a dozen rings. Most of them were gold with jewels or stones. Even as powerless and untrained in mortal magic as I was, I could feel the power they held. Malevolent energy radiated from them. 
“It was a trap; the mugger was supposed to get the rings and money. How did you escape?” I asked. 
She pulled a small, black, plastic object from her purse and pressed the button on the side. At the top of the rounded plastic, electricity crackled loudly. “I don’t go anywhere without this.”
The woman was becoming more interesting by the minute. “Tell me more.”
“No. I’m going to bed. You can take the spare bedroom if you keep it down in the morning.”
I didn’t like being denied, but she left the room without giving me time to make demands. She took the rings and the weapon with her. I searched the two other rooms besides her bedroom to find an empty guest room and a bathroom. With no hunger in my stomach and a safe bed under me, I fell asleep easily. I loved chaos, and I realized I would be swimming in it for as long as I was around Sydney. 
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to the sun in my face, which immediately put me in a foul mood. Worse still was that a bird sang cheerily outside my window so, realizing that I had nothing with which to kill the offending creature, I left the room. 
In the kitchen, I searched the fridge for food. There was meat sliced thinly in a plastic container, cans of drink, a jar of red sauce, and spaghetti in a plastic box. Honestly… humans and their plastic.

Unfortunately, after eating the meat, I was still hungry. I had seen how a microwave worked, but the spaghetti was no worse cold than hot, so I ate it out of the container. Then I spent some time working out the soda can, but finally figured out the trick and was careful not to cough this time. 
Sydney awoke much later, when the sun was high in the sky, and entered the kitchen in short shorts and a sleeveless, white shirt. She had much more muscle tone than I had thought, which seemed odd for a woman, but I didn’t really care. 
The woman ignored me, opened the fridge, and stared blankly into the depths. After a while, I assumed she was sleeping with her eyes open. Finally, she turned to me. “Are you still hungry?”
“I think I will always be hungry.”
“Grab your coat. We’ll go out for breakfast. You can learn how a human lives.” I froze on my way to the living room. She nudged me out of her way to her room. “You’re not exactly subtle,” she explained. 
We went to a diner and Sydney helped me order eggs, bacon, and toast, along with coffee. I actually liked everything except for the toast. Then we returned to the house and Sydney left me to get some work done. I decided to try out the shower, which I found fairly enjoyable. After that, I discovered the television, napped, and then took a walk. 
I returned bored. Out of enjoyable options, I was about to take another shower when I heard the sound of breaking glass. I followed the commotion into Sydney’s bedroom, where one man was searching her room and another was crawling through her window. 
Both men stopped when I entered. I attacked the first man before I really knew what I was doing. With no weapon and no magic, I was out of my depths. Fortunately, I had surprise on my side, and the man was easily overcome. As I started for the second man, he pulled out a gun. I had seen these weapons before and knew they killed humans, but I really didn’t believe one could hurt me. His aim left much to be desired; he missed me twice. However, as I reached him, he pulled the trigger one last time and I felt pain like I never had before in my left shoulder. 
I managed a few punches before the pain slowed me. I was unaccustomed to injury, and that gave the men the chance to escape. 
 
*          *          *
 
Sydney found me on the couch, watching television. “What happened to your arm?” was the first thing she asked. 
I shrugged and instantly regretted it. “Some men broke in and one shot me before they left.”
“Oh, shit. You need to go to a hospital.”
“Why? I wrapped it.” I had found some strips of cloth in her closet and fashioned a bandage from them. 
“You have to get the bullet out.”
“I already dug it out. Don’t worry about it. You might want to get a new window, though. Get one that doesn’t break.”
“You could get an infection.”
That was something I hadn’t considered, since I was used to healing myself with magic. I shrugged my right shoulder only this time. She sat heavily on the couch next to me instead of across from me. 
“I told you that you shouldn’t get involved. Those weren’t regular burglars.”
“No, I didn’t think so. I assumed they were here for the rings.”
“It’s worse than that. They were after something else. I… came across a book… a magic book.” I turned to face her, mindful of my shoulder but undeniably interested. “Ever since then, people have been trying to get it.”
“Show it to me.”
“Not a chance.” She walked out before I could push the issue and took a shower. I really wasn’t concerned with snooping, because I planned to search the house as soon as she left for the book. Really, I was only passing her bedroom, but when I heard a familiar voice, I paused. The door was open a crack; just enough to make out the words. 
“I really hope you have a better plan than that,” the voice said. 
“I know how to do my job,” Sydney said, offended. 
“Oh, of course you do. That is why I entrusted the book to you.”
“You gave it to me because you had nobody else.”
“That is far from the case. In fact, quite a few people would be willing to hold onto it for me. I’m a very nice guy; many people owe me a favor. I chose you, because you have more at stake than them. See, if this book gets into the wrong hands, people will die, your father included.”
“Leave my father out of this.”
“I didn’t heal your father because I wanted you to hide this book; I healed him because he will prove useful if you fail.”
I opened the door wide to see Sydney and the man who had offered me the apple on Duran. He grinned at me, cruelly, and vanished. 
Yes, Sydney was turning out to be very interesting. 
We both sat on the couch and watched the news. Right between the weather and sports, I said, “I’m a demon.”
“That’s cool. I’m a dragon.”
 
*          *          *
 
Over the next few days, Sydney worked during the day and taught me how to survive on Earth at night. She had the book hidden in a locked chest in a secret cubby of her closet. With clear warnings not to open it, she entrusted me to protect it. Obviously, it wasn’t her brightest idea. 
For the time being, my interest in what she could teach me was superior to my curiosity. If it is a Noquodi book, it might give me the power I need. Of course, it could break my deal with Dylan somehow, and that was a consequence I needed to avoid if at all possible. 
The house wasn’t robbed again, but I stayed vigilant. As the days passed, I got to know way more about Sydney than I ever wanted to. She took me to places with her, like the grocery store and the book store. Once, at the grocery store, I found a wallet on the ground and put it in my pocket, only to turn around and find Sydney giving me the most disappointed look. No one had ever been disappointed in me before. 
“Open the wallet,” she said, surprising me. 
I did, and saw first a driver’s license, and then a photo of three little children. The license was of a middle-aged woman.
Sydney was watching over my shoulder. “You’re going to steal from a mother and three babies?”
“Why not?” I asked.
“You never had a childhood, so I don’t know how to explain it. Don’t take anything from the wallet. Go find this woman and give it to her. You might understand then.”
“I don’t want to.”
“But you will do it anyway.” She walked away, giving me no room for argument. 
I sighed. I wanted money because it would give me independence, but I wanted the conflict that was Sydney more. I examined the picture once again, then combed the store for the stranger. It was extremely difficult, because everyone honestly looked the same to me. I knew this woman had long, dirty blond hair, hazel eyes, and possibly three children with her. 
After searching the entire store three times, I gave up and assumed she had already left. Then, just as I was about to rejoin Sydney, I ran right into her. 
“Oh, I’m sorry!” the woman gasped, even though I was the one who wasn’t watching where I was going. 
“No worries. Here. I found this on the ground.” I was trying not to scowl, but she looked terribly flustered. Nervousness wasn’t nearly as alluring as fear or panic. 
She stared in wonder at her wallet for a moment before taking it and looking at me, as if she knew I wasn’t human. “Thank you. I thought someone had taken it. It’s all the money I have for food this month.” Her eyes dropped to the floor. “My husband of ten years cheated on me… so I took our kids and we’ve been living in a motel room.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.
“I don’t know. You look like someone who doesn’t pity anyone. I’m so sick of pity.”
“Why would someone pity you? You were wronged and you left him. At least you were strong enough to leave. Pity is useless.” She narrowed her eyes at me, which I associated with suspicion. “What?” I asked. 
“Oh… nothing… but I need to you do something.”
I help her and she thinks I owe her a favor?
“I’m sure you have a job you’re happy with or whatever… My sister is a modeling agent. She has enough time for another client, but she’s waiting for the right one. I don’t know much about bone structure or skin tone, but your eyes are gorgeous. If you have even a little interest, call her.” She handed me a small, colorful card. 
“Mom!” a little girl called. The woman thanked me once again and left.
Sydney was suddenly beside me, leaning against my arm. “So?” she asked. 
I held up the card for her to see. “I don’t understand why she was talking about her sister and my eyes. Is she trying to mate me with her sister?”
“No. I think she’s trying to get you a job.”
“I don’t want a job.”
“Oh, Zeb, you’ll want this one. All you have to do is stand there, look hot, and get paid. A lot of models are heavily into drugs and gambling, and there’re a lot of affairs.”
“You mean…”
“Conflict, chaos, manipulation, sex, deception…”
“I’ll take it.”
 
*          *          *
 
Sydney and I were up talking late into the night after meeting Amber Stryk, my new manager. Sydney apparently had a long day and fell asleep, so I carried her to her bed, took off her high-heeled boots, and tucked the blanket around her. 
Not seeing a reason to go to my own room, I got in bed with her. 
This was one more thing I regretted, because I was soon woken by her startled gasps. I opened my eyes to see her sitting up, panting and sweating from a nightmare.
“What happened?” I asked. I understood nightmares and the distress they could cause, but I wasn’t prepared for her to turn over, put her arm across my chest, bury her face against my shoulder, and cuddle into my side.
“Nothing,” she lied. 
The dragon blood in her veins made her run hot and sweat was very unappealing. I opened my mouth to tell her to get off me… then stopped. I sighed, closed my eyes, and went back to sleep.
 
*          *          *
 
I slept in Sydney’s bed from then on. She used me as a teddy bear, for I would wake her when her dreams turned violent. The only excuse I had for putting up with it was because she was teaching me how to live without my magic. Besides, her bed was more comfortable than mine.
Over the next few years, there were many times when the opportunity to cause destruction was presented to me… but every time, Sydney was there, judging me. The worst part was that she would never order me to be nice. Instead, she expected me to be, and I found myself meeting her expectations. I realized after some time that this was a mind trick that women possessed. When Amber once told me that most women wanted a “bad boy,” I knew it was because they wanted to change him. Sydney was trying to train it out of me. 
To my great dismay, every single time I did as Sydney expected, things would turn out in my favor. I stopped demanding to see this mysterious book when my own job became a priority. The money was fine, but it was for sheer enjoyment that I continued with it. 
The first time I actually encountered someone in need, I found myself driving a heavily pregnant teenager to the hospital and sitting with her for hours because her parents refused to be there for her. The second time, when I was in the proximity of a convenience store that was being held up, I realized the depths of my deal with Dylan. 
Sydney never told me about her dreams, but I knew it had something to do with the dragon in her. Over time, I became more interested in her past, but she was as unwilling to share as I was, so I got over it. We were both secretive, we both had hard days, and we both enjoyed having someone to come home to. And it was a home.
I woke up one morning to find the bed empty and a note saying that Sydney had an early meeting. She used short words because English was a difficult language that I was still learning to read. There was also breakfast laid out on the table for me. When I acknowledged the effort she put forth that morning, I felt something really odd.
It was a day that I was particularly exhausted after being poked and prodded for hours. Between makeup and hair, three photo shoots, and having to go out and meet fans, half my face hurt and the other was numb. Sydney burst in, marched straight to her room, and started packing. After a few minutes, I went to the bedroom and sat on the corner of the bed. “What’s going on?”
“My dad was attacked. There’s a town that I’ve been dreaming about for months. I think there are other dragons there.” She stopped packing and faced me. “Come with me. California is no place for a demon anyway.”
“What kind of town?”
“I don’t know; it’s in my dreams. There are mountains. It’s a tiny, remote town with not many people.”
“It sounds ghastly. You’re just going to abandon this house and go search for a town in your dreams? That’s really silly. What about your job?”
“I can do my job anywhere.”
“I can’t. I like it here. I like all the people.”
“You like the suffering and hatred,” she accused. I nodded and she sighed. “Think about it. I’ll stay for the night, but I’m leaving tomorrow. If you don’t want to come, I can’t force you. I can tell you, it will get to you. Maybe you find the conflict from people fun when you can come home and relax with someone to talk to, but eventually, other people’s problems just weigh on you.”
That night, Sydney cuddled into my arms when I got under the covers, leaned up, and kissed me. It was soft, warm, and sweet. “My dreams haven’t just been about the town. There’s also a man in the dreams… another dragon.”
I stroked my finger gently down her back. “I don’t want to know.”
She propped herself up on her elbows. The moonlight streamed in through the window and across her face. I wondered how I could ever confuse her with other women. Humans still looked similar to me, but she was beautiful. Whereas I could see a person’s magical aura before, now I saw Sydney’s soul when I looked at her. 
She was kind, loving, selfless… and mine. 
“I’m being selfish,” she said. “I know you enjoy your job. We can protect my dad here. If you really don’t want to go, we’ll stay.”
I could have said something. I could have conceded this once and let her have what she desired… but I didn’t. Instead, I nodded. She snuggled against my chest and fell asleep. I knew she would relent. I knew it from the moment she said she wanted to leave. She wouldn’t leave me, not after spending three years with me. 
I maneuvered her gently so that I could get out of bed without waking her. In the dark, I easily found the magic chest and took it into the spare room for privacy. It had a concealment charm on it so that the contents could not be found for as long as it was closed. Breaking the lock was far too easy. 
I opened the box that had driven me insane for three years, but what I found was not a Noquodi book. Inside was a large book with a black cover made of actual dried skin. It was heavy with a metal binding and thick paper. I opened it to the first page, which was blank. Suddenly, as if there was a gust of wind, pages flipped themselves until it was most of the way to the middle of the book.
Handwritten scribbles and sketches of dark horrors adorned these pages. It was a grimoire of more power than I had the capacity of… far exceeding the abilities of any mortal. Much of it was notes on magic spells or even notes about people. Whoever wrote the grimoire had the ability to spy on the gods. The author was a traitor and wrote of a weapon that was used in the Iadnah wars. Someone had the knowledge and motive to kill the gods, and the book had very specific details on where to find not just this one weapon, but several of them.
I felt movement behind me and turned. The man who stood before me emanated power, which I was envious of. I missed my power terribly. “Who are you?” I asked.
He didn’t answer. He was memorable in his odd red/silver hair color and his gray/gold eyes, but I still had trouble telling people apart. When he held out his hand expectantly, I clutched the book to my chest. 
“Are you willing to die here, demon?” he asked.
“I am not afraid of death.” It was quite lovely compared to the void. 
“And what of the void? I can easily banish you there.”
I froze, not sure what to believe. If this was the author of the book, there was no doubt he was powerful enough and willing to banish me as Dylan had. Everything I fought for, worked for, was to keep myself out of the void. 
Even as I debated it, frozen and weak with fear, the man pried the book easily from my unresisting hands. I couldn’t fight him. Dylan had taken my power and given me no defense against a man who could defeat the gods. 
Then he was gone as suddenly as he had appeared… and Sydney was standing in the open doorway. 
“What have you done?” she asked, then left after I had no answer for her. When I heard the front door close five minutes later, I was still sitting on my knees, ashamed and confused. 
The man who had offered me this second change on Earth appeared sitting on the corner of the bed. “Oh, dear,” he said. “That didn’t go well. I did warn you: Never have anything you cannot afford to lose.”
Then he disappeared. 
It didn’t occur to me to wonder how I understood the words in the book until much later. The morning sun found me curled up on the floor. 



Chapter 10
Hail
“You know, I’m starting to think your entire family has a complex,” the dark god said with a sigh. He sat on his boulder like it was a throne. “Of course, I never expected you to come to me. You have always been a lot more suspicious than your brother.”
“I must get it from my father,” I said.
He smirked. “What have you come to demand of me?”
“I’m not Ron; I haven’t come to demand anything. Unlike my entire family, I don’t think I could defeat you. I don’t even want to. Really, I would be happy if you just went away and never contacted me or my brother.”
He was no longer smiling. The god was very twisted and manipulative, so the look on his face made me feel awkward. It wasn’t quite sadness in his eyes, but it was close enough. Surely it wasn’t because of what I said. Surely the fact that I was his son meant nothing to him. 
“Then what do you want?” he finally asked.
“Divina said Nila was having trouble on Dios. He’s trying to fight slavery and he’s starving. I know he isn’t really my family, but he’s important to my dad. I was hoping you would help him.”
“No. Dios and everyone on it belong to Zer. I may not agree with my brother, but unless he makes a mistake that would devastate his entire population… again… I will not interfere. One person starving to end slavery means nothing to me. Hell, every world has its martyrs.”
“You can save him, though.”
“Of course I could. I could end the slavery without a second thought. However, I’m not going to.”
“This is why I don’t want you to talk to me or my brother.” With those last words, I strained every effort to force myself to wake up.
 
*          *          *
 
Monday morning, I was excited to go back to school. 
Being grounded didn’t mean that I couldn’t leave the house so much as that I had to do work. Well, it was actually Ron who was ordered to work, but I couldn’t make him do it alone. We would start cleaning and then Ron would get grossed out over something and give me his puppy eyes until I did it for him. He would break a nail and need to recover, spend three hours looking for a pair of rubber gloves, or need an emergency soak in the tub because his muscles hurt. He had a headache, allergies, or “low blood sugar.” He couldn’t lift anything or reach anything.
By the end of the weekend, I was exhausted.
I walked into the kitchen as Ron set down a plate of pancakes piled high with syrup and a glass of orange juice. Dad and Xul trickled in a few minutes later. After working all day on Sunday, Mordon went with his followers back to the dragon cave and hadn’t returned. Ron sat next to me and scooted his chair closer. It occurred to me he was about to ask me to do something else for him, but I couldn’t even manage to feel irritated. I would do whatever Ron asked of me. 
“Don’t be mad at me,” he said, startling me.
“Why would I be mad at you?”
“Because you had to do all my work this weekend. I’m the one who got us in trouble.”
He had gotten us in trouble, but I followed him willingly. If we had to do it again, Ron would not change. Ron would forever get us in trouble just as I would forever follow. He needed someone to watch his back as he dived head first into any danger he could possibly find. I could try to convince him that something was dangerous, but he would do it anyway because he had faith in his power. Then when we got out of it unscathed, he would be even more proud of his abilities. 
I knew the only way he was going to survive until he was old enough to understand the danger he put himself in was to let him fall on his face or spend the rest of our lives protecting him from everything. Unfortunately, I could never let him fall. The only thing I was truly good at was being Ron’s brother. 
Ron was a true god, born from love and hope. I was merely born to make his life easier. In fact, the only reason Dylan even adopted me was because I couldn’t be away from Ron. While I was technically Vretial’s son, I was biologically the child of a Guardian and a human. The strength I inherited from my father was the same as that of any other dile. I was a mortal with a small sample of a god’s power; able to do enough magic to get me by, but it usually did more harm than good.
Any magic I could do to protect myself and Ron, Ron could do better and faster. Unfortunately, so could the enemy. I couldn’t flash unless it was to Ron. I could pick up languages easily, but they became jumbled until sometimes I didn’t know what I was speaking. I wasn’t an idiot, but I wasn’t a genius like my brother or Dad. Most of the time, the only magic I could do involved quick and thoughtless acts of violence when someone I cared about was attacked. 
When I didn’t say anything, he took my hand in his. “Try the pancakes. I made them special. If you don’t like them, I’ll try something else.”
It was difficult sometimes to remember that my brother was only two years younger than me. I took a bite of the pancake and had to hold back a moan. They were amazing pancakes. I wasn’t a food critique, but the combination of vanilla and walnuts was wonderful. 
 
*          *          *
 
Over the weekend, we had no time to visit with Drake. As it turned out, the only reason Drake missed school was because he had doctor appointments, not because he was feeling ill. Since Xul was driving us to school in the Charger, Stacy allowed Drake to go with us. Of course, it took ten minutes for his mother to force him to leave. I could understand Drake’s fear of leaving his mother, but I could also empathize with Stacy. I loved my brother unconditionally.
Xul kept a gentle tone with Drake the entire way to school, as if he could sense Drake’s illness. “He probably can,” Ron said, reading my thoughts. I shrugged. 
Ron was quiet when we got to school, but I really didn’t know what to say. He was feeling guilty for making me do all his work over the weekend, yet he would turn around and do it again the next weekend, and every weekend after that until he wasn’t grounded any more. I didn’t really care; it was a new day. I wasn’t going to be irritated at him for something in the past. 
Ron would always walk all over me, and that was okay. He wasn’t trying to be malicious; he was just spoiled and too clever for his own good. To him, knowing that he was smarter and more powerful than everyone else gave him the right to manipulate them. Everyone who was less clever or less powerful was a tool for him to use. That included me, though I knew he really did love me anyway. He would often manipulate me into doing what he thought was right for me. 
I preferred to leave him with the demon instead of leaving him to his own devices, especially knowing we had enemies in the school. And if we didn’t have enemies because our father, we had them because of Ron.
Wrestling was a test of strength, not because the other boys were strong but because I had to work so hard at holding back my strength. I met Ron after class and walked him to his math class, then was late for science. It was regrettable, but my teacher just sighed when I walked in. I had told her the first day of school that I would be tardy every day because I walked my brother to his class. I also told her she could take whatever disciplinary steps she felt was necessary, but it wouldn’t change. 
All of the teachers looked at me differently after I got suspended for fighting, but that didn’t matter. Unlike Ron, I wouldn’t be trying to skip. In fact, if he wasn’t allowed to skip sixth grade, I would have to find a way to be held back. My one purpose in life was to protect Ron and we were not going to be separated by a school building every day. That was the promise I made the day Ron invoked the balance of the universe.
Although I was glad Mrs. Sevenstar was back, I was worried about Ron’s math teacher, who hadn’t returned. My science teacher seemed weird to me. After Xul told us that several of our teachers were demons, I assumed that was it. During class, however, something was definitely off about her. More off than usual, and it wasn’t that she was a demon. 
At lunch, the twins walked with Ron and I to lunch, where Luca and Logan waited for us. Both appeared a little disheartened, while the twins just seemed really weird. It was a good weird, though. Tatum was a sweet girl, but I had to watch her to make sure she didn’t develop a crush on Ron. Taper seemed a little more likely to switch to the dark side and go on a psycho killing spree. I definitely wouldn’t leave him alone with my brother. 
“So what did you discover this weekend?” Ron asked.
Taper shrugged. “Nothing. All of the cops were working on other cases on Saturday. Sunday, they were all working on a house.”
“Some of the teachers truly enjoy making us miserable. Others are really caring. Several of the teachers are worried and Mr. Lao was really afraid when Mrs. Sharp came into his room to get Drake,” Luca said. 
“Mrs. Sharp got Drake?” Ron asked, standing.
I pulled him back down in his seat. “You have class with him in fifteen minutes.” Ron barely said a word as he waited impatiently for the bell to ring. When it finally did, he took off without waiting for me to walk him to class. Xul would have chewed me out for it, but I felt like Ron needed his freedom. 
Ron’s mood was a delicate balance. He didn’t like to be babied or told what to do, and his way of retaliating was to do things he shouldn’t to prove his power and independence. If he wanted space, anyone foolish enough to chase after him was going to get bit. On the other hand, Ron wanted attention. If anyone didn’t give him the positive attention he needed, he felt absolutely abandoned and unloved. 
My math teacher was shocked when I arrived on time. 
“Drake was in class doing work,” Ron informed me. “He’s fine. He said Mrs. Sharp pulled him out to get caught up on his work.” 
Despite the fact that it rained that morning, we still had archery outside. I got all kinds of muddy, which just made me enjoy it even more. There was something about the bow that felt right, and it was even better when I felt like I was really outside. 
The bell was about to ring when Tatum suggested we visit the other houses of the other kids who were missing. I could argue about it until I was blue in the face, but this was a mystery, and Ron could never resist a mystery. 
 
*          *          *
 
We planned to meet at four-thirty, so I decided to take a shower a few minutes before four. Ron said he had a headache and was going to lie down until I was done, but he wasn’t in the room when I got out. Instead, there was a letter on my pillow.
 
 
 
 
 
Hey, something was bugging me. I’m going to check it out, so cover for me. Don’t worry about the others. I’ll be home before Dad is. Do NOT follow me!
Love you,
Ron
 
 
 
 
 
I sighed and tore the letter into pieces before throwing it away. “You could have just told me instead of leaving a letter,” I said mentally. When there was no response, I grew worried. “Ron? Can you hear me?” I felt for my brother’s mind and instead hit a mental brick wall. Ron was blocking himself from me. 
I waited in my room until Dad came home a little after seven. Before his car pulled in, I knew something was wrong. Ron had told me not to follow him and I was afraid if I did, I could put him in danger. Besides, Xul would know if he was in trouble. 
“Hi, honey,” Dad said when I met him in the living room. “How was school?”
“Boring,” I answered.
He ran his fingers through my hair. “That’s because you’re smarter than everyone else. Speaking of, where’s your brother?”
“Taking a bath.”
He nodded, distracted. “Has your mother not come home?”
Hence the reason he was distracted. “No.”
I got enough food out of the kitchen for Ron and myself to throw off suspicion, but nobody asked any more questions. Luckily, Mordon didn’t come back, or he would have smelled Ron’s absence. 
I tried to sleep for no other reason than to speak with Ron in our dreams. However, I didn’t sleep for more than a few minutes at a time, and Ron didn’t return. By morning, my skin was crawling and my stomach was churning with panic. Something was wrong and I couldn’t take it anymore. Ignoring his request not to follow him, I flashed to Ron. 
The flash was slower for me and the light was very irritating, but my mind and heart were on finding my brother. What I found when the bright light cleared was horrifying. 
Ron was at the school in his history teacher’s classroom. It was too early for the sun, so it was difficult to spot him huddled in the corner behind the teacher’s desk. He wasn’t just huddled; he was shaking like a leaf. Worse still was that he was covered in blood.
I approached him cautiously, expecting something to jump out and attack us, and knelt beside him. “Ron?” I called to him. He didn’t respond. I reached out, hesitated, and touched the only spot on his arm that wasn’t covered in blood. He raised his arms to hide his face and smeared more blood in his hair. “Ron, what happened?” 
He slowly lowered his arms and his eyes darted to look at me without moving his head. His eyes weren’t focused, but at least he was somewhat acknowledging me. I took his hand to pull him to his feet. He didn’t seem to notice me as he shook violently and stared vacantly at nothing. The only emotions I felt from him were fear and confusion. His mind was still blocked to me so I couldn’t hear his thoughts or see what happened. 
I pulled him against me and wrapped my arms around him. “Let’s get you home and clean.” Ron hated being dirty, and if he were in his right mind, he would have been freaking out about the blood. When I flashed us home, I was both surprised and relieved that we were in the bathroom. Slowly, I let him go, turned to the tub, and started the water. I considered giving him a shower, but as he stood there with no awareness, I knew it was too dangerous. He was dripping blood all over the gray micro-fiber bathmat. 
I pulled his clothes off and he made it more difficult by not standing still. He clutched something small in his hand, but I couldn’t find out what it was without prying his hand open. Finally, I detached the shower head, picked him up, and sat him in the bathtub. He shivered and let me move him however I needed to clean him, but he didn’t look at me or speak. I tilted his head back and ran the shower spray over his hair. Unfortunately, he opened his mouth wide as the blood started to run down his face. I pushed his mouth closed and wiped my hand over his face to clear the blood off. He bit my wrist, not hard enough to tear my skin but hard enough to startle me. He released my flesh and panted harshly.
“Ron, stop it.”
Ignoring me, he opened his mouth wide again. I was careful to keep the blood and water from running over his face. I tried to send my calming thoughts to him, but I might as well have been talking to a wall. Actually, it was very much like that.
“What happened to you? What did you do?” I realized as I was running my fingers through his wet hair that he was staring at me, still panting. “Why are you breathing like that? Are you hurt?”
He slowly held up his clinched fist and looked at it as if it were the first time he ever saw it. I tried to gently open his fist, but he wouldn’t reveal what he held. Instead, he stared vacantly at me for the rest of his bath. To my relief, he reached for me to pull him out of the tub. Unfortunately, he fell against me and when I pushed him back, he immediately leaned forward and bit me on my collar bone. 
“Hey! Stop that!”
Startled, I pushed him back harder until he fell. Since he made absolutely no move to steady himself, he hit the wall hard and slid down, then started to cry. Terrified I hurt him, I searched his head for bumps. He wasn’t injured, but he still cried. I grabbed a towel out of the cabinet and dried him off. If he were injured, my energy would heal him; no mental block could stop my magic from fixing his wounds. 
As reality slowly came back to Ron, he tried to reach around me for the bathtub. I picked him up, brought him into the bedroom, and laid him on my bed. He whimpered, but I didn’t have a clue why.
“You have to talk to me.” I remembered as I said it that Ron spent the first four years of his life without saying a word aloud. “I love you, Ron. I need you to be okay.” I crawled into bed, covered us both with the covers, and held him close. He was still shaking when it dawned on me ten minutes later that I was slow. “I’m an idiot,” I told him. He wasn’t trying to drink the damn blood in the bathtub; he was trying to drink the water. He bit me twice, but both times were when my skin was wet. He was dehydrated. 
I got out of bed and started for the door, but he let out a panicked sound like a choked scream. I went back and took his face in my hands. “It’s okay, I’m just getting you some water. I’ll be right back.” He said nothing in response so I moved to leave again. This time there was no scream or grunt; instead, the lamp beside my bed exploded into bits of plastic and glass.
“Don’t go,” he said quietly. 
I picked him up, brought him to the kitchen, and set him in a chair before getting a bottle of water out of the fridge. I loosened the cap and handed it to him, but he just stared at it until I took the cap of and put it to his lips. He drank greedily then and I let him drink two more bottles before taking him back to the room. Then I covered us back up and held him close. We fell asleep to the sound of the rain on the window.
 
*          *          *
 
My dreams were full of blood and cold and darkness. The cold was lonely and depressing. I felt lost and nothing was familiar. There were people I recognized, but it was like I couldn’t place them. There were two locations in my dream and one was the school. I woke from Ron’s fear. 
He was shaking again, but it was with tears instead of cold. I pulled him closer. “You’re alright now.”
“I’m not alright. I don’t know what happened last night.”
“You snuck out while I was in the shower. You left me a letter telling me not to follow you.”
He smacked me on the chest, trying to push himself away from me. I didn’t let him. “And you listened to me?! You’re an idiot! There is no reason ever for me to tell you not to follow me! I don’t remember writing a letter.” The fight left him and he slumped against me. “I don’t know what happened last night.”
“I found you this morning at the school, covered in blood.”
“It was the darkness. That’s why I can’t get warm. It’s doing it again, Hail. It’s too strong for us.”
“It just took us by surprise. This will never happen again. We’ll be safe.”
“This is the second time, and we couldn’t stop it. It’s playing with us; it could take over at any time.”
“We should tell Dad.”
He sat up. “We can’t tell Dad. He’ll try to take the balance into himself. Dad and Mordon aren’t like us, Hail; they’re still learning what they can do together. Mom will try to make Vretial take it himself, and he can’t control it.”
“We don’t have a lot of choices. We either learn how to control it or we ask Mom and Dad for help.” I reached down and took his hand. He opened his still-clinched fist to reveal a necklace. It was a cat pendant on a gold chain with a silver back and black jewels on the front. “Do you know who it belongs to?” I asked. He shook his head. 
There was a knocking on our door. “Time to get ready for school,” Mordon said through the door. We looked at each other and agreed without words that we would hide this from Mordon, because we couldn’t let Mordon believe we were a threat to Dad.
We were very good at acting normal for breakfast and luckily, Mordon didn’t rat us out. He could smell that we were hiding something, but couldn’t have known what. Finally, we piled into the Charger with Xul and waited in silence for Drake to join us. It was an awkward silence so I took Ron’s hand. 
The morning was uneventful and Ron gave me cookies for lunch. Drake, Taper, Tatum, Luca, and Logan joined us as I had expected. Taper obviously had something to report by the way his eyes kept darting to Drake, but we weren’t going to drive our friend off. Ron gave each of them a cookie and then gave me the tray. 
“I’m gonna get a milk,” Drake said before he got up and left. 
“Can you help him feel better?” Ron asked. 
Luca nodded and opened his mouth to say something. 
“I found something,” Taper interrupted. “I was following one of the cops and he was kidnapped. I followed them to the warehouse.”
“What warehouse?” I asked. 
He opened his mouth, but his eyes darted to Ron and he snapped his mouth shut. He looked down. “You know… the warehouse.”
“What did you see at this warehouse?” I asked. 
“Nothing,” he answered too quickly. 
“He’s afraid of me. He must have seen me at the warehouse last night and is afraid of ratting me out,” Ron said. “Whatever the darkness made me do, it obviously wasn’t good. We have to know, so I’m going to leave the room. Get it out of him. Beat it out of him if you have to. Make him more afraid of you than me.” He stood. “I’m going early to history. I want to talk to Mrs. Sharp about a paper we have to do.”
He left quickly and Taper looked even more awkward. His sister was obviously clueless by the confused frown on her face. “Taper, what did you see at the warehouse?” I asked. 
He shook his head.
I growled. “Nobody will hurt you for telling me. If you know where the missing people are, you need to tell me.” 
“Answer his questions,” Drake said, startling me. He returned a lot quieter than he had left and sat in Ron’s vacant seat. 
“Demons… they kidnapped the cop and brought him to a warehouse,” Taper said suddenly with rushed words as if he couldn’t keep them in. “There are a bunch of demons hiding out there. Ron was there, too. He spoke with a demon woman, real quiet and close like they knew each other. Ron gave the demons something they were happy about. I couldn’t see or hear enough to know what.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Tatum asked her brother.
“That doesn’t matter right now,” I said. “We need to meet up tonight and find this place. We need to save everyone, including the cop.” Most likely, the “demon woman” Taper spoke of was Divina. If that were the case, she would already know about Ron’s condition. Still, it hadn’t escaped my notice that it was taking her too long. Mom should have been home by now. 
“Absolutely not! Ron is going to kill me for telling you.”
“Listen, whatever you saw Ron do, he is not a bad guy. My brother is good and more than that, he would never betray me.”
“There’s something wrong here. The sub from the first day Mr. Cardigan went missing is here. I don’t like her, Hail. Her magic makes my skin crawl.”
“Is it the darkness?”
“I don’t know. I want to come back.”
“Taper told me what he saw. Come back now.” I didn’t hear back from him and every second that passed was like a fist squeezing my heart tighter. Finally, Ron entered the cafeteria, spotted me instantly, and sighed with relief.
“Whatever the demons are doing, they keep gaining ground,” I said to our friends. “With every minute we waste, they seem to be getting deeper and deeper into the school. If they’re confident enough to kidnap a cop, we have to stop them now. Where is the warehouse?”
“Right outside town.”
“Show me,” I said as Ron sat. 
“At four-thirty?” Taper asked.
“Now,” my brother demanded. “They could be killing their prisoners as we speak. I’m done wasting time. We’re all skipping and you’ll show us where the warehouse is.”
“I can go too?” Drake asked excitedly.
“You need to recover.”
“I’m fine! I’m not sick anymore, but everyone keeps treating me like I am! Everyone acts like I’m about to die!” He gave me a desperate look as if pleading for me to understand. “I’m not weak,” he said. 
I nodded. “He needs to come with us. Even if we have to spend the entire time protecting him, I think he needs to be a part of this.”
“If you think so, we’ll let him come with us,” Ron said to me. “Alright, you can come, but you have to be careful and if you feel sick, you need to tell us. Ron put his hand on Drake’s shoulder and to anyone else it would have looked like a simple friendly gesture. I knew that he was actually healing Drake in tiny doses at a time.
“How do we get there? We don’t have a car,” Luca asked. 
“We could fly,” Tater suggested. Everyone, including her brother, looked at her. 
“How?” Ron asked.
“I don’t know. Or we could steal a car.”
“Oh my god, woman, you’re nuts,” Logan said. 
Taper glared at the fae. “Don’t talk to my sister like that! Only I’m allowed to call her nuts!” 
Taper was ready to throw a punch at Logan and it was obvious that Logan would retaliate. I moved between them and Ron, just in case. It didn’t matter to me if they fought as long as they didn’t accidentally hurt my brother.
“Hey, I have a car,” Ron said, instantly defusing the tension with confusion. Part of that confusion was mine. 
“Since when?” I asked. “We can’t hotwire the Charger.”
“Why would we do that? Hotwiring would be stupid when we have a key.” My brother held up a fob-key. 
“How did you get that?”
“Zeb gave it to me.”
“Mr. Carter, the substitute teacher, gave that to you?” Luca asked with shock.
Ron shrugged. “He’s not really a teacher; he’s here as our bodyguard. And he didn’t really give it to me so much as he put it in his pocket. But he belongs to Dad, so it’s okay. Dad will understand when we save the others.”
“Why don’t we call your dad to save them? That way we won’t get in trouble,” Logan suggested. 
“My dad has enough work to do. He’s the best doctor at the hospital and he saves people during his free time. We should be able to do this without making more work for him. Now, we’ll wait for the bell to ring and---” He was cut off by the sound of the bell.
Sneaking out of school was way too easy. Nobody cared that we went to the parking lot instead of the classrooms. Luca got in the driver’s seat and adjusted the seat, steering wheel, and mirrors. Taper sat in the passenger seat to tell him where to go. Ron sat in my lap in the back seat with Drake squished beside us, Tatum beside him, and Logan beside her. Once Luca pulled out onto the street, everyone fell silent in shock that we were actually getting away with this. 
Ron crossed his arms with a smirk and leaned back against me. My brother would be unstoppable now and talking him out of anything would be impossible. 
The drive was long as Luca was the slowest, most cautious driver I ever met. Of course, the only people I ever saw driving was the demon, our goddess mother, and our father in his Jaguar. On the way, Taper described several of the demons he saw to Logan. Logan drew them in his notebook and held them up for Taper to compare without letting the rest of us see them. Once they were satisfied with the likeness, the artist closed his sketchbook in his lap. 
We eventually made it out of town and followed a dirt road until we reached a warehouse. Although it had originally been painted to look like a big barn, the paint was peeling and there was a window or two busted out and boarded over. I actually thought it was purposefully neglected to look like it was abandoned. 
As soon as we pulled in, demons stepped out of the building. When one of them approached the car and knocked on the window, Logan opened the notebook and crawled over Ron and me to block Luca with it. Luca rolled down the window and the demon narrowed in on the picture. There was no sign of suspicion or hesitation before the demon nodded. 
“Go around back. Yeno wants to see you when you get in.”
All of us in the back seat scooted to the right to let Logan sit behind the passenger seat as Luca pulled us around back. Logan tore the pages from his book and handed each of us one. “Cover your face when they look at you. Distinctive or familiar facial features can sometimes break the spell,” Logan said. 
I examined the picture he handed me. Although Logan had no colors to work with, his power was strong. The paper I held had a three-dimensional picture of a man I had never met. He looked real enough that I should have been able to feel skin when I reached out, but all I felt was paper. It was confusing because even though I knew it was an illusion, what my fingers felt and my eyes saw where so completely different.
“Trade with me,” Ron whined. “Your guy looked better than mine.”
“You don’t even need a disguise,” Taper groused. 
“Why wouldn’t I need a disguise?”
“They let you walk right in last night.”
Everyone turned to us, but Ron didn’t argue. While he may not have remembered what happened last night, he knew it was true. Whatever he did under control of the balance, it had something to do with the demons. That actually made sense since we knew the demons obeyed the balance. 
Ron pulled the cat pendant out of his pocket and held it out for Tatum. “What can you see from this?” 
She ran her fingers over it and gasped. “This is Alyssa’s. She… You took it from her. You were covered in blood.”
“Where were we? Were we at the warehouse?”
“No. The place is clean and dark at the same time. It’s cold.” She gasped with fear and let go of the cat. “What did you do?”
“I don’t know. I have no idea what I did last night.”
“Were you possessed or something?” Luca asked.
“That would make sense,” Taper added.
“Not to me. I don’t get it,” Drake said. “Luca, stop the car.” The driver instantly obeyed. “Nobody gets out until someone tells me what’s going on. I know we’re here to save the missing people. Taper, tell me who is in that building.”
“Demons.”
“Tell me everything you know about what we’re doing here.”
Taper explained everything from the beginning as if he couldn’t shut his mouth for a second. It seemed to me the guy couldn’t keep a secret for longer than he could hold his breath. At least Drake was on our side. Just because he was telling Drake everything, didn’t mean he would tell the demons. 
“Is this really the right time?” Tatum asked when Taper was done.
“I couldn’t… what are you?” he asked. Taper stared at Drake with fear, but I couldn’t imagine how anyone could fear someone so small and defenseless. Drake was harmless.
“You haven’t figured it out yet? He’s fae,” Logan said.
“What do you mean he’s fae?” I asked. 
“Drake can make anyone do anything he tells them to,” Ron explained. 
I gaped at my small friend. Drake looked so innocent in his dark purple wool hat and bright red jacket. The idea that he had so much power was disquieting. How was I supposed to protect those I cared about when they were all so much more powerful than me? Why am I even here? Nobody needs me.
Ron smacked me in the arm. “I need you, stupid. How dare you think like that?”
“I can’t help how I think.”
“You damn well better start. End of discussion.” He glared at me and everyone else just looked confused. “Drake, do you think your power will work on demons?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know any demons.”
“Mrs. Sharp is a demon.”
“Oh… Then yes, it does.”
“Fae magic is mostly defensive magic. The fae respect the earth and nature and we appreciate what we are given. That is why our kind is one of the strongest on Earth,” Logan said. 
Taper scoffed. “My people can make trees grow. In fact, every tribe except the water tribe comes to us for their shelter.”
“Your people? You were born here! This world is made for our kind! You have no---” 
Luca took both Logan and Taper’s arms, cutting their argument off instantly. Their eyes closed and Taper slumped a little in his seat as if about to fall asleep. Once Luca was sure they were calm, he let them go. 
“Thank you,” Ron said. “They’re so annoying.”
“Where do we start?” I asked. 
“We’ll look for the missing people. We’ll use the disguises, but if anyone stops us, Drake can tell them to let us pass. If that doesn’t work, Luca, can you make them sleep?”
“I can calm them into almost being asleep.”
“Great. Luca and Drake are the first line of defense. If they get passed the two of you, Hail can punch them into pulp and I’ll vaporize their innards with my magic. Logan, be ready with some distractions and a way to hide us. Taper and Tatum, stay behind Hail.”
“We’re not defenseless,” Tatum said. 
“I assure you, if we need any trees, we will absolutely rely on you.” 
Ron really didn’t intend to be rude. In fact, he seemed to honestly believe that people wanted to know their weaknesses. Unfortunately, Ron’s criteria were less than conventional, so most people had enormous flaws in his opinion… flaws he felt necessary to point out.
“You know who we need?” Ron asked me.
“Seimei and Ikiru.” I nodded. “That’s absolutely not an option. The last thing we need is them getting discovered by humans and exposing our family.”
“This town is full of demons.”
“Dad would kill us. We would be grounded for the rest of our immortal lives. I would much rather call Dad, Mom, Mordon, Xul, Vretial, Regivus… I would rather call anyone in the entire universe than the griffins or Hobble.”
“Krayer could probably---”
“No, Ron. We deal with this ourselves or we call our parents. We are not going to accidentally expose our family.”
He stared at me hard, deciding if he could change my mind. Finally he sighed and I knew I won. “We’re on our own here, but we will work together. We all go in, and we all come out, got it?” Everyone nodded. “Let’s go.”
“Luca, you can drive now,” Drake said. 
Shaken, Luca put the car back into drive and continued around the warehouse until we arrived at the back door. We got out of the car and Luca handed Ron the key. With the artwork disguises at the ready, we tried the door and found it unlocked. Inside was a hallway made of a wall on one side and boxes on the other. Ron held out his hand to produce a small sphere of soft light that hovered just a foot in front of us. 
In order to find the prisoners, we had to check every door. Unfortunately, the very first one we came to was full of demons. We froze and stared, they froze and stared… nobody moved a muscle for nearly a minute. Ron shut the door and swept his gaze over us. “They’re not in there,” he said simply. We moved on.
The next door was to a storage room, which we searched thoroughly and found nothing. Our exit was blocked by a demon, but he didn’t see Luca right beside the door when he ducked his head in to discover us. Luca struck like a snake, grabbing the demon by the neck and slamming him back into the wall. The demon slumped to the ground, unconscious. 
We stared at the vouxeng. Luca shrugged. “Sorry. There’s a lot of anger here.”
A rattle sounded behind us and Tatum shrieked. Her brother grabbed her and clapped his hand over her mouth as we all turned to the junk pile that filled the storage room. The rattle came again, a box fell, and Ron raised his hand. Electricity crackled between his fingers. 
Suddenly something sprang from the clutter, pounced off of Taper, and shot out the room. It was a cat. A large orange house cat. Ron sighed and lowered his arm.
We searched numerous rooms and encountered many demons, but they were all easily fooled by Logan’s magic. We did encounter one man who saw through our magic, but Drake told him to leave and not say another word for the rest of the day. He obeyed. Something about it felt too easy, but Ron was the strategist. If Ron said everything was fine, I believed him…
I just couldn’t shake the feeling that we were walking into a trap. 
We finally came upon a room with a girl in it. The door was unlocked and she wasn’t in chains, but she looked starved and was covered in dirt. She had long, matted light brown hair with matching eyes. She looked too skinny and too pale, but strangely… not all that scared. In fact, she seemed relieved when we arrived, as if she instantly knew we were here to save her, even though we were disguised as demons. 
“I don’t like this,” Ron said to me. “This was too easy, too predictable. Someone who has been kidnapped shouldn’t be relieved to see anyone but her parents.”
“So what do we do?”
“Take her with us. We don’t have any choice. Keep a close eye on her, though.”
Tatum immediately went to the girl and pulled her to her feet. “Alyssa, how are you?” she asked. Everyone else rolled their eyes, but that was Tatum.
“I’m alive, thanks to you.”
“Where are the others?” I asked.
“They were all taken somewhere else.”
“Where?”
“I don’t know.”
“Let’s get out of here,” Logan said. “We can go back to my house; my parents won’t be home until tomorrow.”
With the plan in order, we made our way back out. Once again, I was shocked and suspicious by how easy it was. There should have been someone trying to stop us. If it was so easy, why hadn’t the girl tried to escape before?
The drive to Logan’s was even more cramped, but we made it in less time. Logan’s little two-story house was old and made of white wood and brick. It needed a new paint job, but the porch wrapped around the front and one side. The house itself looked sound; the garage we parked in looked like a good wind would blow it down.
“Do we have to park in here? This car is going to be mine someday and I don’t want it squished.”
“It’ll be fine,” Logan promised.
The living room was nice with cozy, old furniture. The daisy yellow walls were a bit gaudy, and the couches could have done without the rose patterns, but it was the kind of place where I expected to visit a caring old grandmother. It was warm and had character, even if it wasn’t very stylish.
“Oh, my, god, did people break into your house, take your stuff, and leave their great-grandparents’ crap behind?” Ron asked rudely.
Logan blushed furiously and everyone else avoided eye contact. I wanted to scold my brother, but I knew if I did, he would go into more detail about how many fashion rules this place broke. Alyssa sat on the couch and Logan went into the kitchen to heat up some leftovers for lunch. The twins and Drake sat on the couch across from where Alyssa sat. Luca stayed standing, his eyes darting between us and Alyssa.
Ron reached into his pocket and held the cat pendant out for the girl. “Here, I found this. I thought you might like it.”
Alyssa took it and examined the necklace with no recognition. “Thank you, it’s very pretty.”
“Hey, I think if you go help Logan with lunch, you will be able to eat sooner. I guess you have to be starving,” Taper suggested. 
“Yeah, I’ll do that,” she said, getting up and going into the kitchen. 
As soon as the door closed, Luca turned to us. “That’s not Alyssa. She looks just like her, but there’s no way. Her mood is all wrong.”
“I’m friends with Alyssa,” Tatum said. “She normally smells like apples and she likes watercolors. Now she smells like dirt.”
“Does she smell like the demons?” Ron asked.
“No, you smell like the demons. She smells like---”
“What do you mean I smell like demons?!” Ron demanded. I shushed him, but he ignored me.
“You smell like blood. So do to the demons,” Taper explained easily. “Whatever she is, we need to figure it out and save the others.”
The door opened and Logan stuck his head through. “Ron, could you come in here a minute?” he asked. Ron and I started for the kitchen. “Only Ron,” Logan added. We both stopped. 
“I go where Ron goes,” I said. “You can come out here.”
“No, really, I just need to see Ron for a second alone.”
“Ron goes nowhere alone,” Tatum said, suddenly standing beside him. In response, Logan just shut the door. “Ron, you need to be careful.”
“I’m not afraid of mortals and demons.” 
Luckily, the others didn’t appear to take offense to that. Ron was very narrow-minded when it came to people; he and I came first to him, then our family, and then our allies. Everyone leftover was cannon fodder. Anyone not useful to us or a friend of our parents was disposable in his mind.
There was a crash in the kitchen, Logan ran out, and then he slammed the kitchen door closed. 
“What happened?” Luca asked.
“I dropped a plate, that’s all.”
“That poor plate,” Tatum said. 
I pushed passed him and Logan followed me into the kitchen. When Taper tried to enter, the fae pushed him out and shut the door. “It’s not safe with the broken glass!” Logan exclaimed. 
I ignored him and surveyed the room. The kitchen was warm and friendly like the rest of the house with a sliding glass door opening onto a patio. There were several broken dishes on the floor and the table was clear, as if someone had slammed into it. “Where is Alyssa?” 
“She must have run off.”
When I started to turn to Logan, I felt a blast of pain against the back of my head. It didn’t completely knock me out, but I realized some time later that I was lying on the floor alone. I groaned because crying wasn’t an option as I rolled over onto my back. My head throbbed and lights flashed behind my eyes when I closed them. Suffering in pain was something I wasn’t used to, as Ron was always by my side to heal me when I was injured. 
Some of the pain settled enough for me to know Ron should have sensed my pain instantly. “Ron?”
No answer. 
I hauled myself to my unsteady feet using anything in reach to grip. Naturally, I tried to shake the sluggishness from my body… but that just left me dizzy and nauseous. I slowly made my way to the door with the help of the table and counter, which cracked under the pressure. The knob didn’t want to turn, but I was dile; I broke the lock with a simple jerk. 
Ron wasn’t in the living room. Taper, Tatum, Luca, and Drake were all unconscious and covered in scrapes. Luca had a nasty scratch down his back and Drake had a busted lip. The twins seemed a little better off. Logan and Alyssa were missing, but I really didn’t care. The only person who mattered was Ron and he wasn’t answering me. 
When I tried to use my Iadnah energy, I stumbled. My stomach protested any movement or magic. Taper woke as I flopped down on the couch. He immediately checked his sister for a pulse, and then sat back with relief. “What happened?” he asked.
“I think Logan hit me.”
“They attacked us.”
“Who?” I sat up. “Who took Ron?”
“Demons. They ambushed us and then Logan came out and told them that you’d been dealt with. Ron pounced on him, trying to claw his eyes out. One of the demons hit him with some kind of electrical rod and I think it knocked him out. Logan betrayed us.”
“Was Alyssa with him?”
“The fake Alyssa? No.”
I clambered to my feet and into the kitchen. I wasn’t nearly as observant as Ron, so I knew I was missing many clues, but the table bothered me. Obviously, there had been a struggle. If Logan betrayed us and fought with the fake Alyssa, perhaps Alyssa was on our side. I searched the cabinets and the walk-in pantry but found nothing. The only other door that didn’t lead outside or to the living room was the basement.
I flipped the light switch and it did nothing. Taper appeared beside me, far too quiet. When I glared at him for sneaking up on me, he just looked at me expectantly. “Let’s go,” he said. 
But I couldn’t. “The light doesn’t work.” No matter how much I tried to hide it, I was still terrified of the dark. Ron would have taken my hand or given me light. Hell, he would have shut the door and said anything down there wasn’t worth our time. 
Taper rolled his eyes. “I thought you were a wizard. Can’t you make light like your brother did at the warehouse?”
“I’m not as powerful as him.”
“I think you’re just used to letting him do all the work. You’re supposed to be the older brother; you should be using magic to make light for him, not the other way around. I’m terrified of heights, but I don’t make Tatum go up on the roof when she throws our ball up there.”
“I thought you were twins.”
“I was born first so I protect her. Apparently, I got our mother’s fire-tribe temperament whereas Tatum got our father’s land-tribe daydreaming, even though we are both of the land tribe. I can’t create fire, so you’re going to have to light the way.”
Struggling to swallow, I held out my palm. Since I could no longer feel nominal energy, I couldn’t use it to make fire, and my Iadnah abilities were nothing compared to my brother’s. After much effort and concentration, I created a small sphere of light, not nearly as bright or large as Ron’s, but I was somewhat proud of it.
“That’s it?” Taper asked. 
Ron would have shoved him down the stairs, but since my head was still throbbing, I just started down them. The basement looked how a basement was supposed to look; there were a ton of boxes, Christmas decorations, and old clothes. What I didn’t expect to see was Logan on the floor, bounded and gagged. He was conscious, but had a bloody nose. Taper took the gag out of Logan’s mouth. 
“It’s a changeling!”
“What’s a changeling?” Taper asked.
“Who cares? Where is Ron?”
“They took Ron?” Logan asked.
“You know they did! You’re working with them!” I yelled. 
“No! Please, you have to believe me! That wasn’t Alyssa we saved but a changeling. It’s a type of fae that can take the form of any person or animal for as long as they’re alive. Somehow she knew we were coming and took Alyssa’s place. That means she’s still alive.”
“And Ron?”
“I have no idea. I’m not working for the demons, I swear.”
“How can we trust you?” Taper asked. 
I wasn’t in the mood for trust. I reached out with my Iadnah energy and focused on my bond with Ron. The only time I could effectively flash was to Ron, but it had always been reliable. Therefore, I was confused and frustrated when the light that filled the room died. I hadn’t moved and Ron was still missing.
“I can’t let you do that, kiddo,” Xul said, appearing beside me. 
I growled at Xul’s betrayal. “You can’t stop me! I am the son of a god!” I almost wanted to smack myself for saying something so egotistical, but this wasn’t the time.
“If you flash to Ron, you will be immediately killed. When it comes to saving your life, I have more power than I need. Your father made sure I could protect you from any force in the universe, including yourself.”
“Then save him!”
“Right now, they need Ron alive. They cannot hurt him until they have your father subdued. The demons also know that if Ron can control the balance, they have no chance. For the moment, we are at a stalemate, because they can’t kill him until they have Dylan, but they can’t let him go alive, either. Their only chance is to keep him unconscious and in their control. If we try to take him and fail, they’ll kill him.”
“But you can use Dad’s power to save Ron.”
“If they try to kill him, yes, but I also can’t endanger him by trying to rescue him. 
“So go in invisible and take him.”
“I am an Ancient, far more powerful than most of them, but Ilea would detect me a mile away.”
“Ilea?”
“Another Ancient. She is an evil, vicious creature who finds humor in bloodshed. She has instigated countless wars. For fun, she causes people to commit suicide, cheat on their spouses, and miscarriage.”
“I thought demons didn’t have names unless they were under contract.”
“She was under contract. She fooled a man once who was willing to sell his soul for a wife, but not just any old wife and not for love; he wanted the most beautiful wife imaginable. Ilea agreed to make him a more beautiful wife than he could dream of, but in exchange, he had to give her a soul. She fooled him into believing he would have to serve her when he died. Ilea created a woman so beautiful that men would fall to their knees before her. The beauty was only on the outside, however; she was a hideous creature at heart. Ilea couldn’t create a conscience when she had none herself, and she couldn’t create a soul.
“The man loved and adored his beautiful wife and they had a child nine months later. The baby was as beautiful on the outside as his mother and had a pure, innocent soul. Every day of his life, he learned to be kind and wise. He never understood his mother’s coldness, but he sought to warm her heart with undying love, respect, and devotion. 
“Ilea came on his seventh birthday and demanded the child’s soul. When the man refused, she changed his wife’s outward appearance to match her heart. She told him that if he completed his end of the bargain, she would end the contract.
“The man wasn’t wise like his own child, but he was desperate to have his wife back. He gave up his son and Ilea ended the contract without changing his wife back. The name no longer held power over her so she kept it.”
“What an evil monster. And she hates you?” I asked. 
“More than anyone. If I make any kind of move against her, she’ll know. I’m sure she even knows I’m telling you about her now. She is commanding this growing army of demons. While she may say she does the bidding of the balance, she expects to use it as a tool for her own gain. I think at this point, the only one who can defeat her is your father, and even then I have my doubts.”
“So you’ll take me to Dad and we’ll go together to save Ron.”
“No, see, that would mean taking you into danger. I can’t take you to your father, your mother, or your brother. Mordon is with Dylan. Kiro is in the middle of stuff, too. The only thing I can think of is to send you to Vivian.”
“What?! You can’t send me…”
But he wasn’t listening, and suddenly I was with my birth mother. 



Chapter 11
Vivian
The setting sun cast beautiful colors over the lake and the warmth of Dylan chased away the fall chill. His heavy breathing was soothing my nerves, but it did me little good since he was asleep. For a man who wanted five kids, he sure knew how to ruin the moment. 
Leaning on his chest, I flicked him softly on the nose so that he jerked awake. Realizing he had fallen asleep, he smiled and stroked his hand down my back. He had a five-o’clock shadow that made him look both rugged and sexy and his green eyes almost glowed in the twilight. I kissed him gently and rolled over onto my back with a gentle tug on his arms. Encouraged, he laid over me to continue our kiss. 
He was always extremely gentle with me, to my despair. I knew it was because he grew up watching his mother being abused. He faithfully checked with me twice before making any move, which was tiring, and also the reason we hadn’t gotten very far. Of course, I wasn’t exactly encouraging him.
His hands were hot as he touched me gently and roughly at the same time like he was teasing me. This time would be our first. After more than a year of denying him, I agreed to come to this lake and spend the night. I had every intention of giving myself to him.
A shrill crying froze the building heat inside me like a slap to the face. I pushed Dylan away and he gave instantly. “What’s wrong?”
“Sammy. I heard him crying,” I said. 
He nodded, starting to get up. “I’ll get him,”
“No!” I shouted. “Please, I want this to be just us. I’ve made you wait too long for me already.”
He smiled and kissed my forehead. “You’re worth it to me. I’ll wait forever for you if I have to.”
Despite his promise, he stood and headed off into the bushes. It was suddenly dark and so cold. I never felt more alone. “Dylan! Please come back, Dylan, I love you! Don’t leave me here! Please!”
I shouted over and over in my dreams. Whether it was my own yelling that woke me or Nano shaking me, I didn’t know. Tears of shame joined my tears of loss when Nano just rolled over in our bed to face away from me. I put my hand on his arm and he tensed up, so I turned to face the other direction. I refused to fall back to sleep for the rest of the night, not for the sake of my soon-to-be husband, but for the fear of being rejected by Dylan again. 
I made a mistake in not taking Dylan for myself when I had the chance, and while Nano was there to pick up the pieces of my broken heart, he couldn’t put them back together.
 
*          *          *
 
I tried to read the letter Nila had written to his uncle, but although I was pretty decent at speaking Dego, I had no literary skills. The messenger left before I could ask him any questions and since it looked like he had a difficult journey, I didn’t want to stop him. I set the letter down and leaned back in my seat. 
I missed coffee, for Dios didn’t have most of the simple comforts I expected from Earth. Electricity and indoor plumbing was still developing here, but Nano and I had the best.
The house that had been constructed for us was quaint to a fault. It was little larger than a cabin with a full sized bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, and living room. We had no laundry room because there was a house nearby with servants who did our laundry for us. In fact, the only reason we had a kitchen was because I demanded it. I really didn’t like having servants; it felt awkward to boss people around. 
A wooden porch stretched around the entire house with a colorful rose garden out back. The floors were hardwood with thick rugs. There was a fireplace in the living room, along with a leather reading chair and couch. The walls were painted a pleasant tan color with dark wood trim. We had far too many windows, but it was expected after the entire population spent hundreds of years underground. 
The house overlooked the ocean, which Nano was absolutely terrified of. Since dile couldn’t swim, I knew the house had been constructed here solely for my pleasure. Sammy would have loved it, but I knew he was better off with… his other family. 
My heart stuttered as I thought of my baby’s face. I hadn’t seen him in five years. He had to hate me. The fact was, I didn’t want to be his mother. I loved him and I wanted to spend time with him, but I didn’t want to be responsible for him. Growing up with five younger siblings that I had to help my father raise was emotionally scarring. At an age where I should have been spoiled and coddled, I was bringing up five kids. I had to work, go to college, and raise them at the same time. There was no time for friends, no money for clothes, and no room for privacy.
Every day was miserable and the only thing I ever looked forward to was my time with Dylan. Worst of all was that I could never see a better future. Then Dylan vanished on me and Nano showed up to enlighten me on how meaningless my life really was. Obviously, when he offered to take me to Dios and show me the universe, I jumped at the chance.
But he left me, too. Not only that, but he left be with a child. I had to give birth to Sammy without a single person to be there for me. I juggled work and motherhood, not knowing if his father would ever return. Then Dylan arrived, not for me but for Sammy. Anyone else would have taken my baby and left, but he was too kind for that. Although he loved another woman, he was willing to take me with him. Instead, Nano came back, not for me but for Dylan. Nobody ever came back for me. 
Nano entered the kitchen where I sat at the table and got a glass out for some juice. I passed the letter across the table to him. “Will you tell me what this says?”
He glanced at the name and dismissed it. “It’s from Nila,” he said, pouring his juice. 
“I know; I recognize his name. I just can’t read it.”
“It’s not for you and you shouldn’t read other people’s mail.”
“Not even my husband’s?”
“I’m not your husband.” When I said nothing, he sighed and took the letter to read it. After a few minutes, he tossed it aside. “It’s nothing. Nila is having a difficult time getting the slaves free that are in the under cities. There’s no slavery here, so you don’t need to worry about it.”
“What do you plan to do to help them?”
“Nothing. It’s not my job and it’s dangerous. I really don’t care about them; they made this mess themselves.”
It was true that the population of Dios was nearly destroyed by war. It was also true that their actions caused the scant remains to retreat underground. But that was generations ago. The only dile anyone knew that was old enough to remember the days before the war was Nano. Therefore, I believed it was unfair for slaves, including children, to be forced to stay underground just because they were too slow to get out. 
And that really was what it amounted to; the rich and powerful moved aboveground while those in servitude or who were too poor to move became slaves to the scummiest characters known to this planet. Nila was the exception. As High King, the most politically powerful man on Dios, he stayed where he was needed most. 
“Your nephew is braver than you,” I said. Somewhere in his heart, Nano cared about his people and his nephew deeply. Over the years, however, I saw his soft side less and less. I knew why, too, because it was my fault. 
“He’s their king; it’s his job. My job is to protect my book and I can’t do that if I’m putting myself and you in danger. If you like Nila so much, you should marry him instead.”
I understood that marrying Nano was a permanent thing. He didn’t just want to marry me; he wanted me to be his life mate. He had gone so far as to strike a deal with his god to make me immortal if I married him. For that reason, I never did. I loved him, but I wasn’t ready to permanently attach myself to him for all eternity. I couldn’t even imagine living that long let alone being with one man forever.
I knew it hurt him and every day was a little harder for him to accept. The coldness that grew in his heart was due to my rejection, but I could only ever make it worse.
“He’s not Dylan.”
The sharp pain across my cheek was startling. It was the first time he struck me, but I knew it wouldn’t be the last time. I didn’t want it to be. I wanted him to hurt me as I knew I hurt him. Maybe if the pain came from Nano instead of inside, I wouldn’t hate myself so much. 
“Neither am I. And you forget; he left you,” Nano said coldly. “He could have come back for you or even took you with him. He didn’t. Instead he upgraded. He caught himself a goddess.”
There was that pain I needed. It was a pain I could fuel anger with and it would keep me alive another day, as opposed to the hopeless pain that came from my own head. Before I could say anything else, he left the room. He would take his anger out on himself and tear himself apart over hitting me. 
I looked around the room again and sighed. “I can’t do this,” I said aloud. Sitting around at home while my husband went to do… whatever he felt a Guardian should do… I wanted to help people who couldn’t protect themselves. As a lawyer, I was selective about my clients and gave priority to the rights of minorities and LGBT clients. Of course, maybe I was as wrong in selecting clients as Nano was in choosing not to help the slaves underground.
I waited until Nano left and then I packed a bag. Luckily, Nano had let me take many of my personal items from home so I had clothes and a backpack to put them in. I also grabbed food, water, and a picture of Nano, Sammy, and me together. Last, I gathered some of my gems and gold jewelry just in case I needed something to trade with. I locked the door behind me and I made my way down the stone path to the servant’s house. It was a much smaller, one-bedroom cabin made with lower quality materials.
I knocked on the door and Mreda let me in. Her husband sat at the heavy wooden table in the center of the room. By his scowl, I could tell that I had interrupted one of their frequent arguments. And I want to be married for eternity? “Vunhag un Nila seta?” I asked. To the best of my abilities, I asked where the High King, Nila was.
“Muga debun,” she said. 
Probably dead.
I stopped bothering to speak Dego. “How can you care so little for your king?! The only reason your people are able to live above ground again is because of him!”
“Mind manners, Vivian, or Nano smack wife again.” She made the gesture of smacking me and I knew by watching mothers scold their children that making any hand gestures was considered rude.
There were so many things I wanted to say to the woman, but I was in her home. Dylan taught me when we were teenagers that if we let someone goad us into attacking them, we were giving them control over us. With Dylan’s voice in my head, I inhaled and exhaled slowly, turned, and walked away. 
Unfortunately, Nano and I didn’t live in a populated kingdom like we did in the under cities, so the closest neighbors were an hour away. Faced with the choice of returning home to wait indefinitely for Nano or to walk indefinitely until I found a neighbor that could help me, I started walking. 
We lived on an island. There were walking paths everywhere, along with the occasional tree. In the center of the island was a forest, which I was still amazed by. 
I eventually made it to a quaint little neighborhood. The small farming community was different enough from Earth to make me feel homesick. People milled about in colorful work clothes, most trading raw materials or dragging them off to their houses to make things with. I stopped a middle-aged woman who was chasing her young child around.
“Edva undrik,” I said. While dile didn’t normally say “excuse me,” to get someone’s attention on the street, I wanted to retain my human manners. “Vunhag un Nila seta?”
“Dred vehkt,” she answered kindly.
I knew that “dred” was the word for dark, but I wasn’t great at the language. “Trejka hetba… kre…” I tried to get the sounds right, but I couldn’t even tell her that I didn’t understand.
“Endes?” she asked, attempting to pronounce my mother language. 
I sighed with relief. “Yes.” I knew the “l” sounds were very tricky for the dile to say in most English words, yet I have heard a few words with the letter, including their High King’s name. Nano once explained that it had something to do with sound perception. I did realize on my own that all words with the letter in it had an “i” before the letter.  
“High King in dark city,” the woman told me. 
“How do I get there?”
“Dark city danger. Daughter die in dark city.”
“I know it’s dangerous. I want to help Nila. How do I find him?”
She hesitated and watched her child run into the arms of a big man. The guy was covered in sweat from a hard day’s work, but he was extremely gentle with the little boy. When he took the child inside a house, the woman turned back to me. 
“Center of Kreu is cave. Tegod guard dark city. Drask hyven.” Kreu was the name of the island, “tegod” was the Dego word for troll, and she told me to be careful before she turned and headed for the house. 
I didn’t have magic like everyone else on this world did. Nano offered to teach me, but I was completely unrelated to any Guardian, so I had no natural talent, and I honestly had no interest. I read plenty of nonfiction as a child, but fantasy never fascinated me, so I never wanted magic. 
It took all day to reach the center of the island, and when I finally did, I was exhausted. Being a kept woman was no good for my cardio. As I sat on a rotting log to eat the food and drink the water I packed, I made the decision that when I returned to Nano, because I would, I would absolutely change things up. I can get a job.

I finished off my meal and after catching my breath, I stood and approached the cave entrance. It was a dark, small hole in the side of a small cliff, covered in brush to the point where I would have missed it had I not known where it was. As I neared the dark doorway, a troll moved, blocking the path. It wasn’t that he suddenly appeared there. I realized my not-yet-husband had a hand in this because he had shown me this magic before. 
The Guardian was first and foremost an informant, which was a role he had been perfecting for over a thousand years. Therefore, his powers of stealth were unmatched. The entrance could not be concealed with magic as well as a living being with this particular spell. For as long as the guard of the entrance was unmoving, he was invisible. This made it easy for him to overhear the sins of betrayers or allow his enemies to walk right up to him. Since the guard knew me as the Guardian’s mate, he was simply informing me that he was there. 
This would be tricky. No doubt Nano would use some powerful magic or Nila would bulldoze anyone who stood in his way… I was human, so I had to do this the human way. I can do this. I can set an example.
I smiled submissively and backed away, as if I had simply stumbled upon the cave during a hike. Having learned much of the culture of trolls, I knew they were lazy and not too bright. I made my way to the top of the cliff so that I could look down over the ledge where I knew the guard was, then dug the rope out of my bag. Luckily, there was a tree, because my plan would have been ruined if there hadn’t been. I secured one end of the rope to the tree trunk, found a large stone on the ground, and got into place. After about an hour of waiting patiently for the guard to relax, I tossed the rock as far as I could into the distance.  
The rock could be heard rolling down the hill and hitting another rock, which made a decent “clang,” and then went silent. The guard took three large steps forward before stilling again. It was the opportunity I needed; the guard was no longer blocking the entrance. I dropped the rope and climbed as quickly as I could until I was on the ground in front of the cave. I ran, quietly, into the darkness.
 
*          *          *
 
I didn’t stop running for half an hour, when I couldn’t do so any more, but then I nearly collapsed. I had reached the darkened tunnels of the under cities. There were trolls and goblins that would arrest me if they found me and return me to the surface, so I wasn’t out of hot water yet. 
It was cold. I clutched my jacket around me tighter, but I had forgotten about the unnatural chill of being this far from the sun, thus I hadn’t brought anything better. Worse yet, I had no idea which way it was to the High King city. What I did know was that I would have to rest soon. 
An hour or so later, I arrived at a small, abandoned city. A ghost town. There was no sound, not a footstep, yet it felt like I was being watched. The sensation followed me even when I found a small house to shut myself into for the night. Unable to bring myself to sleep in a stranger’s bed, I laid the blanket on the floor and slept on top of it. 
Unfortunately, finding sleep was a lot easier on the dark, cold floor than in the empty bed at home. 
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to a firm hand on my mouth. As I grew up in the low-class end of Houston, this was the start of all my worst nightmares. I screamed and kicked even as a much larger man tried desperately to pin my legs one-handed and keep my mouth shut at the same time. Dile were ridiculously strong people, so the only thing I had on my side was surprise.
“No scream, woman, or they hear!” the man whispered hurriedly. 
I immediately relented in my thrashing and he moved his hand slightly so that I could breathe but not speak. An instant before I bit his hand and demanded to be released, I heard heavy footsteps. The man let me go and pushed me under the low bed, but it was too narrow a space for him to hide in.
“Who are you?” I whispered. 
“Name Vreko. Fight for High King.”
“You know Nila? Is that how you know English?”
“Kedgra fight for Nila seta. Kedgra all know English. We learn English to hide words.”
Kedgra all… So Kedgra was most likely a group of people. “I’m looking for Nila. Where can I find him?” 
I didn’t get an answer because the sound was coming closer. There were people out there, searching. Vreko quickly hid in a chest by the front door, which was only barely large enough. I worried, because any bandits would check something like that, but there was no time to voice my concern. 
The door opened and five large men swaggered in. They searched the place, tipping over the table and destroying pottery, and found nothing of value. With every heavy footstep, my heart thundered until I was sure they would hear it. Luckily, they never checked the chest or under the bed.
When each man left one by one, I almost sighed with relief… but then one reentered. He was the smallest one, but his face looked sort of mouse-like. If there was a person who looked like scum, it was him. He scowled suspiciously at the blanket on the floor, which all the men had overlooked before. 
I knew I was in trouble when he went to it, got on his knees, fisted the blanket, and sniffed it deeply. Just as I expected, he started sniffing the air like a dog, then got up and sniffed in a wide circle around the room. He repeated his sweep, slowly getting closer and closer to the bed, until he kneeled beside it and contorted to see under it. I knew it wasn’t dark enough to hide, that I was caught, so I did what any frightened, desperate Texan girl would do; I kicked him in the face with my boot.
First he grabbed his face in pain, which gave me a chance to crawl out from under the bed, but then he recovered quickly and reached for me. Although he was bleeding profusely from the nose, he was able to see well enough to chase after me. I threw open the door to escape only for my exit to be blocked by the largest of the five men, who obviously knew how to throw his weight around. He pushed me back with one massive hand into the smarmy arms of the bleeding blood hound.
The bastard immediately snaked his hand under my shirt and leered. I wished very much that I didn’t understand what he said to the larger man. I wanted to call Dylan or Nila… but most of all I wanted Nano. He would have smacked them around and used powerful magic. All I could do was shudder and keep my mouth shut, not allowing them the pleasure of my scream. 
Funny… they were the first men who had ever successfully shut me up. 
As they started to drag me from the house, I was thankful they hadn’t found Vreko. There was a resistance, and the last thing I wanted to do was hinder that in any way. 
Just as I thought it, I heard the obvious opening of a chest a second before I was thrown to the ground. Vreko and the rat-man were fighting. The larger man, clearly uninterested, picked me up by the scruff of the shirt and dragged me outside. 
The abandoned town was crawling with scumbags carrying torches as they raided the homes that were once lovingly maintained. These were homes in which babies were born, children played, and men came home to their adoring wives. Everything that wasn’t taken was broken. 
The man set me down roughly in a large wooden cart with three other women and a little girl. I started to lean over the side when a sharp bark startled me and snapping jaws were suddenly an inch from my face. The animal had the scruffy look and head shape of a hyena with the lithe body structure of a wild dog.
I jumped back, barely resisting the urge to shriek, and barreled into one of the women. All four captives had obviously seen better days. They were covered in dirt and grime, clearly starving, and shivering in the ragged tatters they wore. Why the little girl was on her own, I didn’t know. 
“Come here,” I whispered to the little girl and held out my arms. She looked at me, but huddled deeper into the corner of the cart. Obviously, my mothering skills were bad enough to physically repel even the most unfortunate children. 
I turned at the sound of a commotion to see Vreko being dragged out of the house. He was bleeding from a cut on his head and seemed very dazed. Instead of being put on the cart with me, he was cuffed to a thick metal chain that dragged behind it. The dogs, who were attached to the front of the cart, dragged the wagon into dark tunnels. 
Most of my life was devoted to being an avid feminist and animal rights activist, which meant I had a horde of supporters in whatever I did and people to scream out if anyone ever tried to shut me up. I was always bleeding about rights on somebody’s carpet every time the opposition sneezed in the wrong direction. I was aware of this, but didn’t think it was wrong. On Dios I had no supporters, no causes, and nobody who wanted my help.
We traveled for several hours without any talk, breaks, or water. It was impossible to sleep. I understood the danger we were in and that while trying to find Nila to help him stop the slavery, I myself ended up caught in it. 
I closed my eyes, put my hands together, and did something I had not done in fifteen years; I prayed. Zer, I know you weren’t my god growing up, but I need someone now. I’m Nano’s mate, so maybe it matters to you. Please don’t let me die here… especially when Nano probably thinks I ran away.
I was startled by a gentle hand on my knee and opened my eyes. The little girl gave me a look of concern before she slowly crawled into my lap and curled up against my chest. She was maybe six or seven, had blond hair covered in dirt, and huge blue eyes. I really didn’t want to be a mother, let alone a foster mother, but I could be someone’s pillow for a while. 
 
*          *          *
 
A sudden jerk had me sprawled out on the floor of the cart. The little girl never moaned or cried, even though it must have hurt her. Sometime during the trip, I had fallen asleep sitting up, which led to my disorientation. I tried to sit up and give the child room to breathe when one of the hyena/dog creatures leapt part of the way into the cart and tried to bite me. 
I flattened myself over the little girl as fast as I could and the dog gave up trying to get in the cart. He gave a low growl before he joined the other six of his pack to get fed what looked like steaks. I sat back up and the little girl crawled right back into my arms. 
We were stopped outside a large shack. The largest man came around the side of the cart and reached for me. I pushed the child away from him and didn’t fight him as he wrapped his hands around my waist and pulled me out. The one thing I was good at was arguing, yet I couldn’t speak enough Dego to do so properly. 
I was set down and pushed gently towards the shack. I stared at the face of the man for a moment before walking, slowly. This man was unreasonable and unmerciful, but it seemed he would be gentle for as long as I cooperated. I knew how strong the dile were, so my only chance was to outsmart them. 
The door was opened and when I saw my fate, I gasped with horror. Lining the walls were cages, each barely large enough for an adult woman to lie down in. In the center of the room was deplorable furniture consisting of two metal beds, two metal x-shaped contraptions, and a black cushioned bench. Most of the dozens of cages were full and closely resembled enclosed dog kennels. They were about four-by-four wide and six foot tall. The tops were made of what appeared to be glass or clear plastic. Against the back wall of each was a two-by-four bed that consisted of an inch-thick mattress on the floor.
I was shoved into a cage in the middle and the little girl was put into one almost directly across from me. Vreko was taken to another room, while the other three women were put into the last remaining cages of this room. 
I sat on the bed to work out my strategy. The locks on the cages were built in and opened from a key which only the big man seemed to have. I needed to gather information, like when they brought food, let us go to the bathroom, or if they cleaned the cages. 
This turned out to be a waiting game. For the next three hours, a man came in to check into each cage every hour. He was a middle-aged man with short black hair, a slim build, and angry eyes. His clothes consisted of a white tunic and dark blue pants. Every time he entered, he had a small brown notebook with him, but he never opened it. 
Unfortunately, he was the only man who checked on us and his notebook was the only thing he brought. I fell asleep cold and hungry. 
 
*          *          *
 
When I woke, it was to the sense of something wrong more than any sound. There were two men speaking in Dego when I sat up. I took a moment to get the cricks out of my neck before I moved to the bars and looked around. The two men were standing outside the little girl’s cage. One of the men was the big one, but the other was unfamiliar. 
The large man opened the cage, then the stranger reached in and pulled the girl out. 
“Let her go!” I demanded, standing. They ignored me, so I started banging on the bars. 
This got their attention at least. The stranger considered me for a moment before pushing the girl back into the cage and closing the door. The child didn’t make a sound the entire time. Unfortunately, both men approached my cage and the big man unlocked it. When they stood back and waited expectantly, I came out. The stranger took my arm in a firm grip as if he expected me to try to run away. 
I focused on controlling my breathing as he took me into the next room, where I realized with horror how much trouble I was actually in. Barely reacting in time, I gripped the doorframe to try to prevent him pulling me further in. Still, it was useless, for his strength was too great. 
The room was set up like a dirty laboratory. Of course, everything in the under cities were dirty. There was a thin, long metal table with leather straps and a fluid drain on the right-hand side. Beside it were a wooden stool and a small, square metal table laden with surgical equipment and syringes. 
Having watched dozens of movies that started out this way, I knew screaming and crying did no good. In fact, I was always the one complaining that the girl would just cry instead of fighting harder. I was an idiot. 
I didn’t fight them because I was too afraid to make it worse. Instead, I cried silently until they forced me down on the table. When the smaller man started to pull the strap over me, I leaned up and bit him, then tried to get off the table. The larger man was there, however, and restrained me easily with one hand. 
The smaller man strapped me down tightly, spitting insults as he did. After the straps were secure, he put a dirty cloth in my mouth and then slapped me. The man who had checked on the cells every hour entered at that moment and barked something angrily at the stranger, who glared back but kept his mouth shut. Abruptly, the stranger and the larger man left me alone with the man. 
He approached me slowly, confidently, as if he planned to take all the time in the world with me. To my relief, he removed the cloth from my mouth, only to start wiping the sharp tools with it. 
“Vet hyaxt yuben?” I asked his name. It didn’t matter really, but I figured I had a better chance of escape if I could make them think I was cooperative. 
“Dleso Adre.”
I knew that name. I couldn’t remember from where, but I recognized it. Before I could think of anything else to ask, Adre held up one of the syringes full of a blue liquid. His grin was that of a person entirely out of his mind. 
Nano had told me that people of Dios once had darkness in their souls and that, while it was rare, it still existed in a select few. I didn’t believe it before.
 
*          *          *
 
The next few days were hell. I woke from pain only to be put back under. When I was conscious, I felt so sick all I could do was dry heave, since there was nothing in my stomach. I knew he made cuts on me, but I was numb a lot of the time. 
Having no way to tell time, I didn’t know if it was days or weeks. Through it all, I never gave up hoping that Nano would find me. 
 
*          *          *
 
I felt myself being carried and groaned. There was no way I could take any more. However, to my shock, I was set gently on something soft. Assuming I was being put back in my cage, I opened my eyes. My vision was blurry to the point where I couldn’t make out the person laying me down, but he was small. 
I reached out to push him away, but he took my hand gently. “It’s okay, Vivian,” said a voice I would recognize anywhere. 
“Nila. Where are we?”
“Safe. We’re in an abandoned house not far from my old city. How did you get caught up in the slavery operation? Where is Nano?”
“I don’t know where he is. I went looking for you. I wanted to help.”
“What is it with you humans? You always have to help.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Dylan was trying to help a few days ago, and Tiamat, too. Settle down, Vivian,” he warned me as I tried to sit up. “You were in bad shape when I found you and I don’t think the drugs are out of your system yet. Try to sleep it off.”
“What about everyone else?”
“We got everyone out. We were all heading to the surface, but you weren’t able to walk, so I have been carrying you. There was an attack and we got separated. No one was hurt. Kseve has probably already gotten the others to the surface. We are just a few days behind because we had to take detours. Sleep.”
I wanted to argue, but my mind was too clouded and opening my mouth again was too much work.
 
*          *          *
 
I felt like a human again the next time I woke, albeit one who was used as a pincushion. The bed I was in was soft and I was warm for the first time since entering the under cities. I opened my eyes and found Nila sleeping next to me. 
The house was a decent one-room place with a little stove in the far corner, a bed that we were lying on, a small wooden table, and four chairs. Aside from the scarce furniture, there were child drawings and personal items on the walls. 
Realizing that I could see again, I was very relieved. I sat up carefully, mindful of any broken bones, and tried to get my bearings. My body seemed to be fine; there were no major aches or mysterious bleeding. Perfectly even bruises marred my wrists and ankles, suggesting that I fought restraints. To my distaste, I was dressed in the same dirty, white, scrub-like uniform that all of the slaves were wearing.
Nila woke and sat up next to me. “How do you feel?” he asked. 
“I’m fine. Is there anything to eat?”
“Sorry, no. Tiamat brought Kseve and me food several days ago, but there is nothing left and we haven’t found anything since. The crops have all died with no one here to take care of them and the water purification systems have been dismantled by the slavers to draw out those who got stuck here.”
“Nano would help if he knew what’s going on here.”
He frowned with concern. “I have told Nano. He refuses to help.”
“I’m sure he just doesn’t realize it’s this bad. We need to get a letter to him. Tell him I’m here; he’ll definitely come then.”
He sighed. “Nano is working against us and gives information to the enemy.”
“Bullshit. Nano is the Guardian; he would never betray us. Now, let’s get to the surface so we can talk to Nano. He’ll explain to you that this was all a big misunderstanding and he’ll come back to crush the slavery ring.”
He sighed again as he stood. “Let’s go then.”
We traveled for hours before Nila let us take a break right outside a small city, which we had to cross in order to reach the surface. The strange sounds that came from it warned me this would not be an easy escape.
“It would be so much easier if one of us could do magic,” the boy king remarked.
“Yes, it would, but neither of us have magic, so what are we going to do?”
“I have been praying to Tiamat for the last hour. Apparently, she isn’t answering.”
“Why would you pray to Tiamat? Why not your own god?”
“Zer? Not likely. He only responds to Nano. Let’s do this. Stay in the dark. If you see a goblin, you run. Goblins see very well in the dark, but they’re not fast.”
We crept into the city, which was illuminated by a pit of fire in the center. Fire in the under cities was highly regulated because most of the venting systems hadn’t seen maintenance since they were built. 
Men meandered about the place, sharpening weapons, eating, or just chatting. I saw no slaves, fortunately. We stayed in the shadows of the houses and moved silently. It wasn’t until we were halfway through town that everything went wrong. A man appeared out of thin air right in front of me, nearly causing me to shriek. 
Nila, a good ten feet ahead, started back for me just a little too late. The man grabbed my arm firmly, waved his other hand up in the air, and created an energy shield around the young king, much like the ones Dylan made. Nila pressed his hands against the shied and was clearly startled when nothing happened. 
“Demon!” the king yelled. 
The man laughed and I realized the differences in this opponent. He was clean, as opposed to every slaver I met, and his grip wasn’t as strong as a dile’s. He yelled something, which I didn’t catch, and we were suddenly surrounded by more demons. 
“What a lovely woman,” one of the demons said. “She smells human.”
The one holding me combed his fingers through my hair and then leaned in to sniff me. “She is human. Dile never come in this color. What do you think, should we take her as a pet or leave her to the slavers?”
“Why are you speaking English?” I asked. I really didn’t want to hear this.
The demon holding me laughed. “Our magic allows anyone to understand us unless we choose not to be understood.”
“They are not speaking English,” Nila said, confused. Their demon magic didn’t work on him, so he couldn’t understand them, but his void blood also apparently didn’t negate demon energy. “Ask them what they want. Ask them why they work for slavers.”
“They are not working for slavers,” a man said, suddenly appearing in front of Nila. He was tall, thin, and a bit unkempt. Nila immediately shrank back as far as the barrier would let him, which was only a few feet.
“What are you doing here?”
“That is no way to speak to your father,” the man admonished. 
I gaped at Nila, for I thought the king’s father had been killed before Nila was born. 
“You are not my father. You are a demon.”
“It hardly matters what you call me. You are going to summon Dylan here right now, or I will personally kill your lovely lady friend as painfully as possible. I might even drag her soul into the void if there is anything left of it when I am done.”
“You will leave her alone!” 
“Call Dylan here.”
“I can’t call to him. I have no magic, so he wouldn’t hear me.”
“You can call to his wife,” Nano said. I turned to see the Guardian entering through one of the dark tunnels and I felt both relief that he was here and worry for his safety… until what he said sunk in. 
“Nano. Tell me you’re here to help us,” I said. 
“I’m afraid not, Vivian.” His reply was cold and hurt more than anything he had ever said. 
I remembered how I entrusted my fears to Nila soon after we met. Nila told me his uncle loved me and wanted to spend his immortal life with me. Of course, that was many years ago and many cruel things have been said by both of us since then. I pushed him too much, for too long, and this was what I was left with. Nano casually halted a foot from Nila’s father, obviously familiar with the man. 
“Why? What’s going on?”
He sighed. “Nila told me his father was building an army against Dylan. I wanted in on it.”
I didn’t know whether to scream at him or explain calmly that he was an idiot, but I really wanted the man closer so I could flog him with something. “Dylan is your friend.”
“Dylan has too much power and believes himself better than the other Guardians. When he first became the Guardian, I thought he was harmless and would eventually fit in. Unfortunately, he never minds his own business.”
“When you were missing, he tried to find you.”
“He failed. I wasn’t important as long as he got the gates closed, which he did after refusing help from any of us. Thus, he just earned more trust and respect from the gods. I am over fifteen hundred years old and have always served Zer faithfully, yet he trusts Dylan over me, even after they all wanted to kill him when he was a baby.”
“But Dylan would never betray you.”
“You have so much faith in the man who left you. Hell, he is even raising my child.”
“We gave Sammy up for his own good. And god, am I glad now. I hope he never realizes how much of a bastard you are.”
He laughed. “What about how cold his mother is? How she can never love anyone, including her own child.”
“This is very amusing, but I would like to get on with it today,” Nila’s father interrupted. 
Nano shrugged. “Demons are not the only ones who have realized Dylan is a problem, either. However, I am a forgiving man, Vivian. Come back to me, swear to never run away again, and forget about Dylan.”
The demon who was currently trying to squeeze the marrow from my bones finally let me go, as if he expected me to run into my traitorous husband’s arms.
Only, we weren’t married; I had never given him that last piece of me. I had given him my entire heart, my soul, but I haven’t said the words. Why I hadn’t told him, I didn’t know. Yes, I still loved Dylan and always would. However, there was enough love in my heart for Nano that his every word crushed me.
“Would you still kill Dylan?”
“I will not be the one to kill him; that would anger the gods. Instead, I can give the demons vital information about Dylan and the gods so that Nila’s father can easily kill Dylan. Dylan left you without telling you anything, whereas I found you and explained everything to you. Come with me.”
I tried to swallow down the pain in my throat. “Go to Hell.”
The demon grabbed my arm again, but he was expecting compliance, so when I jerked my elbow back and up, I connected solidly with his nose and felt a very satisfying crunch. Three other demons restrained me as my victim vanished. 
Nano rolled his eyes.
“What do you want us to do with her?” one of the demons asked. 
“You can take her and leave,” Nila’s father offered. The man shrugged. “We could use your help more, but we should be able to destroy Dylan now. If you want to take this human woman and run off to safety, now is your chance.”
There was hope in my heart as well as horror.
The stare Nano gave me was so cold, so empty that I couldn’t breathe, but his answer left me feeling like I was punched in the gut. “Getting Dylan out of the way is more important, and his allies are our enemies. Kill her.”
Nila started screaming insults at his uncle and thrashing against the shield around him while I just stood there, stunned. The ground suddenly shook violently and a blinding filled the room from some unknown source. When I could see again, Ghidorah stood between me and my mate. Demons scattered like cockroaches when the light turned on. 
Nila’s father grinned, but he vanished when Ghidorah honed in on him. Nano didn’t even look at Ghidorah; he just stared at me with a disappointed expression, as if I had ruined all of his grand plans. He was the last to disappear. 
“Are you okay?” Nila asked beside me. I hadn’t noticed that the shield broke down.
How could I be okay? “Maybe that wasn’t Nano. When the gates were opening, Rilryn was possessed. No one ever found out what happened to Nano when he was missing. Maybe it’s like that.”
“I’m sorry, Vivian, but with my power, I can detect that,” Ghidorah said. “Nano was in full control over himself.”
The strength in my legs left and Nila barely caught me before I hit the ground. I didn’t really care. Breaking both my legs would have been a relief over the pain in my chest. He told them to kill me.
“What happened?” Ghidorah asked. 
“She hasn’t fully recovered,” Nila told him. “Kseve and I rescued her from the slavers. They experimented on her, but I don’t know what they were trying to do or how successful they were. Also, there are slavers all over this city.”
“I have already driven them off,” Ghidorah said, kneeling in front of me and taking my face in his hands. “You called to Tiamat, but she and Dylan were busy, so she sent me. I cannot tell what they were trying to accomplish, but I believe they have failed. There is bad news and good news, Vivian. The bad news is that whatever they did to you, it has made you barren.”
“Don’t tell her that now! She can’t take anything else right now!”
The Guardian ignored him. “The good news is that your soul is pure and I have not yet judged you. My magic can cure you of their damage.”
“Wait. What if I don’t want kids?” I asked. 
“That is a choice you must make on your own. I can only be sure of this judgment the first time I see you, because otherwise something else could happen and the judgment would change. Take a moment and think very hard about this.”
Without a flash or a sound, Sammy appeared right behind Ghidorah. 
“Mom?”



Chapter 12
Mordon
“Hammocks are nice,” Sydney said, breaking the silence. 
We were in her back yard, very near the shifting field. So far away from the sleepy town and its light pollution, the stars were beautiful. It wasn’t as stunning as Shomodii’s sky, but the company in my arms more than made up for it. Sydney was cuddled closer against my chest in a hammock meant for one person and a thick blanket tied us together. It was warm, even with the fall chill on our faces, for every time the wind picked up, she snuggled tighter into my arms. 
I nodded my agreement. 
I spent Sunday evening and most of Monday with Sydney, but I couldn’t get enough of her. She could make me laugh when I was irritated and for a dragon, that was no small feat. It wasn’t like with Emiko, who I shared a passionate affection for. I could enjoy my time with Emiko for as long as I was the most powerful dragon on Duran. Sydney truly didn’t care how powerful I was… at least I hoped not. 
“I need to tell you something.”
“Oh, god, don’t tell me you’re married,” she said with an absolute seriousness. I laughed until my stomach hurt and tried several times to speak only to crack up again. “You better not be making fun of me, buster.”
“I wouldn’t dare.” I finally stopped laughing. “You are definitely the only woman I want.” I could really see myself starting a life with Sydney after only a few days. It didn’t matter if we lived here or on Duran. “There is a woman back on Duran, but I really don’t like her.”
“I trust you not to cheat, Mordon. You can tell me whatever it is.”
“I have two souls and I’m not a full dragon,” I blurted. She waited patiently with no scorn or judgment in her eyes. “There is a dragon named Rojan who is one of the oldest and most powerful dragons of Duran. He is over three thousand years. His mate and children were killed by a hunter a few days before I was born. 
“My mother died giving birth to me and I was about to die too when… my father summoned Rojan to our home. He asked Rojan to give up his life to save mine. With nothing left to live for, Rojan agreed. My mother was a seer, though, and placed an ancient spell on me. It was supposed to give me her strength when she died, but it wasn’t enough. What it did instead was bonded mine and Rojan’s souls. I am both dragon and sago. I can use my dragon and wizard abilities in person form and unlike other dragons, this is my natural form. The green dragon I can change into is Rojan.”
She put her hand on my chest and eased into a sitting position. Of course, it meant she was sitting on my groin. “So does that mean you and Rojan have different personalities and identities?”
“Mostly. I mean, we hear each other’s thoughts. We can both control speech and body movements at different times. Rojan is over three-thousand-years-old, while I am only thirty-two. If our ages were closer, maybe things would have been different.”
“But I’m twenty-six. What if Rojan doesn’t like me?”
Rojan took control, but instead of saying anything, he pulled her back down and leaned up to kiss her. She kissed back hesitantly until he released her. Rojan was careful not to shift his eyes so that he wouldn’t scare her. She looked deeply into my eyes until I was sure she could see both of us, and then she smiled. 
“Nice to finally meet you, Rojan. Is this going to work between the three of us?”
“For you to be with us, you must love both of us,” Rojan answered. “I believed that we would never find someone… until you chased after us at that barbeque. If you can accept both of us, it will not be an unequal relationship. Mordon and I will never be jealous over each other for you, and spending time with one of us is spending time with both of us. We are both always aware.”
I took over. “Unless one of us is sleeping. We do that sometimes,” I added. 
“That’s neat. Your purple eye is a little more vibrant when you’re in control and your blue eye is a little darker when Rojan is,” she said. I looked back up at the stars to shield my eyes without being obvious about it, but she took my face in her hands and forced me to look at her. “I love your eyes. I think the contrast not only makes you look mysterious and sexy, but they’re also so pretty. They have to each be the prettiest color of eyes I have ever seen, so the fact that you have both is just a cherry on the cookie.”
“I thought it was cake.”
“I don’t like cake. I like you. And cookies, obviously.”
“You like cookies… this will never work. I hate cookies.”
“People hate what they fear; therefore, I can only conclude that you fear cookies. Don’t worry.” She smoothly slid up my chest to give me a small kiss on the lips. “I’ll protect you from the evil cookies.”
“You do that. I’ll protect you from everything else.” 
She smiled and stared at me oddly, like she was deep in thought. “I feel like I’ve known you for much more than a few days.”
I stroked my hand up her back and then combed her hair back slowly, letting each silky lock slip through my fingers. “I do, too.” I had known her for so little time, but she was exactly like Arazel.
 
*          *          *
 
Rojan taught the others an old war formation from before the dragons of Duran were hunted. Back then, others of their kind were the only threat a dragon had to fear, and so they would sometimes band together to chase off dragons that were encroaching on their territories. Dragon territories were very large and far apart, so if a dragon tried to move in between two territories, they were usually met with fierce aggression from the other dragons, who assumed the intruder would take too much land as theirs. 
That was how clans formed, which were allying groups of clutches. They were actually only allies when they faced another opponent, as they would frequently duel with each other over petty squabbles. Then arranged matings became a fashion, which complicated our culture in some aspects and simplified them in others.
Dragons of Rojan’s day were taught the formation of their clan in case they ever had to go to war, but Rojan never taught his children the procedure. When he mated and branched off with his own clutch, they moved far away from his parents and clan. Yet for some reason, the dragons of this town were fascinated by the old Duran culture and were ecstatic to learn what Rojan tried to forget.
I had to say, it was fun making the choreographed dives, swoops, and twirls. Rojan may have added a few special moves that his parents hadn’t taught him, but I didn’t argue. As the first one to perfect the performance, Taylor was the last one I would have expected to hit a tree. The sheriff made one wrong twitch of his wing and crashed head-first into the only tree in the field. I landed gracefully behind him and shifted. 
“What’s going on with you?” I asked. He rested on the ground in an awkward heap with one leg sticking up and a wing bent at an odd angle. It made my neck hurt just looking at him. “Shift.”
He shifted as I instructed and climbed to his feet. “I’m okay,” he said.
“You wouldn’t have crashed if you were okay. Tell me what’s wrong.”
“I’m just distracted. There are people going missing. It was children at first, but Jeffery hasn’t come into work today. I went to his home and he wasn’t there.”
Jeffery, his deputy, was a human who was aware he worked for a dragon. The man was pretty average as far as humans went; decent without being selfless. What I learned from Dylan about law enforcement was that too many humans that became police officers were bullies and thugs. He also said that corruption was especially rampant in small towns like this. With my dragon senses, I could safely tell Dylan that the police force and firemen here were at least respectable people. 
“Why didn’t you say anything before we went flying?” I made a motion with my arms that the Rojan had taught them. Every dragon landed and waited for further instruction. Sydney instantly came to my side and wrapped her arms around mine. 
A blunder on my account, because now I had a terribly beautiful and naked dragoness expecting me to talk when I suddenly had trouble remembering to breathe. If this is what Dylan feels all the time, it’s a wonder he gets anything done ever.
Children are missing, Rojan reminded me. 
“Do you have any leads?” I asked. 
Taylor shook his head. “All I know is that demons took him, which is why I haven’t sent for outside help.”
“Dylan will know. He always knows these kinds of things. Taylor, you need to drive us to my apartment. The rest of you, be ready. We don’t want any casualties, so hold off until we know what we’re up against.”
“I can come with you, right?” Sydney asked. 
My first instinct was to tell her no; that I wouldn’t let her anywhere near the danger. Rojan stopped me from saying it, however. The safest place for her is right between us and Dylan. Even if we’re in the middle of battle, we can protect her. If we leave her behind… 
Rojan’s mate was killed while he wasn’t there to protect her, so of course he would want to keep Sydney close. “Yes, you can come, but you have to stay with me.”
“Where’s the superglue?” 
Sydney was in no way submissive, but she certainly didn’t give me the trouble Emiko did. Emiko was pretty and would make the perfect queen in my father’s eyes. In fact, had she been sago, my father would have married me to her before I was twenty-two. Luckily my father hated dragons as much as he hated the common man. Of course, since I ran from the throne and discovered Rojan, it made sense to me why my father always seemed to despise me; I was both a dragon and a common man. 
Taylor dressed in the time it took Sydney and me to find our clothes, after which we piled into Taylor’s SUV and headed over the mountain to town. Sydney distracted me through most of the trip because she had a surprisingly difficult time getting dressed. Then she made it difficult for me to get dressed, since I couldn’t pull my shirt on while kissing her. It definitely didn’t help that she pulled it back off twice. 
“Dylan? You have to leave work,” I said when we finally settled down. 
“I’ll let the nurses know now,” he answered. 
He didn’t even ask why, he just instantly agreed. Taylor drove quickly so we made it to the hospital in less time than I had expected. On the way to pick Dylan up, I explained everything to him so he was ready and waiting outside for us when we arrived. I opened the back door and he slid in.
“Hello, Sydney,” he said. “I guess you were out flying.”
“Oh, shit,” she cursed. The dragoness had put her blouse on inside out, so she quickly whipped it back off. Dylan didn’t bat an eye as she fixed her clothes.
“I assume you know where to find the missing people?”
“Divina told me about the demons having a warehouse. If your guy’s been abducted by demons, they should be there.” He gave directions to Taylor. 
“If there are demons kidnapping people, shouldn’t we check on the boys?” I asked. 
“Zeb is watching them. They should be getting out of school any minute now, anyway. Zeb will take them home and keep them out of trouble. We don’t want to draw any attention to them if we can help it. Besides, Ron and Hail would want to help us. Here, in case anyone needs to shift.” He handed me a backpack full of spare clothes. “I remembered to grab this out of my locker.”
We pulled up at the warehouse where three demons guarded the entrance and didn’t even wait for the guards to advance. Each of us exited the car and stood side-by-side while the demons assessed us. Finally, they all saw Dylan at once and froze. They were not exactly impressive figures; they were skinny, dressed in black leather, and had grease slicking their hair back. 
“So, we meet again,” Dylan said with a cruel lilt to his voice. Sydney looked at him with shock. “Nice vampire coven you have here. Won’t you invite us in?”
“They’re demons,” I corrected him privately. 
“No shit. More specifically, they are the demons who introduced themselves as vampires to me earlier.”
“So they weren’t vampires?”
“Of course not, that would be silly; everyone knows vampires don’t exist,” he said aloud.
“Then why did they say they were vampires?”
“Think about it,” Xul said, appearing between us and our opponents. Taylor snarled, but the demon ignored him. “They are afraid of Dylan. For some reason, they must have believed they were safer pretending to be vampires than they were if you knew they are demons. You have a reputation in the spirit world; they may fear that if you know who they are, you would just send them straight back.”
Sydney turned away from him as if she wanted to run back to the car. I didn’t know what history they had together, but I really hoped it wasn’t an affectionate affair. Although I wanted to know everything about her, I couldn’t bear to hear that she loved someone else… so I would never ask. If she gives me a chance, I will give her every ounce of love I can manage until she can’t see anything else. 
“That’s sweet, but this isn’t the time.”
“Get out of my head,” I said to my brother. I should have been irritated or embarrassed, but I wasn’t. 
“I totally approve of your relationship with Sydney. Kick Emiko to the curb.”
“I don’t want your approval; I can choose for myself.”
“What are you doing here?” Dylan asked the Ancient.
“The boys didn’t go to their last class. They’re missing.”
Dylan’s expression didn’t show his anger, but the energy that pulsed from him was furious. Rojan’s roar was from Dylan’s rage, not his own. Every single demon near as well as Taylor and Sydney collapsed in pain from the Iadnah energy.
I fought against Rojan’s instincts and turned Dylan’s face to look at me. I focused on my breathing and pushed the calmest thoughts I could. There were many times Rojan spent napping in a flower garden, which was the most peaceful memory I could recall. “We’ll find them. Dylan, you need to calm down. Use your head.”
“I’ll kill them all if they hurt by babies.”
“They’ll be fine. You have to calm down; you’re hurting Sydney.”
He looked at the dragoness and she stopped convulsing in pain. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt her.”
“I know. You’re too powerful to lose control like that.” Dylan would never forgive himself if he really lost control and actually hurt an innocent person. As he withdrew his energy, I helped Sydney and then Taylor to their feet. Sydney was shaking but wasn’t injured. 
“Were they kidnapped, or did they leave the school on their own?”
“Well… the Charger is missing…”
“What color and year is it? Do you know the license plate number?” Taylor asked, looking anywhere but at Dylan.
“It’s a 2013 black Dodge Charger. The license number is 869OMG.”
“I’ll put an APB out on a black Dodge Charger with that license plate. Would your boys skip town?”
“No, they’d come here, probably. Ron is intelligent enough that if they made a move, he would know where to go. Ronez Yatunus is nine and Samhail Yatunus is eleven.
“The two boys I met on Sunday?”
“That would be them. If any of your officers find them, cage and muzzle them both immediately. Be careful of Ron; he bites.”
Taylor gave Dylan a look, probably having never heard someone talk about their children like that, and I rolled my eyes. “You won’t actually be able to capture them, just call us,” I said. He walked away to make his call. 
The demons had taken the opportunity to retreat and more than likely gather forces inside the warehouse. While it wasn’t the largest building I had seen on Earth, it was large enough to contain hundreds of demons. 
“Zeb, in a battle between demons and dragons, who do you think would win?” Dylan asked. 
“Whoever has you backing them. Honestly, I know little about dragons. What I know comes from what I saw in Mordon’s head the few seconds I was in him, and I always tried very hard to block out my host’s memories. I have seen the battles Rojan fought. Rojan can probably best two or three minor demons because his hide is resistant to magic, but he will be no match for one as powerful as I. We can discard a body and take another before a dragon could draw the breath to breathe fire. Plus, any demon worth his salt will know a dragon’s weakness is the cold.”
“Actually, there are dragon breeds that can withstand it,” I said.
“Not you, though.”
“No,” I admitted. “So how do we fight them?”
“You need a weapon that can kill an immortal. Demons are creatures of the void; we cannot die by your sense of the word. You can destroy us or send us back to the void. Of course, if Janus is truly gone, then sending us to the void would be pointless, because we could just return. Therefore, you must be willing to kill any demon we see.”
Dylan gave no warning before flashing away, only to reappear a few seconds later with the azurath sword. He handed it to me. “Will this do it?”
“Azurath metal is powerful enough to do it, yes. Are you powerful enough to wield it?” he asked me.
To defend Dylan, I would kill any number of beasts. 
“Mordon can do it,” Dylan answered confidently. “Are we up against any Ancients, or just minor demons?”
Xul looked at the warehouse as if he could see through the walls. “I only sense one Ancient.”
“The ‘queen’ demon that leads them?”
“Yes. Her name is Ilea.”
“I thought demons didn’t have names.”
“It’s a long story. The name holds no power over her any more than ‘Zeb Carter’ does me. It’s not a true name. Be very careful not to give her mine, or she can make me into your enemy.”
“I feel like we’re at war,” Dylan said. Xul and I looked at each other and he nodded, agreeing not to say anything. 
Taylor returned to my side. “Should we call the other dragons in?” Taylor asked.
“No; there will be casualties if we involve them. The warehouse is too small for full-sized dragons and we don’t want them burning down the warehouse on top of us,” I said. 
“It’s worth the risk,” Xul argued. “If you want to save the boys before the demons have a chance to move them, we must move with all our force and we must move now.” 
“I can just flash to the boys,” Dylan said.
“Ilea is smart. She knows she can use Ron, but she would rather kill him than have him on our side. Hail is useless to her except as a bargaining chip. We have to do this craftily and forcefully or you will lose someone.”
“She has the advantage because her men are disposable, while we don’t have the luxury of losing anyone from our side,” I said.
“That’s not true. We have dragons to spare,” Xul debated.
I growled and pulled Sydney into my arms. “We are not using my dragons like that.”
“Not even for Dylan?”
“That won’t be necessary,” Dylan said. “The dragons will stay back. There is already a spy on the inside; we don’t need any more confusion. If things get real bad, we’ll call Divina. Sydney can come with us, but Taylor needs to wait outside and guard the exit.” No matter how many advisers Dylan had, he weighed my advice the heaviest. 
“Sydney and Taylor, shift,” I said. They both obeyed. I had no scabbard to sheath the sword, but I figured I would need it at hand anyway. 
“Do you want me to take the sword so you can shift?” Dylan asked. 
“No,” I answered. I was safer in dragon form, but Dylan was safer when I was in person form. “Ready?”
He nodded and Dylan, Xul, Sydney, and I entered the warehouse. Taylor really couldn’t enter until he shifted, but I liked knowing he was keeping the exit clear for us. It was dark inside and boxes formed maze-like tunnels. Sydney brushed up against my side so I put my hand on her head in a soothing manner. 
The cardboard boxes also retained the scent of everyone who came near it long after they were gone, which made it nearly impossible to determine which way to go. There was one scent that stood out clearly. I stopped Dylan with a hand on his shoulder. “The boys have been here. I don’t know how long ago, but Ron’s scent is stronger.”
We stopped at a three-way split. “We’ll split up. Xul, go left. Mordon and Sydney, go straight. I’ll go right. Be safe.”
We split up as Dylan directed and followed the hallway. A few minutes in, the smell of vinegar assaulted my nose. Sydney shifted back, unconcerned with her nudity. “That’s so strong,” she said.
“They’re not idiots.” Luckily, it wasn’t voraciously strong like at the lab, so I could actually smell a little. After about ten minutes, the scent faded somewhat. I was more troubled by then with the fact that we hadn’t found anyone. “This warehouse should be full of demons.”
“It should be, but I have the feeling they’ve been waiting for us,” Dylan answered.

I made Sydney find some clothes to wear out of the bag because her nudity was pleasantly distracting and I needed to be focused on protecting us, not her smooth, warm skin. It didn’t help too much that she picked a pair of boxers and a red t-shirt. She looked good in red. Maybe I should get some red bed sheets.
“Um… not a good time,” she said.
I realized that I was rubbing my hand over her neck as she tried to dress. “Shit, did I say that out loud?”
“In my ear, all sexy like.”
“Yeah, and I heard it, too,” Dylan added unnecessarily. 
Mortified, I controlled myself and continued down the dark hall. We checked each door until we came to what appeared to be an empty room… only it didn’t smell empty. Sydney turned to move on, but I took her arm to stop her. “Wait. There’s something here.”
“It’s empty.”
“No, I can smell something over the vinegar. I smell fear.” I shifted my eyes and what little color that could be seen in the dark faded. Shapes dulled, but light shimmered throughout the room, particularly in five people-shaped spots. There was magic hiding the people. “Dylan! They’re invisible!” I just barely got the warning to Dylan before someone hit me hard from behind. 
I collapsed onto the ground, but I wasn’t disorientated. I rolled onto my back to see three demons, not as men but as slimy, black-skinned creatures with reptilian facial structures. Their bodies were humanoid, though thin, and their fingers were long and ended in wicked claws. One reached for Sydney and she started to shift. 
“Don’t shift!” I yelled. Rojan had seen this tactic before; dragons were vulnerable in our person form, but we were completely helpless while shifting. 
Luckily, she obeyed. I picked up the sword that had gone skittering across the floor when I had been hit and got to my feet. I may never have gotten along with my father, but he trained me diligently in the art of combat without tech weapons. 
The first demon was fooled by a faked strike to the chest when instead I went for his legs. While it didn’t kill the demon, I knocked him and the demon behind him off their feet. The third demon came right at my sword, but stopped cold just in time to avoid skewering himself. He stared at me for several seconds, allowing me the time to get Sydney behind me, until the other two had risen. 
I wasted my advantage. The two demons started shifting in a gory fashion, as if their skin melted until they looked like people. “Go away, dragon. We have no business with you.”
“I am here with Yatunus-so Dylan to free those kidnapped by you.”
“You come seeking to destroy us then. No friend of him will leave this place alive. Dragons are no match for demons.”
The other demon suddenly slapped his companion’s arm. “That is Mordon, the dragon brother of the qadah. The goddess said we cannot hurt him.”
How the Hell did they know Divina was in their ranks? Why didn’t she come home and let Dylan know her cover was blown? And why are they taking orders from her? Divina was there for Dylan before I met him and it hurt to doubt her even a little. While I knew she lied and used her magic on Dylan frequently, I always believed she had his best interest at heart. 
“What’s going on?”
“They speak of your wife,” Rojan said. It was weirder than him taking over my mouth, for it was as if he took over my mind. This was the first time Rojan was able to directly speak to Dylan and I hoped it was the last.
“Divina is a god; if she didn’t want her cover blown, she wouldn’t have let it be blown. Perhaps she found out they took he boys and she made them all her servants. No, that wouldn’t make sense because then we wouldn’t be fighting. Plus, the boys should be wherever the Charger is.”
“Stop working things out in my head,” I groused. 
“But it’s too crowded in my head, and yours is so spacy.”
Rojan and I growled at his teasing simultaneously. The demons flinched back, obviously mistaking my growl. Sydney disappeared from behind me, but I couldn’t afford to look away from the demons. The demons didn’t seem to know what to do, since they couldn’t hurt me.
“This is weird,” Sydney said. “I can feel them, but I can’t see them.” Sydney pressed herself against my back. “These are all adults; I can’t find the children. There are four of them, including Jeffery, but the kids are still missing.”
“We’ll keep looking, but we need to get these people out.”
“We’re waiting to follow you,” a soft imitation of Jeffery’s voice said. It was as if he was on the other side of a wall.
I raised my sword at the demons, as threateningly as I could. “Get back.” 
The demons all took reluctant steps away, but their eyes scanned Sydney and the invisible prisoners. They were looking for a way to get them without going through me. When the tallest demon nodded slightly to the other two, I knew they could communicate privately.
As they passed through the doorway, the invisibility magic fell off the prisoners. The four of them looked dirty, malnourished, and terrified, but otherwise unhurt. None of them limped or favored an arm, at least. There were three young women, all of which couldn’t have been more than in their very early twenties. Ron and Hail were still nowhere to be found.
Two of the demons moved to attack the prisoners and because the terrified people made no attempt to protect themselves, I had to do it for them. My shields were not as tangible as Dylan’s, so I reached through my bond with Dylan to draw his energy into myself. His Iadnah energy seemed to work on instinct and intent more than nominal energy. I created my shield just like I would with nominal energy, except I used his energy. The electrified shield closed over the group and the demon that hit it was thrown back. The other demon stopped when his companion was repelled. 
The wiser demon, the one who didn’t attack, started to shift again, but it wasn’t into a black-skinned creature. His humanoid limps shrunk and lengthened. His knees reversed so that he fell to his arms. Hair receded on his head and sprout in awkward patches across his body. The black leather and denim he wore melded and melted into his skin. Within seconds, the demon shifted from a man to the creature every sago feared. 
I knew it wasn’t a real dejeva, but the creature was terrifying beyond thought. Foam dripped from its narrow, snarling muzzle. While it had patches of thin hair, most of it was bald with splotchy gray skin. The four-legged creature reached my waistline on long, thin limbs. Even knowing it was just a demon pretending to be a dejeva, I couldn’t move. I literally couldn’t even breathe.
Sydney screamed behind me, not because of the creature, but the third demon. I tried desperately to turn and help the dragoness, but I couldn’t look away. 
I heard a scuffle behind me and suddenly the sword was taken out of my useless hands. Dylan stabbed the demon through the heart and pulled back the blade. The beast dropped easily, and that only made me feel weaker for my fear. Dylan handed me back the sword and braced me with both hands on my shoulders. “Everybody needs help sometimes, and everyone has a weakness,” Dylan said. 
Although my brother could be ridiculously goofy, he was sometimes very serious and wise.
Sydney was alright, thanks to Dylan. I pulled her into my arms as Dylan checked the prisoners over. “Where are the missing kids?” he asked them. 
The women looked terrified while Jeffery shook his head. “There was an attack a few days ago,” one of the women finally said. “The kids were taken somewhere and we haven’t seen them since.”
Dylan looked at me. “I’ve been all over this place and haven’t found anyone but demons who wanted their butts kicked. When you told me they were invisible, I used magic, and that was how I found some demons that were trying to ambush me.”
“Next time you go left,” Xul said, approaching from the other end of the hall. “I don’t think I had to fight that many demons in the void.” Following Xul were six more people, and they all looked hesitant to follow the Ancient. Two of them were men and the rest were women. Before they could get too close, I scented them. 
“They are demons,” I warned Dylan.
“Did you find more innocent bystanders?” he asked Xul.
“I did. The demons here decided that any demon that doesn’t stand against you is to be captured and tortured.”
“Other than being demons, do they smell okay?” 
That seemed very contradictory, but I scented them again. There was no anger towards Dylan or even suspicion. I just smelled fear. “They’re okay.”
Dylan reached out to shake the hand of the nearest woman. She took it hesitantly. “I’m Dylan Yatunus. You’re safe now; we’re getting you out. However, I need you to tell me if you know where the missing kids are.”
She glanced at the others that we rescued, but her hand tightened around Dylan’s as she subconsciously clutched him for support. “You wouldn’t hurt them, right?” she asked, her voice dry and cracked. 
“Never. We came to save everyone that was kidnapped.”
“I’m a demon.”
“I’m aware. Can I know your name or do you not have one?” Since she was a minor demon and not an Ancient, we knew she had a true name, but Dylan was trying to be polite. 
“I have a human name I go by,” she said defensively, as if Dylan was asking to enslave her. 
“I could call you ‘lady’ if you would prefer.”
“My name is Rebecca Sharp. I’m a teacher at the middle school. The kids aren’t here. My husband, me, and some of our friends got together and caused a diversion a few days ago. We got the kids out, and Keigan Cardigan.”
“These guys wanted to use the children as blood sacrifices. They were especially looking for children that were stranded here from their home worlds,” one of the men said.
“I heard about you, Dr. Yatunus,” Rebecca said. “I heard that you are the enemy of demons, the destroyer of our kind.”
“I’m not a destroyer of any kind.”
“I realized that already. You are not the enemy of demons but of darkness.”
“Shit,” Xul said suddenly. Before anyone could question him, he vanished. 
I grabbed Dylan’s arm and poured my fire into him to calm his energy, because we both knew Xul was being pulled away in order to save the boys. “Let him do his job. We need to get these people out.”
The rumble from above came suddenly and expectedly. I pulled Dylan and Sydney closer in order to cover them, but Dylan put a shield over all of us. Debris bounced off his shield and harmlessly fell away, but the dragon that came through the new hole in the roof tore through the shield. Taylor roared, which echoed across the walls and boxes.
“They found your car,” I translated. “They’re on their way to the house where it was found.”
I made a hand signal and the dragon took to the sky. The hallway we had converged in was now a large clearing of melted and bent metal and flattened cardboard boxes. About two dozen demons emerged to surround us, but none made a move to attack. The ten people we rescued all moved at once to stand behind Dylan, both in a show of support and for his protection. Sydney stood to my right and Dylan to my left. One of the demons stepped forward.
“Hello, Sardis. I thought all the fun would be over before you showed up,” Dylan taunted. 
“We already have what we need,” Sardis responded. 
“You mean Ron?” Divina asked, appearing to the left of Dylan with Ron in her arms.
“Divina!” he shouted in shock. “How could you betray us?!”
I was more shocked than he was, although it wasn’t because of her arrival. Divina’s hair, normally long and black, was now shoulder-length, vibrant orange with vivid pink streaks in it. That one alteration transformed her appearance from mysterious and exotic to sweet and innocent. 
She laughed and let Ron down before pressing herself against Dylan’s chest and kissing him deeply. Dylan wrapped his arms around her and deepened the kiss. When Sardis’s face turned red, Divina stepped away from Dylan. “Because I’m his wife, you fool. I am Tiamat, goddess of Earth, and you can’t expect to get away with kidnapping my son.” Dylan picked Ron up and Divina focused her attention on him. “You were very good in waiting for me to come and get you.”
“They hit Hail, Mommy. Kill them,” the nine-year-old said. 
“You hit my baby?” Dylan growled. 
Sardis’s eyes widened as he realized he made a mistake, but before Dylan could react, a new person appeared. She was definitely beautiful, with long dark brown hair and deep red eyes. The demon wore a simple black dress with no sleeves and spike-heeled boots that went to her knees. She managed to look strict and flirty at the same time, but her face was all anger. 
“You had one job!” she shrieked, pushing Sardis away. Then she vanished, as simple as that.
“Which one?” I asked. 
He searched the faces of each demon and settled on Sardis. The demon stared at him, not with anger or fear, but with disbelief and resignation. Dylan set Ron back down. “Him,” he said, pulling the lotus wand from his bag. He created a shield around Sardis before anyone could move. 
Sydney shifted and with the help of those we rescued, we easily disposed of the other demons, all except for the female who disappeared and Sardis. 
Dylan calmly approached the demon trapped by his power and we were both shocked when Sardis got on his knees. “I can use you,” Dylan said.
“It would be an honor to serve you, but that would mean betraying the goddess.”
“What do you mean? The only goddess is Tiamat and she is on my side.”
Instead of answering Dylan, he saluted the Guardian with his right hand and pulled a dagger from his boot with his left. Before Dylan could stop him, he stabbed himself in the heart. Dylan let his shield go and reached for the demon to heal his wound… but it was too late. 
All that was left of him was black ash. All around us, the demons had turned to ash. 
“What the hell is this?!” Dylan asked, too loudly.
“The Ancients steal bodies for a reason. Even the feeblest demon has a body outside of the void, but the Ancients prefer to take them over creating them. One reason is that they are more difficult to destroy if they take a life, but the other is pride. Demon bodies are made of the ash of the dead,” Divina said. 
“What?!” Dylan shouted. 
“Why did he say he would betray the goddess? I thought you were the only female god,” I said. I could feel Dylan shutting down on me and I had to keep everyone else from knowing it. I couldn’t allow them to doubt his strength when his heart was hurting.
There is always death everywhere I go. No matter how many people I try to heal, there will always be death. I could have helped this demon, but he chose to sacrifice himself. His death and the death of the other demons were my fault. Even the ones Mordon killed, he only did it for me.
He wasn’t talking to me, but I could hear the thoughts that tore at him. “Dylan, you didn’t cause this.”
My enemies would rather sacrifice themselves than be caught by me. I am in the middle of some kind of war I didn’t realize even existed, and both people and demons are dying in my name… and in the name of the “goddess.”
“I am the only female god. I don’t know who those demons were, but I’m sure they were just trying to cause mistrust. Demons lie, Dylan,” she said, taking a step towards him as if to steady him.
It wasn’t her he needed, though, so I very slyly intercepted her and put my arm around him. He didn’t need it physically, but I knew what he needed better than he did, so he would trust me to help him. What he needed was to save more people. I let him go for just a moment to approach Rebecca, who was fine after the battle, but winded. 
“Where are the children? I think it’s time to get them home.”
Before the words were entirely out of my mouth, the demon queen reappeared next to Dylan. Still shocked over the suicide of Sardis, my brother didn’t respond fast enough. She snapped a metal bracelet on Dylan’s wrist and backed out of his reach. He looked at it, startled, and I realized it was one of the two bracelets we got from Vretial. 
“Ron, get this off of me. How did you get this?” he asked Ilea. 
Ron immediately tried to pull the bracelet off, but it wouldn’t budge. 
Ilea laughed. “How else would I get it? Your son gave it to me.”
Everyone looked at Ron and his eyes widened. He looked from the bracelet to his father in a panic. “I didn’t do it, Daddy. The balance took over last night.”
Dylan put his hand on Ron’s cheek. “You’re not in trouble, sweetheart. You should have told me, though. Why can’t you get it off?”
“He modified it, so that only someone acting on behalf of the balance can remove it.”
Since it was still in his hand, Dylan waved the lotus wand at the demon in a stabbing motion. His eyes widened when nothing happened. “The wand has always been stronger than the bracelet.” 
“Not after Ron strengthened it. You have lost, Zalaznius, give up.”
“Lost?” Dylan laughed. “You haven’t even leveled the playing field yet.”
Divina raised her hand to the demon and a burst of black lightning shot out. Ilea calmly created a small circular shield in front of her. Instead of striking its intended target, the black lightning struck the shield and rebounded into the goddess. Divina fell to her knees in pain. Dylan was instantly by her side, but he couldn’t heal her. 
I was about to shift when Xul appeared and locked eyes with Ilea, who simply smirked and vanished. 
“Where is Hell?” Dylan asked as he picked Divina up in his arms. He face was expressionless, which he must have learned from Edward, but his pain and worry pulsed through our bond like a bleeding wound. 
“He’s safe. I sent him to Vivian. They boys had run into a shape-changer, but Hail is fine and Ron… obviously is too.”
“Go get him and take him home.” Xul did as he was told and Dylan turned to me. “I can’t flash us home.”
“I’m okay,” Divina gasped, obviously not.
“I’ll take Mom home, Daddy, and I’ll heal her,” Ron volunteered. “I’m sorry I caused this.”
“You didn’t cause this, sweetheart.” Ron flashed himself and his mother home. “Let’s go get the children home.” He fiddled with the bracelet before tugging his shirt sleeve over it. 
Sydney changed back into her person form and redressed before we left the warehouse. All of those we rescued except for Rebecca and her husband split up to return to their homes. Taylor shifted and went back to the station to call off the search for Ron and Hail. Sydney, Dylan, and I sat in the back of the SUV while Rebecca drove and her husband rode in the passenger seat.
“Was Divina’s hair orange?” Dylan asked after a few moments of silence.
I laughed. 
 
*          *          *
 
To our confusion, the demon drove us to the hospital. “Why are we here?” I asked. 
“Keigan was nearly killed when Alisha Sterling decided to get him out of the way. He figured out that children were being taken. He also heard that they wanted Ron, so he tried to protect him. She didn’t finish the job though, and he ended up in the hospital. Brent and I saved him and we made the morgue our base of operations. When we got the kids out, we took them there.”
Dylan nodded to the nurse behind the counter and she just smiled and let us go through. 
“Then we met your son last night. He came to the warehouse and argued with some of the demons, and your wife. From what we could hear while locked in that room, he killed Alisha. The demons were talking about how much blood there was.”
“How long have you lived in this town?” I asked. These two didn’t sound like the demons we just faced. 
“I’ve been here my whole life.”
“How does that work?”
“My mother was human, and my father was a demon. I was born here, with a flesh body and mortality, but I have the abilities of a demon. Brent grew up right next door. There are maybe two dozen of us here who were born on Earth and found ourselves living in this town. Those demons at the warehouse? They all moved in about three months ago.”
“Maybe that’s why they’re here; you were their passage to this world. Now, why you all came here is a mystery,” Dylan said.
“The only thing we know is that we like it here.”
We made our way through the hospital until we got to the morgue, where Rebecca pushed the door open. Inside was a creepy room with many metal cabinets and a metal bed in the center. There was one door against the far wall. It was freezing in here, so I immediately drew my fire to the surface and pulled Sydney into my arms. 
Sitting on a stool beside the metal table was a middle-aged man dressed in a light business suit, who sprang to his feet when he saw us. I pushed Sydney and Dylan behind me, but Rebecca put her hands up calmly. 
“It’s just us, Keigan.”
The man relaxed slightly. “I thought you were dead when you didn’t come back last night. Who are they?” he asked. 
“This is Dylan Yatunus. He saved everyone at the warehouse. He’s Ron’s father.”
The man reached out his hand to shake Dylan’s, but I was in protective mode. I pushed Dylan back and growled at the man. I still had plenty of Dylan’s energy in me to use in an emergency. The man’s eyes narrowed angrily, but he didn’t make a move. Dylan sighed and nudged me out of the way before taking the man’s hand. “Forgive my brother; he shot and killed his manners.”
“Well, your son has fantastic manners, so I guess it’s alright. Your boy is a pleasure to have in class. Too bad there’s nothing I can teach him.”
“He’s a genius, I know. Just help him get into the same class as his brother and you’ll have one little angel on your hands. Now, about these kids. I’d like to get them home now.” 
Keigan went to the door on the far side of the morgue and opened it to reveal a makeshift slumber party. Five children were huddled around a fake campfire with sleeping bags strewn about. One little girl was zipped up in the sleeping bag so deeply that I almost missed her, but she was shaking. I went to her and let Dylan handle the others. 
“Hey, there, little cub. What’s your name?” I sat cross-legged next to her. 
Gold eyes peaked up at me. “Alyssa.”
“Well, Alyssa, I’m Mordon. I’d like to get you home if you’ll let me.”
She shoved back the sleeping bag, practically jumped into my lap, and wrapped her arms around my neck in an act of pure, innocent trust. Even as I wanted nothing more than to get her home, Rojan snarled fiercely. 
The little girl had a power inside her that could hurt Dylan; a beast like Rojan. She wasn’t a dragon, though. I recognized the image Rojan gave me instantly; this little girl was one of those draxuni-looking creatures. She was from Skrev.
I wasn’t prepared for the bright light that filled the room. Furthermore, when we were suddenly in a dark jungle forest under a blood red sky, I knew we were in trouble. 



Chapter 13
Nila
“What are you doing here, honey?” Vivian asked, her entire demeanor changing the moment she saw her son.
“Zeb sent me to keep me safe while he went to go help Dylan.”
“Who sent you here?”
“That was foolish of him. I will take you home and care for you there,” Ghidorah suggested. Vivian looked devastated. 
“Excuse me, but I can take care of my son for five minutes.”
“Dylan trusts me with him.”
“That doesn’t mean I do. I only met you on Duran five years ago, for less than a day.”
“It was more than a day and I don’t particularly remember you doing as much mothering as Tiamat did.”
“Don’t talk to her like that!” the child growled. 
“Hello, Sammy. Do you remember me?” I asked him, trying to distract him. I hadn’t seen him since his Dylan brought him and Ron to visit when Sammy was four.  
“Hello, Nila! Of course I remember. You blew up the throne room and gave me chocolate. I always wanted to ask you… You are Nano’s nephew, and he’s my biological dad, so that makes you my cousin. However, Dylan is my adopted dad and your adopted brother, so that makes you my uncle. How can you be my uncle and my cousin at the same time?”
“Vivian?” I asked her. I wasn’t equipped to answer difficult parenting questions. 
“Sammy, stop teasing Nila,” she told him. She knelt in front of him and pulled him close. “Now, Nila and I are working on something right now, so I need you to go with Ghidorah.”
“Why can’t I help you?”
“You already have. I love you, honey. Now go back with Ghidorah and when this is all over, I want you and Dylan to visit.”
“Have you made your decision?” Ghidorah asked. 
“I have.”
 
*          *          *
 
Right before Ghidorah could take Sammy back to Earth, another demon appeared. He and Ghidorah instantly squared off and growled at each other. Sammy just rolled his eyes. “Zeb, chill out and just take me to my brother.”
“I can do it,” the Guardian snarled at the demon.
The demon scoffed. “I’m the babysitter. You just do your job and leave me to do mine.”
All three vanished, leaving me more than a little confused. “Do you know that demon?”
“No, but Sammy wasn’t afraid of him, so I assume he’s a friend of Dylan’s. Let’s get to the surface.”
“What is the point now that you know Nano has betrayed us? Also, why didn’t you tell Sammy that Nano is giving vital information to the enemy?” I asked. 
Her expression was miserable. “Things have never been easy for Nano and me, but I still can’t believe he betrayed us. There has to be something we’re missing. I don’t want Sammy to hate his father when I’m sure this is some kind of misunderstanding.”
Vivian was in complete denial. Unfortunately, it seemed her trust in her mate was going to mean endangering Dylan.
“We need to stop this slave operation. If we can get to the man in charge, I can subdue him and Kseve can arrest him.”
“But Kseve isn’t here and neither of us have magic. What can we possibly do?”
“What do you mean? No, we don’t have magic, but that has nothing to do with slavery. We have to stop them from hurting our people. It doesn’t matter if they have magic and we don’t. 
She nodded. “What’s your plan?”
“Follow me.” I led her back through the town which, fortunately, was empty of the slavers. When we arrived at the medical station, a small building with two examination rooms and a waiting room, she frowned with confusion. Although all of the drugs have been long since cleaned out by outlaws, nobody bothered with the actual equipment. 
“Why are we here? I’m not hurt,” Vivian said. 
She was a brave woman, but far too insecure. “That’s not why we’re here.” I searched boxes and desks until I found a case of trackers. Each chip was tubular, white, and as small as a grain of rice. “Kseve and I have hundreds of these, but they’re in our bag, which is with him.”
“What are they?”
“Trackers. I am High King, Vivian, so I have many faithful followers. Although I want as many of my people safe as possible, I know I cannot do this alone.”
“There’s a rebellion.”
“Yes. They go by the Kedgra, identify each other by speaking English, and are all highly trained wizards. If you don’t want to do this, I understand. It will be dangerous, especially when you don’t have magic.”
“I’m going to do it, but explain to me what I’m doing.”
“I will put the tracker in you that will allow me to follow you and hear what you hear. My plan, if you agree to it, is to put you back in the slave ring, where you will get traded around. I will send goblins in each place after you are moved to a new one and rescue all the slaves. There is a priority target. We can use the trackers to overhear their plans, so we know that one person is in charge. Unfortunately, I know very little about him because those who hear him talk end up dead. 
“You were experimented on, and you weren’t the only one. Whatever they were doing, they had left behind many dead bodies. I want to know what the physician was trying to do. Do you remember anything about him?”
She shook her head. “I just remember them bringing me into a room… everything after that was fuzzy and painful. Wire me up and let’s get this show on the road.”
I paused to stare at her. “My English is confused.”
She laughed, but her smile turned into a painful grunt as she clutched her ribs. “Struggling against a demon, okay… laughing, not so much. I’m saying that I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”
“You could die.”
“Yeah, or I could help save hundreds of people. It’s worth the risk.” 
I worried that her choice had something to do with Nano’s betrayal, but Dylan had told me she was a selfless woman who cared about the greater good. I took the injector, placed one of the chips in it, and turned to Vivian. “It would hurt less in a fleshy area, but you don’t really have any fat on you, so pull up your sleeve.”
“Don’t you have anything to sanitize it with?”
“All of the medicine and sanitation stuff has been stolen.” I pressed the injector against her upper arm and pressed the trigger. 
“Son of a biscuit!” she screamed. “Jesus, that hurt!”
There was barely a mark on her skin. I took a clean cloth from the drawer and held it to her wound, but it stopped bleeding within seconds, so I threw it in the trash. 
“How will you be able to hear what someone is saying when it’s in my arm?”
“They are Vaigdan technology.” I pulled a small black devise and held it up for her to see. “With this, I can keep track of you and everyone else I have the numbers for.”
“You’re going to track me with an iPhone? There’s a new tracker app? That’s a little… creepy.”
“What is iPhone? This is a computer. I put the numbers for your chip into it and I can hear what you here. If your cover is blown or I’m ready for rebellion to rise, I will push a button that will make the chips vibrate. It will not hurt, but it will feel very weird.”
When I pushed a button on the side of the computer, the screen lit up. I held the computer over her arm and it scanned the numbers automatically, adding them to the collection. Once a small beep indicated it was complete with its task, small letters appeared on the screen for me to type her name into it. 
Vivian and I then split up so I could test the connection. When the human started singing to herself, it came in clearly through my computer. After that, I set it to find her and it brought me right to her easily. 
With no more time for practice, Vivian went off on her own while I scanned the channels, listening into other rebels with trackers in place. It was very quiet, so I fell asleep.
 
*          *          *
 
That night, I heard Vivian being captured again. I hated putting my people in danger, but I had to help as many people as possible. 
In a small, abandoned house, I was monitoring a conversation between two slavers. Since the captive was sleeping, the slavers felt safe enough to discuss where they were moving to next. When a muffled sound outside the house startled me, I turned the monitor off and stood from my chair, not sure if I should look out the window or hide in the concealed compartment under the bed. My choice wasn’t really that difficult; I was never one to hide. 
I stepped behind the door and a moment later, it opened slowly. A large, dark form entered through the doorway and paused. “Nila, come out.”
I sighed. “You scared me, Kseve.” He shut the door as he turned. “How did you find me?” He held up a black tracking monitor identical to mine. “When did you…?”
“The second day after I became your guard. You disappeared and the whole kingdom spent an entire day searching for you. I found you sleeping, curled up with a book to your chest in an old, abandoned library.”
I grinned. “That was the day I discovered fiction stories. I remember it being a lot easier to get to after that.”
“It nearly collapsed on top of you, so I had a troll go in and reinforce the walls and doorway.”
“You could have just taken the books out.”
“You would have found somewhere else to hide from your people. Now, what have you found out?”
“Nothing so far. I put a tracker in Vivian. She is now in the old air filtering center. When she gets moved, we will send Rehta’s unit in to rescue the slaves. Did you find out anything?”
“No. I got those we rescued to the surface. Can we trust the human? Her mate betrayed us.”
“We can trust her. Did you find any food?” I asked.
“I got some bread and water from the surface.” He set out bag down and pulled out a bundle of cloth. I took it and unwrapped the loaf of bread. “Did you eat any yet?”
“Yes.”
“Liar.” I took a third of the bread and passed the rest to him. “Eat.”
“You need more than I do because my metabolism is designed better.”
 
*          *          *
 
The plan went well for the next three days. Vivian was traded from place to place and after each time she was moved, we sent a unit of goblins in to rescue the slaves and imprison the slavers. Meanwhile, I listened to the rebellion for any sign that the slavers had caught onto us. 
We were gaining ground, but too slowly. Whoever the “physician” was, he was adding to his collection of bodies every day. Even worse, we still had no idea what he was trying to accomplish. 
 
*          *          *
 
I was awoken by Kseve insistent prodding against my chest. “What?” I asked, rubbing my eyes. The only light source was a small candle. “I am so tired of the dark.”
“Soon, this will be over and you can move aboveground. Listen to this. Your human is being taken to see the physician.” He held up the monitor. 
I listened to the obvious sounds of Vivian struggling. Other than some foul insults, nobody said anything to her. When a door shut and Vivian stopped yelling, I stood. “We need to find her now.”
Just as I was reaching for the doorknob, I head a door opening in the monitor. “Welcome back, human,” a voice said in Dego. 
I froze with shock, for I recognized the voice. 
“Nila, that is---”
“I know. Adre is the physician.” I swiped my finger to the right on the screen, changing the menu options, and selected the alarm button. “The rebellion has started. We need to save Vivian now. If you think my uncle is bad when he betrays us, you do not want to see him if we let his mate get killed.”
I set the monitor to track Vivian. We had followed her movements at a near enough distance that we were only a few minutes away. The building was little more than a large shack with people rushing through the doors. I knew half the captives in this compound were part of the rebellion, but not if any of them were close enough to save Vivian. 
Kseve kept my path clear, debilitating the slavers on the way. We made our way through two rooms before we found Vivian and my brother. The human woman was backed into a corner, wielding a scalpel like a weapon. Adre turned to us and smirked at me, ignoring Kseve. 
My brother aged poorly over the years. His black hair was oily and cut roughly. After working so hard his entire life to create a respected, clean appearance, it was a shock to see him look so rough and worn. 
“I have been waiting a long time for this, little brother,” Adre said.
Behind me, goblins flooded into the room. Fortunately, I knew these were my supporters. “You have caused so many problems, Adre. Come quietly now, and you will get a very nice cell on the surface. There will be fresh air, plenty of good food, and clean water.”
Kseve stayed by my side while four of the ten other goblins surrounded my brother. Dytha took Adre’s left arm and Krehm took his right arm. 
“You have defeated me. Kill me, little brother,” Adre demanded.
“I would never kill you.”
“Why not?”
“You are my brother.”
“You took away my power,” he snarled. “I will kill you happily and without hesitating.”
“I did it for your own good. You killed our father, and for that I took away your power. Now you have threatened our people, so you will go to prison.”
He laughed. “Did you really believe it would be that simple? You should have killed me years ago, when you had the chance.”
Dytha wasn’t prepared for Adre to suddenly kick him in the side of the knee. By the time, Krehm reacted to pull Adre away from Dytha, my brother pulled a weapon out of a holster at his side. The sound of electrical charging was the only warning before he aimed the silver gun at Krehm. 
“Get down!” I yelled at the goblin. 
Unfortunately, while they were powerful in strength and magic, goblins were slow. A white energy burst exploded from the weapon, hit the guard, and threw Krehm across the room. Kseve pushed me back into the doorway and tried to block me.
When Adre turned the weapon on Kseve, I gripped my guard’s arm and pulled him to the ground. I was fast enough to get Kseve out of the way, but not myself. My brother pulled the trigger, the energy shot out… and imploded. The burst vanished in thin air, causing everyone to freeze in shock. 
“I didn’t mean to interrupt anything,” a stranger said, appearing right between us. “I just thought it would be rude for you to die before I could offer you the chance to live.” He was tall, but not as tall as Kseve. His eyes were light brown and his hair was reddish brown. The smirk on his face didn’t bode well for us.
“Who are you?” Adre asked, aiming the weapon at him.
The stranger scoffed and waved his hand dismissively. The weapon actually disintegrated into ash in my brother’s hand. “You should ask that before you threaten me, mortal. I am Vretial, the most powerful god you will ever meet, and you just happen to be on my bad list.” He turned to me. “Void, I am here to offer you something you have wished for your entire life.”
Kseve tried to pull me away, but I patted his arm calmly. “Please explain.”
“I can break the curse that made you a void, which will give you your powers back. Now, unfortunately, it will mean the blood you pumped into this mortal’s system will lose its power. He will also be able to use magic again.”
“Do it!” my brother demanded. 
“How can you end the curse?”
“I can break the deal your brother made with the demon.”
“What deal? I thought I was born a void because Adre killed my father.”
“You were lied to. This is all because of your brother’s greed and jealousy. Tell him, spy Noquodi.”
It took me a moment to realize he was no longer talking to me. Kseve and I both turned to see Nano standing in the doorway. My uncle’s eyes were on Vivian as he nodded. “I didn’t take you in because I felt charitable towards your mother. I was actually very curious about the circumstances of your condition. However, it wasn’t until Adre was driven off that I learned what really happened.”
“You know why I am a void?”
“Your father left Adre’s mother because she couldn’t give her a more powerful son. Knowing the problem was actually on his end, he took many women, expecting to eventually get a child. Since your mother was the first to become pregnant, he married her. Adre was jealous because Atos doted on his unborn child. He began slipping Atos small doses of poison until the king became confused and suspicious. Finally, he got it in the king’s mind that you would use your powers to take the throne. 
“Adre told Atos of an old ritual to call demons and control them. Atos summoned an Ancient and made a deal for your power. Unfortunately, the demon demanded a life first in return, because he could feed off of that energy. Atos wasn’t willing to kill himself, so he agreed to kill Adre. 
“Overhearing that his plan had backfired, Adre killed Atos, and then demanded the same deal the demon had offered your father. The Ancient agreed, but warned Adre that you could break the curse for as long as you lived. Adre got your power, which was minuscule at best, and you became a void.”
“I want to stay a void.”
“Having magic means you can protect yourself,” my uncle insisted.
Kseve put his arm around my shoulder. “Protecting him is my job.”
“Why wouldn’t you want your power?” the stranger asked. 
“Power corrupts. It has happened to so many of my people. I am king, so I have power, but nobody wants my power and I don’t want theirs. I am a void. If I lose that, I will just be a wizard.”
“So you don’t want your magic back. In that case, I will just kill this mortal and be done with it. Less work for me; I like it.”
“No! Please don’t kill him. He is my brother. Imprisoning him is enough.”
Furious, Adre took advantage of Dytha’s distraction and snatched the sword from her. He lunged at me, but the god just sighed and waved his hand again. Adre vanished, leaving behind the sword that clattered to the ground. 
Vretial sighed. “Too stupid to live comes to mind.” 
We were all silent for a moment. “Did he suffer?”
“Why would he have suffered?” the god asked.
“You killed him. How could that not have hurt?”
He gave me an odd frown. “I thought you didn’t want me to kill him, so I didn’t. I guess if you have changed your mind---”
“No, I wanted him to live… but what did you do?”
“I sent him to Canjii, which is the most failsafe imprisonment system in all worlds. Sorry if that wasn’t dramatic enough for you. I know Dylan loves a show, but most of the grunt work is boring.”
“Why did you come here? Why did you save me?”
“Family obligations,” he said simply. Then he vanished without another word.
I turned back to the doorway to find Nano gone again. Dytha checked on Krehm as one of the other goblins tended to Vivian. Other than shocked and horrified, she seemed okay, but she wouldn’t release her scalpel. 
“High King…” Dytha said, solemnly. Everyone turned to her. “Krehm is dead.”
 
*          *          *
 
With Adre out of the way, my rebellion won easily. We had casualties, but once word spread that Adre was dead, most of the slavers surrendered. The only thing left to clear up was getting these people settled in on the surface so that the goblins and trolls could reclaim their land.
Vivian went ahead of Kseve and I. She was miserable, as if we had lost, and I knew it was because of Nano. I was still shaken from learning that Adre was the cause of my curse… and that my father was willing to kill one son to gain the power of the other. 
We were at the mouth of the cave when I heard a raspy laugh. I turned, forcing Kseve to pause as well. The rest of our troupe went around us until we were alone. Kseve didn’t ask me for information; he just put his hand on my shoulder in support.
“Come out, father. I know you’re here.”
Shadows merged and darkened, then grew upright into the shape of Atos. He laughed again, causing a chill to run down my spine.
“You think you have seen the end of this.”
“Slavery has been abolished. I am still a void, which means you cannot hurt me. Whatever you have planned, I will stop you. You need to let it go and return to the spirit world.”
“You are wrong. I have already won.” With one last laugh, the shadow disbursed.



Chapter 14
Dylan
When Mordon flashed, there was no doubt in my mind what happened. Instead, I felt overwhelming pain and frustration, for Mordon needed me and I could do nothing but grind my teeth. “Tiamat!” I yelled, the sound bursting from me without foreknowledge. My wife had been injured, but when she immediately appeared, all I could do was stutter out that Mordon was gone.
“Gone where? What happened?” she asked. Whatever healing Ron used, he did a good job.
“Ghidorah,” was the best I could get out. I was shaking. Luckily, Sydney was thinking clearly enough to get the children out of the room. 
Divina vanished only to reappear a second later with Ghidorah. “What happened?” he asked. 
“Mordon accidentally flashed to Skrev and I can’t get to him because of this,” I held up my wrist to show off the bracelet. 
When it was first created by Vretial, it only prevented someone from drawing in energy, and only one of his servants or himself could remove it. The second generation was created to hide Mordon and my power. Therefore, it had to keep me from creating Iadnah energy and him from creating fire. It could be removed by Ron and Hail because Vretial wanted them as his world’s Guardians. This one apparently could even overcome the lotus wand. 
Ghidorah’s face turned ashen and I felt my heart drop into my chest. 
“During the Ajaskakara, he has no chance. His dragon will rise and seek the most basic instincts. Since there are no dragons to mate with on Skrev, he will try to kill anything that gets in his way. He will kill until he is killed, and because we have little water, he will likely die quickly.”
“Take me to him!” I demanded.
“I don’t know what the Ajaskakara will do to you, Dylan. You might kill my entire planet. Those who have no beast are themselves a beast when the rain turns to blood.”
“I will go and save him,” Divina said, resigned. 
“The Ajaskakara was created by Araxi to weed out the weak. It would affect you as well, if you go there now. Either of you is liable to destroy the population.”
“I don’t care,” I said. They both stared slack jawed at me. “But I’m not losing you, too,” I told my wife. “I’ll go. With this on, perhaps it will keep anything from coming up. In fact, I might be the only one of us that can survive it.” I wiggled the bracelet. 
“You will be defenseless.”
“You have to go,” Ron said, appearing in front of me.
“Were you spying on us?”
“I felt a disturbance in the balance. Dad, if you don’t save Mordon, I can’t stop the balance. It’s hard enough when you two are together. If you don’t save him, you’ll die.” 
I took off my bag and handed it to Divina. “Send me in.” She flashed me to Skrev.
 
*          *          *
 
I knew three things; it was raining something thick and warm, it was pitch-black, and something very large was right behind me. Trying to face my opponent, I turned, only to trip over a root and fall hard on my back. My breath was knocked from my lungs, but before I could try to inhale, I got a mouth full of blood. It was raining blood.
I had enough time to spit the iron-rich fluid out of my mouth before a creature pinned me to the ground with a single furry paw that spanned the entire width of my chest. I closed my eyes against the foul downpour and put up my arms to defend myself. Heavy, hot breath was my only warning before huge, sharp fangs sank into my right arm, effectively snapping my bone in two places. Heat burned all the way up my shoulder, but I didn’t scream. I had enough brain power left to decide I would rather be eaten alive than die by drowning in blood. 
As the beast began dragging me over thick roots and sharp rocks, the pain of his bite spread with each beat of my heart until my entire body was paralyzed with agony. As if he knew I couldn’t escape, the beast abruptly dropped me. Blind and in so much pain I couldn’t breathe, I rolled onto my back. It wasn’t a heavy rain, but the blood was sticky. 
Cramps struck my legs and abdomen, painful enough that I managed to feel them over the fire in my blood, before bones throughout my body started breaking with sickening cracks. My knees popped painfully. Skin and muscles stretched as my limbs reformed, tearing my clothes easily. My head throbbed with the worst migraine I had ever felt. The heat was unbearable, but the energy that ran through my blood was like lightning.
Even over my anguish, I sensed the beast run.
A sort of haze fell over me as the pain grew more severe and the change in my body grew stranger. By the time the torment faded, I felt very bizarre. I felt light and… quick. The blood rain no longer bothered me; I could breathe just fine. I climbed unsteadily to my feet, but it was on four legs instead of two. A quick glance down revealed that I was correct. Instead of arms and hands, I had front legs and paws. I wasn’t small, but I was shorter than my human form.
The ability to see despite the fact that it was still dark was not as important as examining my new legs, which were covered in sleek black fur that was being saturated with blood. That isn’t good; I want my fur clean. Even more frustrating, however, was the shiny object on my right ankle. I had just enough awareness to recognize the thick metal cuff. 
The thoughts in my head were strange so I shook my head, but it didn’t help. A hunger set in and I scanned my surroundings. I was in a prime location; high ground with tree cover and plenty of places to hide and ambush. I prowled around, interested in my new territory and ready to kill any invaders. Color was useless, but even the darkest areas of the jungle were clear as day to me. It took time to differentiate between the different types of movement. For example, rain smacking against leaves didn’t mean food. One simple lick determined that it wasn’t to drink, either. 
I made sure to rub against every tree, both to mark them with my scent and also to scrape off the scraps of clothes that survived my transition. I needed to find Mordon, but I wanted to eat. Mordon was important… but food was a must. I had to hunt. A soft snap a ways ahead of me made me freeze and my ears perk. 
Silent as the night, I crept close to the ground, prowling forward until I reached a clearing. I knew this was where the sound had been made, but nothing moved. Suddenly, there was a shift in the wind as the rain let off and I realized my mistake. It wasn’t so much a thought as an instinct; I was the one being hunted. 
With a burst of speed, I ran for the closest tree and climbed it, barely escaping curtain death. The ground came alive with insects, each about an inch long. After a few seconds, they stilled again and disappeared. I waited patiently as the hours passed. 
I detected the varug long before the animal came into sight. He didn’t have the instincts that I did, so he walked right into the ambush. The insects sprang, swarmed the predator, and ate him alive within seconds. 
Taking advantage of the distraction, I hit the ground running. I made it easily because I was clever, quick, and patient. 
I need to find Mordon.
Food first.
I found a small mammal and chased it around a little for fun, then pinned it when I got bored. I ate the little creature whole before I realized what I did. Part of me was so satisfied for the flawless hunt, and the rest of me was sick. 
I wasn’t an animal, I was a person, and I had to find my brother. I wasn’t here to eat animals or…
Something new dawned on me. I had a successful hunt and meal. The obvious next step was to find a mate for the night, which meant leaving my territory, but that was okay. Surely there was nothing that could best me in this jungle. I was designed for this. 
I spent about an hour traveling before I arrived at a small pool of water. I wasn’t tired or anything, but it was the first water I had seen here. I approached it, mindful of larger predators guarding it, and almost missed the true threat. I almost made a terrible mistake.
The water smelled foul. There was something acidic about it that made me hiss furiously at the pool. Before I could back away from the water, however, I caught the image and tilted my head. I was aware enough to know it was my reflection I saw, but it was strange. I was a large black cat, very similar to a jaguar. My eyes glowed, but I couldn’t tell the color. 
I lost interest within seconds and left the poisoned water. A mate was far more interesting right now. To my delight, I could smell more than one female quite close. Instead of chasing after one of them, I found the nicest tree and curled up on a thick branch. I had to wait a little while, but soon one of the females found me. She yowled up at me and I examined her well.  Her sleek black fur was like mine…
But she wasn’t Divina. I was married, and my wife was far better than…
I was distracted again as a second female arrived. Suddenly, this was a lot more interesting. They hissed at each other, but neither was willing to make the first move. I sat upon my perch and grinned at them the best way a cat could. After I grew bored, I jumped down to examine the females more closely. I rubbed against the shoulders of both females until one of them bared herself to me.
The memory assaulted me of Divina spread out on our bed and it hit me harder than before. I am not a cat. I am Dylan Yatunus, and I don’t deserve Divina if I would cheat on her with an animal. I shivered as I tried to push the cat instincts to mate off. I had to keep who I was in my head so I didn’t lose it again. I have a family at home who needs me. Mordon needs me. 
A new scent threatened to distract me again; there was a male closing in. If I had to fight him, I wanted to be in my right mind… but that went out the door when the animal came into view. He was almost identical to me, except for a long scar down the left side of his face. He hissed a warning, yet I knew he wasn’t really going to let me go. If I ran, he would see me as weak. When I charged him, he didn’t budge, so I retreated a few steps. 
The two females backed away. This cat grew up in this jungle and survived the hardships of it, whereas I had only been a cat for a few hours. He had vital knowledge in how to use his teeth and claws; however, I had instincts. I didn’t hiss back and instead stared him straight in the eyes. There was no telling what I was about to do.
My opponent took a strike at me, trying to get at my throat, but I was faster. He was going high for my throat; I went low for his left front leg. I got a nasty cut on my shoulder, which I would survive. He, on the other hand, retreated with a severe limp. While it wasn’t a mortal wound, his tangle with me left him weakened during a time when the weak were prey. Under the red sky, only the strongest, fastest, and cleverest survived. I turned my back on him and pranced away. He wouldn’t be following me now. 
With the females out of sight and out of mind, I headed on through the thick of the jungle. There would be no more light than the soft red glow of the sky for many days. Until then, the entire world was a hunting ground. 
I need to find Mordon. I could almost feel the cat sigh. 
It was like I was both the cat and myself at the same time, like we were too different beings merged together. It was probably the weirdest sensation I had ever felt, and the cat that I was felt the same about me. Whatever part of my mind that was still functioning as a person realized that this was Ghidorah’s doing. The spell he meant for my mother must have been strong enough under the Ajaskakara to overpower my own magic. 
I stopped hesitantly. There was no movement in the jungle floor, no frantic heartbeat of a hiding creature. So why do I sense danger? I was patient when I needed to be, thus I sniffed cautiously at the roots and vines.
The snap was so miniscule that I would have missed it if I weren’t waiting for it. I backpedaled with everything I had. Pain seared my chest and shoulder as the trap shot up from the ground, but I didn’t lose my head. Had I been an instant slower, or not realized there was danger at all, the metal teeth would have killed me. 
A loud battle shook nearby trees. Curious, I skirted around the trap and found a small clearing, where a dragon battled for his life. The dragon was Mordon- that much I knew. What color he was, I couldn’t say, but light reflected oddly off his hide. He was in the middle of a fight with six varug. The smaller predators may have been no match for the dragon individually, but they worked together flawlessly and the huge trees gave the dragon very little room to maneuver. While the dragon was distracted by a varug trying to tear at his underbelly, another had a clear shot at his long throat. I leapt on the varug’s back and sank my teeth into the back of his neck. Quickly dropping to his side, he managed to shake me loose, only to take off for the woods instead of finishing the fight. 
Mordon breathed fire, effectively wounding four of the remaining varug. The last one backed away, his eyes darting between us. I was half their size, but we were not worth the trouble. He ran and the rest of the pack stumbled after him, wounded but not dead yet. 
I turned on Mordon and hissed sharply. He roared and my hiss turned into a yowl. He wasn’t getting the hint. When he opened his mouth, I darted behind the nearest tree and barely avoided getting singed. That pissed me off. Mordon opened his wings to fly and I lunged at him, easily swiping him across his bared chest. He knocked me over with his wing, but I dug my claws into it before he could pull away.
He then plopped down on top of me so heavily that I knew there was a cat shaped imprint in the dirt. I growled, for he was getting my sleek coat dirty, and he suddenly got heavier. I couldn’t submit by rolling over when I could barely breathe, but I gave my best purr, which was more of a drunk lawnmower sound. Mordon must have understood, though, because he stood. 
This time, when Mordon spread his wings, I realized what was happening. “Mordon, wait!” I shouted. Unfortunately, he was too far gone. Mordon tried to take flight, but his wings were long and designed for wide spaces. From tip to tip, there was no way he could stretch them out let alone flap them unimpeded. 
Realizing this, my brother let out a roar of frustration. That startled my cat, who took it as a threat. I yowled and hissed, but when he turned his angry glare on me, I lowered myself to the ground and perked my ears up to say, “just kidding.” He snorted out a puff of smoke, closed his wings, and turned to make his way through the trees. I would have rolled my eyes if I knew how; Mordon wouldn’t have any of the jungle instincts I had. 
I yowled, but it wasn’t my angry yowl, and I knew the dragon would understand my intent. After all, dragons were incredibly intelligent beings. He stopped, deliberately not looking at me, so I darted out in front of him. We both knew which way was out of the forest and when nothing attacked us for an hour, I became bored. 
A small mammal skittered over some leaves and my ears perked. Every instinct to chase activated at once. I didn’t run but lowered myself into a prowl, ready to sneak up on and ambush my meal.
Mordon flattened me with one of his sharp-clawed paws and I hissed. He couldn’t retract his claws like I could. His gentle means of stopping me turned into a rough admonishment when he blew hot smoke over me. He didn’t like me hissing at him. Unfortunately, I didn’t like being admonished. He lifted his paw and I bit his front leg, barely digging into the scales even though I gave it all my force. The dragon suddenly roared with pain and instincts stronger than the cat took over. I let him go instantly. 
Mordon once again tried to burn me, and this time I didn’t get away unscathed. I realized I had made a mistake in coming here. Mordon couldn’t make it out without me, but we would kill each other before the Ajaskakara was over. 
I kept my distance from him, which only made it harder to detect any danger. Mordon became testier and testier so that I had to keep further and further away. If I came too close, he would snarl a warning. 
About three hours later, when Mordon was out of sight, I felt another male cat approach. Instead of challenging him, I tried to be quiet and sneak out of his territory. I didn’t make it. The cat was faster than the other male and I was tired from dodging Mordon. He struck me in my injured shoulder and I went down. Whatever fight that might have been left in me fled and I just rested on the ground, waiting for the final blow. The cat knew it and went for the kill.
Before I felt his teeth sink into my neck, Mordon attacked the cat with the raging force of a bull elephant. The cat didn’t know what hit him. All that was left of my foe when Mordon was done was scraps of blood, flesh, and bones. More reason seeped into me enough that I became sick. All these beasts we fought were also people, and everyone we injured was a walking corpse. “Mordon, we have to stop. You need to flash us home.”
He snarled at me and blew flames again. I took it this time, because I couldn’t run from my brother any longer. Thankfully, his fire recognized me even if his mind was too far gone, for his fire was only very painful, not mortally agonizing. He tried to pass me and I sank my teeth into his wing. His roar of pain was cut off suddenly as the woods around us surged with blinding light. 
 
*          *          *
 
Pain erupted throughout my body as it conformed once again. Bones snapped and reformed, muscle stretch, built, and shrunk. Receding fur was the strangest feeling. Finally, once it was over and I lay panting on the floor, I realized it wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been changing into a cat. 
Actually… that makes a great comparison. Sure, my leg was chopped off, but it wasn’t as bad as that time I was turned into a cat. God, my life is weird.
I opened my eyes to my apartment and found myself surrounded by Divina, Xul, Ghidorah, and the boys. Mordon was lying next to me having also shifted back, and Alyssa was next to him, asleep but breathing. I checked my arms and legs, then touched my ears, just to be sure I was completely me again. Assured, I rolled over and shook Mordon gently. He opened his eyes with a groan.
“Are you alright?” I asked. He closed his eyes and nodded. I slapped him. “You tried to burn me!” I yelled. 
He opened his eyes, sat up, and hugged me. I tried to slap him again, but he had my arms pinned. “You tried to claw my heart out,” he answered. 
I stopped trying to fight him off and leaned my head against his shoulder. I didn’t realize until then how upset I really was. It wasn’t just that he tried to hurt me, but the fact that I tried to hurt him. Throughout everything we faced, all the times when we were in danger, Mordon and I always had each other’s backs. The cat saved my life over and over in a few short hours, but it turned me against my brother. 
Mordon slapped me in the back of the head. “Stop thinking like that. I’m alive because you came to save me and the cat saved us both. I have no idea where the rage towards your cat came from, because I knew it was you the entire time. I didn’t want to hurt you, but it was like my dragon wanted to tear your cat apart.”
“It was the Ajaskakara,” Ghidorah supplied. Although we both nodded, agreeing, neither of us believed it. While the Ajakakara may have caused the violent desire to kill anything weaker, his dragon and my newfound cat could never exist together. He was Mordon and I was Dylan, and if anything changed that, we were both in trouble. 
The children had been taken home by Sydney, who told us to call her when Mordon returned. Apparently, Divina had told her that Mordon suddenly had to go visit his father and that was it. Ghidorah took Alyssa home while Divina… she wasn’t feeling good. She was the one to pull us out of Skrev and it took a small toll on her to do so. I ran her a bath, rubbed her shoulders, and we both pretty much passed out from exhaustion. 
 
*          *          *
 
Mordon called me and the boys out sick and growled at me when I tried to protest. I slept in until about nine and then spent over an hour in the shower. I nearly had a fit when I had to wash dried blood out of my ears from the blood rain. It was everywhere. 
I heard a knocking on the bathroom door over the sound of the water. “Yes?” I asked, wrapping a towel around me and opening the door. 
“Ron said breakfast is ready and he’ll never forgive us if we let it go cold.
I leaned out of the bathroom doorway to see Divina still asleep. “What happened to her? I know she got struck with her own magic, but this feels like more than that.”
“I don’t know. She conceals herself pretty well. I’ll leave you to get ready,” he said, closing the bedroom door behind him.
I held out my arm, breathed deeply, and concentrated carefully on the thoughts of the cat, who seemed to wake slowly in the back of my mind. I could feel the presence of the powerful animal come alive again as black fur sprouted across my arm. I shook my arm and cleared my head, forcing the cat away. 
“That’s a pretty powerful weapon,” Divina said. 
Perhaps a reassuring smile would have been appropriate here, but that seemed too much like a lie. I looked at her and back at my arm, which was fur-free. “I know.” After getting dressed quickly, I went into the kitchen, where Ron was making a late breakfast. Xul was reading a novel at the table. Curious, I snagged the paperback from him, marked the page with my finger, and turned it so I could see the cover.
Xul’s face flushed bright red before he dived to take the book from me, but by then I had seen his secret. “Oh my god, you read romance novels?!”
Startled, Ron set his pan down and looked questioningly between us. Perceiving Xul’s embarrassment, the nine-year-old scowled. “Daddy, are you making fun of the books he reads? Mordon can’t even read English.”
I felt properly scolded and kissed Ron’s head as he handed Xul a plate of eggs, bacon, and hash browns. “You’re right, sweetheart, that wasn’t nice of me. I’m sorry, demon,” I said. 
Xul reluctantly nodded his acceptance and put his book away to eat. 
I need to spend more time teaching Mordon how to read. He picked up speaking the language easily, but English writing was too different from any of the three Duran languages. It took nearly a year for him to understand that one letter could make different sounds.
Hail entered the room and hugged Ron fiercely before taking a seat. Ron gave him a plate piled way too high with vanilla-walnut pancakes and bacon. 
“How do you eat so much sweet food?” Mordon asked, walking in. Ron handed him a plate of eggs, ham, and toast, which he promptly made into a sandwich. 
I stayed standing. After a few minutes, Divina came in, paused in front of me to kiss me, and then sat at the table. Ron handed her a bowl of noodles in a reddish brown sauce with bits of beef and vegetables in it. Still I remained standing. 
Divina’s hair was very orange, which made her look younger and more Asian than Caucasian. “You should change your hair back.”
“You don’t like it?”
“I love it. That’s why, if you want me to keep my hands to myself, you should change your hair back.”
She grinned. “If I wanted you to keep your hands to yourself, I wouldn’t have married you and we wouldn’t have two kids.”
Xul laughed while Ron gagged. 
A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door, so I answered it. The man who was more like a father to me than anyone else in my life, my mentor in magic and adulthood, gave me that warm smile that told me he was proud of me. I hugged Edward with everything I had, for I had missed him more than I knew. He hugged me back, walked me out of the doorway, and shut the door behind us. “I take it you missed me?” he asked.
“I did, Dad,” I said, and felt his breath hitch. “I thought you would be back before now.” I let him go reluctantly. 
“It just took longer than I had intended. Why are you wearing that?” he asked, holding my arm up to see the bracelet. 
“It’s a long story. Basically, it’s been modified so that only someone acting on behalf of the balance can remove it. Come eat some breakfast and I’ll tell you about the mess we’re in now. Divina is cooking.”
He froze halfway through the living room. “Divina is cooking Earth food? Actually, I think I’m not hungry.”
I laughed. “I’m kidding. Come on, Ron is cooking.” We entered the kitchen and had to get some chairs from the living room to squeeze around our small, four-person table. 
When Ron tried to hand Edward a plate, I realized the Guardian was staring at Divina. “Your hair is orange,” he said helpfully. She ignored him.
Ron gave Edward some steak chops with bread and me a very interesting version of breakfast lasagna made with eggs, cheese, ham, hash browns, and a tomato sauce. “How did you cook all of this?” I asked. He managed to cook everyone’s perfect breakfast, including Edward’s, as if he knew the man was returning. 
“I like cooking,” Ron shrugged. He himself just shared some of Hail’s breakfast. 
“That reminds me, I need to talk to Shiloh about getting something special for Hell. I found Ron a gift the other day and I couldn’t just get something for him and not both of them.”
“What is the occasion?” Mordon asked.
“Nothing, I just saw something I thought Ron would like. I couldn’t not get it. So I have an idea for something for Hell---”
The child’s head jerked up. “A pool? Did somebody say we’re getting a pool?”
Ron rolled his eyes. “It’s about to be winter, stupid, nobody is getting you a pool.” Hail’s bottom lip wobbled and his eyes pleaded with Ron to change his verdict, as if my younger son could make it suddenly… 
“Don’t you dare tamper with the weather,” I growled when Ron looked ready to give in to his brother. “Nobody is getting a pool until March at the earliest.” At least, that was when our apartment complex was scheduled to have one built. 
“So what are we doing today? Not that I want to go to school or anything,” Ron said quickly.
“Well, what we need to do is figure out what those demons had planned. I mean, they kidnapped the children for blood sacrifices? Why?” I asked. 
Xul looked thoughtful, but Edward scowled. “I think you need to update me on what exactly is going on around here. Do demons actually need a reason to sacrifice children?”
“Excuse me!” Xul was outraged. 
“Like you never hurt anyone before,” Edward said. 
“Leave Zeb alone,” Ron said. “He’s a good demon now. Dad’s right; I think kidnapping people was a way to get us there. What I want to know is how they knew were coming to this town.” His no-nonsense tone was adorable.
“They were just way too prepared,” I agreed. “They could have ambushed me when it was just Mordon and me here, but they waited until they could get the kids. What about the school? How long have they been there, because Rebecca said the outsider demons moved in three months ago. That was two months before me. They waited until I arrived before they started kidnapping kids.”
Xul leaned his elbows on the table and sighed. “Four teachers moved here and were hired on at the school three months ago. Apparently, four teachers quit suddenly and without warning, and nobody else would take their place, so the school board had no choice. There were already several demons, wizards, and fae there, however.”
“Hail’s science teacher…” Ron began. “He said she smelled weird, like dirt. I assumed she was a demon, but demons, according to Tatum, smell like blood. Tatum said that the fake Alyssa smelled like dirt. Mrs. Sharp smelled like a graveyard. That being said, I can’t smell things like Mordon can, so I might be wrong.”
“Mrs. Sevenstar is not a demon. She was also Drake’s teacher, but I finally had him removed from her class for ‘repeated allergic reactions.’ By the way, Dylan, I forged your signature on a few doctor notes. She was endangering the kid’s life.”
“So she’s a threat to Hail?” Ron asked. 
“No, she’s afraid of Hail.”
“But she isn’t demon?”
“She’s elven,” Xul explained. 
Edward choked on the water he was drinking. I handed him a napkin while Ron and Hail stared at him like they couldn’t understand his reaction. “Okay. Someone really needs to catch me up.”
 
*          *          *
 
We spent two hours talking about everything that happened since we moved here, but we didn’t come to any profound conclusions. Divina took more food for Nila and his bodyguard. The boys went outside to play at the apartment playground with Drake and Xul volunteered to watch over them. Mordon and I cleared the kitchen table and then I pulled out a few children’s books to try to teach Mordon to read. He was improving quickly.
After a while, I looked over to see Edward staring at us. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
He shook his head slowly. “I was just thinking. You have always seemed so at home on Duran. After Ron was born, I never thought you would move back here. I hoped you thought of Duran as your home.”
Mordon stared at me, waiting for my answer. I knew my family wouldn’t want to stay here. I was born on this world, but all my best memories were on Duran after Edward found me. To everyone else, Duran was their world. As much as I wanted them to experience this world and have a normal life here, I had never intended on it being permanent.
“I like this town. I like the people here,” I said. Mordon stifled a sigh, so I ignored him. “Everyone here is lost or lonely or ostracized. They can’t be with their families because they’re different, half human, or stranded. This town is like a home for refugees, and no demons are going to come in and invade. Duran is my home but this is the only home left for these people, and I will not let it be overrun.”
Edward frowned. “You remind me of someone sometimes.” He stood. “There is one thing this world has that makes enduring my loss of energy worth it.”
“What’s that?”
“A shower. I trust you have one.”
I pointed him to the hallway bathroom. “I’ll be back,” I told Mordon as I got up. I went into my room, shut the door, and flopped down on the bed. 
As I stared up at the tiled ceiling, I reminisced over the day I found the book in my yard. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have had any of this. My life was crazy, hectic, and dangerous. The adrenaline alone should have killed me by now. Plus, between Xul and Vretial, I should have had serious issues with trust. Every day was either a struggle to give my kids a normal life, a battle to survive the day, or a race against the clock to save my world… And I didn’t want it any other way. This was my life, this was me, and I loved it.
 
*          *          *
 
I didn’t realize I had closed my eyes until I felt an odd urgency sensation, like a memory that was vital for me to remember. I opened my eyes to find myself at a small river, similar to the haunted springs… peaceful. Across from the river were mountains and behind me there were cherry trees in full bloom. The petals were swept up by the gentle winds to spill across the ground as if to make a flowery bed. 
A girl stood in front of me, maybe fourteen. Her hair was raven-black and framed the porcelain skin of her soft face. Her eyes were like emeralds that glittered despite the fact that she faced away from the sun. She wore a green silk dress and had no shoes, but when her eyes followed mine to her bare feet, she laughed. 
“I’m always losing them,” she explained. “I like walking in the grass barefoot.”
I knew this girl. I had seen her before. My heart hammered in my chest with both happiness and fear. 
As the wind began to pick up, her cheerful grin faded into the same sad smile that Divina gave me when she knew everything was about to go wrong. “You have to wake up, Daddy. You have a battle to win.”
“Is this real? Are you real?” I finally asked. 
“There are many different paths. Some of them will end in happiness for everyone. Some of them will twist into dark traps that no one can survive. Follow your instincts, trust your heart, and listen to your head.”
 
*          *          *
 
I shot up on the bed feeling like I had been jolted with electricity. My heart pounded out of control and I panted like I had been running. 
I fell asleep?
I got up and stepped into the bathroom to wash my face. The cold water calmed me enough to breathe, so I returned to my room, trying desperately to remember what I had dreamed. It was important, I could feel that much.
I stood in front of the mirror on the back of the door and scrutinized my own face. I didn’t look thirty-five. In fact, it seemed unfair that I didn’t even look remotely tired. Maybe people on Earth would think I was a normal human because I looked like one. I used to be one.
A sound by the bed drew my eye to it in the mirror. Seeing the succubus who had accosted me at work lying on my bed, I jerked around. The bed was empty. I nearly sighed and wrote off, but instead I turned back to the mirror. There she was, as clear as day, smirking at me.
“What are you doing here?”
“I think you know exactly what I’m doing here.” Her voice was smooth, but definitely not in my head. 
“Get out of my room.” Once again, I twisted around to see her, but she was gone. When I looked back in the mirror, she was right behind me. “This is an illusion. You’re not really here.”
“Is it?” 
In the mirror, I could see her slip her hands under my arms to clutch at my chest… and I felt it. As if she was really there, entirely solid, I could feel the heat of her body and the sweet pressure as she pressed herself against my back. Her fingers slowly unbuttoned my shirt, but my body was a few steps behind my mind. By the time I made any attempt to stop her, my shirt was already wide open. 
“Mordon, Linda’s back,” I said. 
I stepped away and turned to try to stop her, but since I couldn’t see her, I didn’t know where exactly to put my hands. My mistake was to try anyway, as it backfired badly when I grasped her large, soft breast instead of a firm shoulder. 
“How bold!” she said, delighted, and then pushed me unresisting into the wall. 
“Mordon, get in here now!”
I felt her naked chest against mine as her quick fingers started on my pants. Her scent hit me like a ton of bricks; sweet, but with a kick like wine. My heart thudded loudly as my fingers began to feel tingly. I reached out to push her away again, only to clutch her waist weakly, as if my strength was gone. Her small, warm fingers closed around my member and I started to tell her to get off when her wet lips closed over my throat and the only thing I could utter was a moan. 
My brain was no longer working, though my eyes finally were, because I saw her when I opened them. She was naked and gorgeous. 
I am married.
Her lips left my neck and met mine. All the while, her fingers were working my body like she had known me forever. My heart was beating too fast and I was becoming very dizzy, yet it didn’t matter. I was suddenly on the bed, naked, with her lovely little body squirming on top. I knew this wasn’t right, but what was left of my mind was completely disconnected with my body. Even as my brain was trying desperately to dredge up enough blood to function, my hands were pulling her closer. 
“Can you see me?” she asked breathlessly. 
Her voice scrambled whatever semblance of thought I had left. “Yes, of course.”
“Then you’re all mine.” Her grin was devilish as she held me still and started to lower herself…
And the door burst open. Linda shrieked with outrage as Mordon pulled her off me. Instead of shoving her away, however, he snapped one of the two metal bracelets around her wrist. When he let her go, she tried to dart out the door, only to find Edward standing there with all the intimidation factor of a wolf on a baby sheep. 
She halted and looked from Mordon to Edward with a panic. Realizing she couldn’t vanish and being intelligent enough to know the cause, she started trying to tear the bracelet off. 
“Dylan,” she whimpered in a soft, desperate voice. “Help me, Dylan.”
“Your magic will no longer work on anyone,” Mordon growled. 
I tried to get up and managed to get my legs over the side before nausea and lethargy hit me hard enough to cause black spots to swim in my eyes. My moan this time was in pain and I somehow ended up on the floor trying not to throw up. I felt less sick the last time I died. 
“Why didn’t you come the first time I called you?” I asked Mordon as he helped me get up. 
His expression was really guilty when I sat back on the bed. “I fell asleep. Now, what do you want me to do with this troll?” he asked. 
Said trolled shrieked at his insult loud enough that I squinted in pain. “Interrogate her, gag her, and hand her over to Ghidorah. Find out why Sardis hired her and if she knows how much information they have on us.”
They brought a kitchen chair into the bedroom, tied her to it, and gagged her. Then Mordon got me a glass of water while Edward collected “supplies.” The Guardian gave me some Wigknot bark and patted my shoulder. “Maybe you should wait outside for this,” he said somberly. 
I knew he wasn’t serious because they brought the chair into my room so that I could be a part of it. He was just trying to scare Linda. “Don’t hurt her too badly. I heard that succubi feed on sex energy. If you tear off her nails and stuff, no one would want her and she’ll starve to death.”
“So?” he asked. 
When she froze, I smiled widely at her. “Don’t worry, he doesn’t do that often. They usually cooperate by the time he starts to cut their tongue out.” I was feeling better, especially when she started shaking. 
“Let’s get started. Linda, right?” Mordon asked. She nodded. “Okay. I’m going to ask you some questions. You will not speak until I have asked you a question. You will then give me the complete and honest truth immediately or I will have Kiro here extract the answer by force. If at any time you feel uncomfortable with this questioning session and would like to stop, you can decline to answer, in which case my brother here will banish you to the void.”
“I’m sure you’ve heard all about it from the demons,” I chimed in.
“You may ask for water once, and I may allow it depending on how forthcoming you are. Are you ready?” She nodded, shaking like a leaf, and he took the gag out of her mouth. “First question; what do you know of the one the demons call the goddess?”
“Nothing.”
“What do you know of Ilea?”
“Absolutely nothing.”
“What do you know about Dleso Atos?” I asked.
She looked at me. “Who?”
“She’s being truthful,” Mordon said. “What do you know,” he asked. 
“All I know is that Sardis hired me.”
“What are the demons planning?”
“Demons? What does any of this have to do with those creeps?” 
Mordon scowled. “Sardis is a demon.”
The succubus scoffed. “No, he’s not. I know demons, and they stink. This guy was a badass and had more power than any wizard I know, but he wasn’t a demon. He didn’t tell me anything about his plans, he just told me he wanted me to seduce Dylan and keep him distracted for a few days.”
“You’re sure he was Sardis.”
“That’s what he said his name was.”
“Did he look like a vampire reject from Hollywood?”
She frowned. “Not even close. He had shoulder-length hair… kind of a red with silver highlights maybe… it was odd. And he had grayish eyes. Maybe they were blue, but they were dull. I wasn’t paying attention to how he looked.”
“Did he have a bag at his side? Like this one?” I asked, indicating my book bag. 
“Yeah, but it was leather.”
“Unreliable witness,” I said to Mordon. He rolled his eyes. “No, seriously. A person’s memory for details is often flaky at best. Especially when someone is trying to be helpful by describing an event or person, their mind will try to fill in blanks with details that are untrue. Unfortunately, once those details are in their heads, the witness can be absolutely one-hundred percent sure of it. Nine times out of ten, if I suggest a detail, like that the perpetrator was wearing a coat, the witness will picture that person with a coat and be able to tell me the color and fabric of the nonexistent coat with absolute certainty.”
“So you are suggesting she just happened to think up someone who looks exactly like Rilryn.”
“No. I’m suggesting she vaguely described a man’s hair and eye color and we both instantly put those details into our suspect database. Rilryn was my father’s friend. Ronez trusted him.”
“Rilryn has also attacked you under the supposed control of another. Sounds like a great excuse to me. I’m not saying we hunt down the Guardian with pitchforks, I just think we might want to distract him from finding that weapon.”
“What are you going to do with me?” Linda asked.
“How much did this guy pay you to seduce me?” I asked.
She glared at me. “I’m not a prostitute. He told me you were the most powerful man on this world and I wanted your energy.”
“Take her to Ghidorah,” I told Mordon. Edward untied her and Mordon took her by the arm out of the room. 
“Are you okay?” Edward asked me.
I nodded. “It’s just my pride that she wounded.”
“Yeah, women can do that. Speaking of women, I haven’t seen Meri in more than a week and I was only supposed to be gone a few days. I’m going to go inform her that I’m still alive. I should be back in an hour or so.”
“Okay. Say hello to her for me.”
He agreed and left me alone in the room. Divina appeared a few minutes later and sat on the bed next to me. “Ghidorah is taking care of it?” she asked. 
“Yep.”
“Good, because if a woman ever kisses you again, I will kill her. Painfully. Repeatedly even.”
“I know.”
“I couldn’t find Nila or his guard. What I did find was Vretial’s energy all over the place.”
“Why would he prevent you from finding Nila? What does he even know about the High King?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. I’ll try again in a little while. I assume they won’t starve in the next two hours.” 
We both sat in a comfortable silence. I felt Mordon’s trepidation a good ten minutes before he knocked on the door. I sighed, for my life would never be easy. “Yes?” I asked.
He entered the room and held out a crinkled note. “Taylor is here. They killed Jeffery. They also left a note, which Taylor read to me,” he said, handing it over.
 
 
 
Did you really think it would be that easy? Meet me in the woods behind the hospital or the children will be next.
 
 
 
I sighed and handed the note back to him. “Is Taylor okay? Is Jeffery’s family okay?”
“He didn’t have a family. Taylor gave him a few days off and went over this morning to check on him. Do you think you can handle Ilea today?”
“I don’t really have a choice. Let’s go get the kids.”
The seven of us planned our course of attack, but it mostly consisted of them treating me like spun glass. With the bracelet stopping me from using magic, I was virtually useless, but they didn’t need to make it so blatantly obvious. Luckily, nobody brought up my cat. 
Everyone broke up the meet to get their last minute preparation done. I knocked on Ron and Hail’s door a little while later and opened it. Hail was sitting on Ron’s bed, leaning back against the wall. Ron was lying with his head in Hail’s lap. I knew he was still very upset over the balance taking control of him. 
“Hell, can I talk to your brother alone for a minute?” I asked. My older son nodded, scooted Ron off of him, and left the room. I closed the door behind him. “Do you know that when Mordon and I were on Skrev, I was a cat?”
“Yeah. It was Ghidorah’s magic. He gave you a beast like Mordon had Rojan.”
“Did you know that my cat and Mordon’s dragon tried to fight?”
He shook his head. “I don’t see how that could happen. I mean, I guess your cat and his dragon are excluded from the balance that you and Mordon have.”
I sighed. “Then if you don’t know why, I can’t risk it. I can still shift into the cat, and I’m afraid if I do, he’ll try to hurt Mordon. I need you to destroy the cat. Can you do it?” I asked. I could feel the creature in question in the back of my mind try to fight the mental caged I had him in. I hated this, because he had saved mine and Mordon’s life… but he had also attacked Mordon.
Ron’s eyes widened, but he nodded. “Your cat can save you from---”
I reached out my hand and focused on the image of Mordon’s dragon in my mind. My fingers instantly shifted into claws and the cat’s anger bubbled into a hiss until it burst from me. Pushing him back was even harder this time. “He saved my life and I am grateful, but unless there is a way to prevent him from ever being able to hurt Mordon, I cannot take any chances. Destroy the cat.”
“I don’t want to do it. You have another advantage against the enemy and I don’t want to take that away. I… don’t want to kill the cat that saved you.”
“I know.” I sighed and ran my fingers through his hair. Unfortunately, I knew with every fiber of my being that the cat would come out without my control eventually. That was one thing I could never afford to lose; control over myself. “Please do it.”
Ron put both his hands on my chest and the energy that entered me was icy cold. I fell to my knees as my body grew numb and I realized why the cat could never live with Mordon. The cat was created from a part of me I never wanted to exist; a creation of the ferocity and wildness in my soul. He was an image of everything in me that didn’t want to be protected. Somewhere in my heart, I had the potential to snap and kill anyone who pissed me off. The cat would do just that. 
Mordon, on the other hand, would never let that happen. His dragon would kill so I didn’t have to and he would smack me if I tried to do something stupid. Mordon was everything he needed to be to keep that side of me at bay. Of course the cat would hate him.
But he still saved our lives. The cat yowled one last time. 



Chapter 15
Edward
The energy of Duran surrounded me the instant I returned to my world. I breathed in the scent of the forest as I absorbed the energy. My cabin before me was as it had been for many years because although I rebuilt it when it was damaged and replaced worn parts over the years, I never changed the layout or appearance of it. I liked my cabin. It had everything I needed and nothing extra that could be a hindrance. 
The door opened and Meri stepped out. She looked so relieved to see me that I didn’t know what to say. After a few minutes, she sat down on one of the chairs at the porch. 
“Well, sit down,” she said. I walked up the steps and sat in the chair next to her. “You were supposed to be back days ago.”
“I know.”
“I woke up this morning and heard a knock on the door. My first thought wasn’t that it was you but Dylan coming to tell me you didn’t make it.” 
This is it. This is how it always starts. “Are you saying you want to go back to Kahún?” 
“Absolutely not. Knowing you’re out there endangering yourself is agony, but it’s worth it when you come home. When you fight your enemies and make this world a better place, I want you to know someone is at home, waiting for you. I want you to know my heart will be crushed if you died.”
“You’re not going to tell me to leave everything to Dylan and stay home with you?” Every woman I was with wanted to be the center of my world. In fact, most expected to be. They wanted me to give up who I was to be their husband, and although it hurt, that was never an option for me.
“I would never suggest that. I knew when I first met you what kind of man you were. I know this is too important to you, and more than safe, I want you to be happy.”
This was where Meri differed from every single woman I was ever involved with; she was willing to put my happiness ahead of hers. “Are you happy?” I asked her.
She put her hand on mine. “When you come home. Have you seen Dylan lately?”
“Yes. He’s having a problem with some demons. I’m thinking maybe you should go back to Kahún for a few days, where you will be safe.”
“Since magic has returned to Kahún, I wouldn’t call it very safe. It is nice to be able to do magic, but after growing up hearing that it was wrong, I find it difficult to adapt to. It is sort of like my entire life up until that point was useless. My knowledge, my career, and my contacts were all the best around, but now none of them mean anything. I’m fine with it, because I know life can be better for my people. There were many wizards of Kahún who suffered without understanding what they were missing.”
“I imagine it was very confusing for them,” I said. 
“How did you hide yourself from Azenoth?”
“I’m not sure, really. Everyone at that time was having trouble with their books. Rasik lost his and then I lost mine. I don’t believe the connection to my book was truly severed because I think I would have died in that case, but it was very nearly so. I was able to use it to my advantage in hiding from the gods. It was pretty fortunate that I was lost on Kahún.”
“So, how was that different than when the gates were opening?”
“It wasn’t much different. The opening gates were not what attacked us or caused Shiloh to lose his powers.”
“Did you ever find out what it was?”
“All we know is that it was someone powerful enough to spy on us. Most likely, it was someone we all knew, because we were targeted differently. Nano, who is known for being an informant, disappeared. Shiloh, who has access to the most technologically advanced weapons in this universe, lost his powers. Rilryn, the escape artist, was left abandoned in the Land of the Iadnah.”
“So you don’t think any of the Guardians betrayed the gods?”
“We were all there on Duran when we were spied on. That was when Dylan and Mordon saw it become dark. I still don’t know why they saw it as dark and we didn’t.”
“Who was missing at that moment?” she asked.
“Emrys, but we found out Dylan sent him to Lore.”
“Who else? Was anyone else missing? Think back. Picture the moment in your head. Where was everyone?”
I sat back in my chair and tried to remember the details of that moment. “I was facing Dylan. Mordon was on his right and Rilryn was on his left. The griffins were there, too. Ghidorah was to my left. I can’t remember anything else because Samorde was freaking out.”
“Why was he singled out?”
“Samorde, Rasik, and Rilryn are always getting in trouble. Rilryn used to get into trouble with Ronez, but they could handle themselves. Samorde and Rasik are usually the first to be singled out by the enemy. Nano and I used to have to save Rasik at every turn, while Shiloh and Ghidorah protected Samorde.”
“You could use them as decoys,” Meri suggested. When I frowned at her, she shrugged. “I’m not saying you should put them in danger, but there is no denying that sometimes giving the enemy a hostage can be a fantastic trap.”
It hit me like a ton of bricks and I stood quickly enough that the chair I was sitting in was knocked over. “I know who betrayed us. I have to get to Dylan.”
“Kiro!” Meri screamed. Before I could react, the porch was engulfed in deep shadow. I felt the presence behind me and drew as much energy as I could manage in an instant. Forming lightning in my fists, I started to turn… and everything was dark.



Chapter 16
Dylan
Ilea and her entourage of demons were waiting for us when we arrived. I only had Mordon, Xul, and Divina with me, as Ghidorah was babysitting and Edward was still visiting his girlfriend. 
When Ilea killed Jeffery, it was just to get my attention. She must have known it would get to me, which meant it was my fault. It was a waste for him to die like that. With this in mind, I faced her with the intention of ending this once and for all. Like my cat, I had no mercy. 
But then I saw the demons around her. They all had a reason for being on her side, and I considered it for the first time. All the demons of this town were born here, however; these invaders had a reason for being here as well. Xul was willing to make a deal with me for just about anything in order to stay out of the void. Perhaps some of these demons really didn’t care about fighting me; they just wanted to escape eternity in the abyss. 
“I’m shocked you had the balls to show up,” Ilea laughed. “I thought I would have to kill every one of those vermin you rescued. But hey, whatever, I’ll kill them after I’m done with you.”
“What did you promise your flock to make them follow you?” 
“That I will crush the pathetic mortals and conquer this realm. Those who serve me will thrive with me.”
“That’s a tall order. Why didn’t you ask me to join you?” I asked. Her startled expression was exactly the reaction I was looking for. “Were you too afraid to come to me? I have a phone, you know. You could have hit me up… maybe ‘hey, Dylan, I’m conquering Earth, want to join forces?’ No, what I get is a dead body and a half-assed invitation to a duel. But I’m not bitter. Here, I’ll show you: Join my side, and I won’t send your sorry ass back to the void where you belong.” 
They all stared at me in confusion. Two demons in particular kept glancing between Ilea and me. These two caught my attention because they were identical in appearance except for their hair. They both appeared to be in their early twenties with almost too thin bodies, bright blue eyes, and short, shaggy hair. The only differentiating feature in the two was that one of them had vibrant blue hair and the other had deep red hair with flaming yellow streaks.
“No, I’m serious. I am legitimately showing mercy right now. Come to the good side. My son is an awesome baker, so we have cookies and everything.” I looked at the red-headed demon. “Has she offered you cookies?”
He shook his head and stepped closer to his brother. 
“None of my men are foolish enough to listen to you. You would just turn around and kill them if they joined you.”
I looked at Xul, who stood diligently to my left. “How many times have I killed you since you joined me?” I asked. 
“I can’t recall, master.”
“See? He has no complaints. Really, you don’t even have to fight in this battle. All you have to do is not attack me or my side, and agree not to hurt or kill people. I’m not even asking for anyone to serve me. If you agree not to hurt or kill people, you don’t have to return to the void. Call it a ‘three-minute immigration’ day.”
“Really? We just have to agree not to kill anyone and we’re free? We don’t have to fight your battles or anything?” the blue-haired demon asked. 
“That’s right.”
Ilea snarled and turned to attack them, but my wife was faster in putting a shield around them. Ilea’s magic rebounded and hit one of her demons, who instantly burst into ash. The twin demons ran to my side and hid behind me. 
“We promise not to hurt or kill anyone,” they both chorused in unison.
“Welcome to Earth. You’re free. You can run off to safety and I’ll find you a nice apartment or house in town as soon as we’re done here.”
They didn’t argue, but they didn’t run away, either. Two more demons ran to my side, afraid of being attacked by Ilea. When they pledged not to harm anyone and I told them they were free, they ran as fast as they could. Others looked like they were considering it, but none of them acted. 
“You free them, yet you keep him as your pet?” Ilea asked, indicating Xul.
He smirked. “I would take being his pet over yours any day.”
“You are weak.”
“And you are a bitch. With demons foul as you ruling our race, no wonder humans believe we are from Hell. It is you who makes it Hell, at least for me. You can’t imagine how sick I felt thinking I would have to see your haggish face every single day of eternity.”
“No worse than I felt knowing the best our race could offer was you. I would have been better off mating a minor demon.”
“You would have been lucky to marry an incubus. You think I couldn’t smell him on you? You are not that sly!”
“What are you talking about?!” Mordon asked. 
I scoffed. “They’re mated,” I said. “I’m just trying to figure out how.”
“That’s how things work in the void; it isn’t about love. The strong mate with the strong, whether we like each other or not. Why did you think I didn’t want to go back there?” Xul asked. 
Before I could respond, Ghidorah appeared with the boys. Without saying a word, he pushed the Guardian pendant around his neck. My pendant lit with a bright red light to tell me one of them had been activated. 
Shiloh, Azyle, Nano, and Samorde appeared. Since Rilryn, Rasik, and Emrys were absent, I assumed they were too busy to show up. However, Edward didn’t appear either, which was suspicious. 
“I haven’t exactly been sitting around idle while you prepared to fight by yourself, Dylan,” Ghidorah said. 
Then others started appearing; Vivian, Nila, Tomie, Krael, Deona, Mai, Ket, Dyeba, Ishte-mor, Krayer, Shinobu, Hobbly, people I worked with in town, the people and demons we rescued… even my mother appeared. There were people I hadn’t seen in ten years and people I came in contact with but I didn’t get their names from multiple worlds. The incoming grew faster to include those I was sure I never met until I thought the woods would be filled to the brim. Then my father appeared, along with many more demons. Finally, just when I thought it was over, each of the gods except for Vretial appeared to form a solid line of support at my back. These people were all here to back me up. 
I turned to Ilea, who stared in absolute shock with the rest of her army, and raised my fist to show off the bracelet. “This is my power. Not my energy,” I wiggled my wrist with the bracelet. “My power is my friends and family. You cannot beat me because I am more than magic. I will fight for what is right whether it’s difficult or not. I will never betray my friends, I will never turn my back on those who need me, and I will never let this universe be conquered. This realm is ours! If you want to live here, you do it by our rules.”
“What gives you the right to make the rules?” she asked. 
“I didn’t make the rules.”
“We did,” Regivus said. “We created these worlds with our magic and our work. We created our people with patience and skill. Our Guardians defend it, Dylan more than anyone else. Dylan has our full support. It is his heart, however, that garners the loyalty of nearly everyone he comes by. Even the family and friends of those he helps are willing to stand by him. That should tell you something.”
“He has no power.”
“You are wrong,” Divina said. “You can block his magic, but not his heart. These people don’t care about his magic; they care that he helped them when they needed him just because he could. His power is something that can never be defeated. Even if you could kill him, more and more people, beasts, and demons, will riot in his name.”
“And I hate riots, so please don’t test that hypothesis,” I said. I could feel Mordon roll his eyes. 
“You think you won, but you have traitors among you, mortal,” the demon sneered.
“You mean Nano? Nope, he was on my train the whole ride.” That caught her off guard and I knew I was correct. 
“Dylan, how did you…?” Nano trailed off.
“It’s obvious,” I said. “Vivian has been crying and she and Nila are both covered in reddish dirt, while you’re clean as a whistle, but dressed in black. Ilea had a split second of relief on her face when she saw you, while Vivian had a mix of horror and heartache. I know you wouldn’t actually betray me, because that would mean betraying Vivian, who you love more than anyone. I also know it takes a lot to make Vivian cry. Therefore, it’s obvious that you’ve been playing the demons and haven’t been able to tell Vivian for her own sake.” They all stared at me, so I looked at Mordon. “Wasn’t that obvious?”
He patted me on the shoulder. “Sure it was, buddy.”
“Your offer for mercy… that extends to me, too, right?” Ilea asked slowly. I could see it behind her eyes that she was looking for a way to manipulate the situation to her advantage. 
Mordon opened his mouth and I patted his hand to stop him. “If you promise not to harm anyone, you will be welcome here for as long as you keep that promise. That includes forcing others to do your bidding.”
She smiled brightly, but I knew that particular smile from dealing with Emiko. “Then I surrender. And I offer you a gift. Since these two so readily pledged themselves to you, I think it’s only fair to make up for destroying Janus. You two, kneel before Dylan,” she barked at the red and blue haired demons. As if acting instinctively, both demons came forward and knelt on the ground as ordered. “Choose the next guardian of the void. Whoever you don’t choose will be killed immediately.”
“They have both already been freed,” I explained to the stubborn demon.
“We choose to serve you, Dylan. We prefer balance to mercy and for your pardon, we wish to make it up to you,” the blue-headed demon said. 
His brother looked suspicious. “But we’re not going to be your pets.”
“Why would you choose to be guardians of the void when you were just freed from it a few minutes ago?”
“Until Janus is found, someone must guard the barriers in his stead. Without him, there will be nothing left here.”
“Zeb, are either of these demons powerful enough to control the others?” I asked.
“No, master. Ilea would have either one chasing his tail in no time flat. It is her intention to make you think you are in charge while she acts behind your back.”
“What about them together?”
He considered it. “That would be possible.”
“You can only choose one,” Ilea snarled. 
“Master, I believe she’s forgotten who she is talking to. Would you like me to silence her?”
“No need,” Divina said, but it was Ron who stepped forward. 
My nine-year-old’s eyes had changed from their bright green to an eerie milky green color and his expression was cold. “Demon, by making peace with Dylan specifically for you own gain, you have threatened the balance.”
“How have I threatened the balance?”
“You seek to rule the realm with Dylan’s magic. There are many paths ahead where you could betray the balance. I cannot let this pass.”
I tried to stop my son, but the bracelet sparked against my skin and my magic failed to respond. White light shot from Ron’s hand and Ilea burst into ash. Apparently, she hadn’t inhabited a body like the other Ancients preferred to. 
Then Ron turned to me and there was no recognition in his eyes. Hail and Mordon both tried to force themselves between me and Ron, but I pushed them away. Although Hail was clearly talking to Ron through their bond, Ron wasn’t having it. Divina put a shield over me, which I knew wouldn’t hold up against the balance. 
Mordon pushed me away and I actually lost my balance, but Ghidorah caught me. God, the guy was huge. When Ron raised his hand to me, Hail wrapped his arms around Ron from behind. Ron hesitated and his eyes started to change back to their darker color. 
Suddenly, Ron shook his head and collapsed in Hail’s arms. Ghidorah let me go, but as he tried to steady me, his hand closed on the bracelet… and pulled. The metal cuff snapped off easily and I just stared in shock as it hit the ground. 
I was so stupid. Ghidorah’s judgments were acts of the balance. Ghidorah was, if anything, a servant of the balance; he could have taken it off at any time. 
The rest of the demons either returned to the void or waited patiently to pledge not to harm anyone. “Zeb, take care of them,” I said. Realizing the danger was over and we had won, the gods began returning the people to their own worlds. I wanted to thank them, but they seemed to be in a hurry and I was more worried about Edward.
“You need to know the names of your two new demons,” Xul said. “If they are going to keep the demons of the void in line, they will need your support and guidance. They are both young and need training. They could also do with a secondary name, like how I go by Zeb.”
“I will support them, but I have someone else in mind to train them.”
“Hello, son.”
I turned to see my father, who was nearly identical to Edward. Every time I saw him was bittersweet, because I knew he was dead and lost to me. “Hi,” I said weakly. He hugged me and I couldn’t get my arms to move to hug him back. Mordon stepped behind my father.
“You’re doing it wrong,” he whispered and took my arms to forcefully wrap them around Ronez. 
We both laughed and separated. “Do you think you can train these two to take Janus’s place? Is Janus really even dead?” I asked.
“I don’t think Janus is dead, but he certainly is missing, and the void needs a warden. I can shape these two up, but your demon is right; you need to know their names. Without it, if they get out of line, you cannot do much.” 
I looked at the two demons who were both still kneeling in the dirt. A word whispered across my mind, as foreign as the Enochian language, and the blue-haired demon raised his eyes. I nodded that I heard him. His brother met my eyes and another word appeared in my head. Both of the demons were skittish, but they were honorable according to their customs. 
“Do either of you have nicknames to call you by in order to hide your real name?” They shook their heads. To the blue-haired demon, I said, “I will nickname you Blue Jay to keep your true name a secret.” His red-headed brother looked nervous. “Your nickname is Phoenix.” I stepped back. “Now both of you get up.”
All of the gods except for my wife had vanished and taken all the people with them except for Ronez. The only people left were my father, Ghidorah, the boys, Mordon, Xul, Divina, and the demons.
“I’m going to check on Edward. I’m sure he just lost track of time with Meri, but he should have come when the Guardian distress signal went off.”
“Dylan, one of those demons is untrustworthy,” Mordon warned me. 
Xul had reduced Ilea’s pack to a group of ten demons who were willing to swear not to harm anyone. Those who wanted to continue Ilea’s work were sent back to the void. While I figured there would be some problems with betrayal among them, I didn’t think we’d have one so quickly. 
Grateful to have my magic back, I sent my energy out over the remaining demons. The energy came back to me with a sort of image. Most of the demons weren’t all that different from people. One of them, however, was as least ten times more powerful than the others, and he had nothing but greed and disdain for humanity.
He grinned at me, knowing full well that I had discovered him. “You have enslaved one of us and killed another, but you cannot defeat us,” the demon said. He looked very similar to Xul, but he was a little taller, cleaner, and had a few more pounds of muscle. The others backed away, probably as much afraid of being associated with him as being caught in the cross fires.
“Do I know you? I know you.”
“I looked a little more familiar the last time you saw me.”
“I thought Regivus killed you,” I said. This was the demon who got around Xul, who’s easy defeat bothered me. 
He scoffed. “The Iadnah mildly broke my grip on the universe. I was not destroyed, only sent back. It was really just annoying.”
“I prefer friends to enemies,” I said. “You don’t have to do this.” 
“But it’s so much fun. You are known to strike fear in all demons. When I destroy you, there will be no doubt who is more powerful. Then there will be nobody standing in my way.”
“There are twelve gods, nine Guardians, my sons, the most powerful dragon alive, and my demon standing in your way.”
He smirked. “All I have to do is defeat you and they will fall. Even the gods could never overthrow us.”
“But you can’t defeat me today. So run, demon, and have more than words to back up your threat the next time you face me.” 
He held up his hand as if to attack, but it was a distraction. Mordon growled and I turned to see another Ancient attack him. This was another female with long black hair and dark brown eyes. She moved far faster than a human and had the dragon on the ground, pinned in a split second. An energy shield went up around them, she pressed her palm to his heart, and a black glow emanated from her fingers. 
Sydney tried to attack the female Ancient, but Xul held the dragoness back. As hard as she fought his hold, she wasn’t a match for the demon.
Mordon’s eyes, claws, and teeth shifted. He reached up to claw his opponent and ended up convulsing in pain. She looked at me, grinning. “I can stop his heart before you can twitch.”
Mordon’s skin started to darken. “No! Don’t shift!” I yelled. “What do you want?” I asked her. Fortunately, my brother listened to me.
“We’ll take your book,” the male Ancient said. 
“Why? What good does it do you when you can get here from the void?”
“The minor demons are our servants. If their names are in the book, there will be nothing in this universe to keep them in the void except for us. Also, if they fail to accomplish what we want, we can hold it over you.”
“So that if I don’t do as you say, you’ll destroy Earth.”
“Of course. However, if you don’t hand over the book now, we’ll kill Mordon, and your death will be imminent.”
“Dylan, you cannot give up the book,” Divina said. 
Her next words were drowned out as Mordon shouted again in agony. Pain started seeping through our bond when a wall suddenly went up between us. Mordon was trying to protect me from his pain. The Ancient pressed her palm harder against his chest.
I opened the flap on my bag and reached into it for my book, which tingled and pulsed with power as I pulled it out. The male Ancient gestured to the female and the glow faded. Mordon panted hard. 
“Swear that if I give you this, you will never endanger Mordon. None of you will. If you do, you will never see the outside of the void for the rest of eternity.”
He grinned. “You have my word that your dragon will not be harmed by my hand.”
“That is not a binding oath,” Xul warned me. “He will betray you.”
The Ancient grinned wider. “Believe me or not. However, if you refuse to give us that book, we will kill the dragon now.”
Sydney fought harder against Xul, but it was in vain. I held the book out and it shot from my hand to the Ancient’s. His sneer made me nauseous. 
“You really are not as powerful as we were told. I am almost disappointed.” The enthusiasm in his eyes told me this wasn’t over. He vanished, but in his place appeared Rilryn. 
“How could you give him the book?!” Divina screamed at me. 
I ignored her and helped Mordon up. Once standing, he punched me in the shoulder. “Why the hell did you do that?” he asked me, angry but still weak from the Ancient’s attack. “We need to go after him and get it back.”
“You are more important than that book. Just trust me.”
“What are you doing here?!” Xul yelled at Rilryn.
I was hoping for one tiny bit of good news on this lousy day, but the Guardian looked haggard. “Rilryn, are you okay? Did you get the weapon?”
“I did, but it was stolen from me. I think I was followed.”
“Dylan, he is the one who has betrayed the gods!” Xul exclaimed. 
The confusion on the Guardian’s face told another story. This was my father’s friend; I could trust him.
“I don’t understand. I never betrayed the gods. Who are you?”
“Ry? What happened?” my father asked.
The Guardian’s brain caught up with his eyes and he stumbled back a step. “You died.”
At that moment, at the absolute height of confusion, the last thing we needed was anyone else appearing. Out of everyone I could have expected to join us, the last was Rasik. Since Azenoth had retired his first two Guardians, Rasik was much younger than the others and had his share of ditsy moments. The cruel grin he gave me was out of character, but so was the staff he held.
I knew little about staffs. The only one I knew of was extremely powerful and had a crystal on the top. This staff was the same in most ways to the mage’s staff, nearly as tall as Rasik, but on the end was a scarab made of lapis lazuli. I knew enough about Egyptian mythology to realize that this would not end well. 
When it suddenly dawned on me how it couldn’t have been anyone else, I wanted to smack myself. Why did I always have to be too late? Rasik wasn’t at Edward’s cabin when we were spied on, and when he explained that he was intercepted by Azenoth, I never bothered to confirm it with the god.
He raised the staff at my brother and I had no time to think. I pushed him out of the way, towards Divina, and put a shield over both of them. I knew it was the Guardian’s intention; I knew I was the real target. 
I felt the oddest heating sensation and then nothing.



Chapter 17
Hail
I felt the power of the staff before the Guardian could use it. At that moment, the only thing that mattered was protecting Ron so, using his own magic, I created a shield around him. The Guardian was very quick, however, and light shot from the stone on top before my dad could do anything to defend himself. 
He didn’t collapse like I expected, so I hoped that he was fine. Rilryn and Ghidorah both started to attack Rasik, but the traitor waved his hand back and they both dropped, unconscious. The shield Dad put over Mordon and Mom disintegrated. 
“Dylan…” Mordon groaned as he started to collapse. Mom caught him.
“What’s wrong? What happened?” Mom asked. 
“I don’t know.” Mordon held up his hand, forming a ball of fire, but the fire instantly turned to ice. He dropped the orb and it hit the ground, spreading frost over the grass that only stopped a few inches from my feet. 
All of the demons who had surrendered as well as Xul knelt and bowed. For a few seconds, I thought it was just creepy, until Ron knelt, too. His eyes were the same milky-green they were when the balance was in control. 
“What are you doing?”
“Can’t you feel it?” He was breathless, dazed, and I was trying not to panic.
“Ron, stand up.” There was no acknowledgment. I grabbed his arm and pulled him up, but he wouldn’t stand on his own. Dad turned to us and a chill ran up my spine. He grinned, cruelly, like I had never seen from him before and I knew it wasn’t my father. 
Only when he turned to Rasik did I feel like I could breathe again. 
“You are the one who woke me,” the being that possessed my father said. Rasik nodded, still holding the staff in front of himself like a weapon. “Why?”
“I have enough power to defeat the gods, but not the balance. I knew with your help, I could conquer---”
Dad waved his hand in a nonchalant gesture and Rasik convulsed. What looked like his shadow, a dark copy of his figure, was torn from him. He screamed until the dark shape was detached, and then he dropped dead. 
“Not interested,” my father said in a bored tone. The shade-copy burst into ash. 
“What are you?” Mom asked, shaking. 
The aura of this being inside my father was powerful, and grew more so with every moment. Every instinct I had screamed at me to get Ron and run. Since I was always willing to start a fight to protect my brother, the flight instinct was foreign to me.
“I am far more powerful than you. Now, bow.”
“Get out of my husband.” 
He laughed. “You know nothing, you pathetic little child.”
“I am Iadnah!” 
“And I can crush you into dust before you can blink. You can feel my power.” 
“Are you an Ancient?”
“I am far more powerful than those worthless creatures.” Mordon, of all people, tried to strike Dylan with lightning, but Dylan just waved his hand and it vanished. “You can die first.” In his palm formed a sphere of bright white energy, which he aimed at Mordon. Just as the magic reached the dragon, it was repelled as if by an invisible wave and then dispersed. The being possessing my father was clearly startled. “What is this magic? There is nothing in this universe more powerful than me.”
“I am Dylan’s balance. You cannot hurt me in Dylan’s body.”
“I am more powerful than the balance of this pathetic universe.”
“There is nothing in this universe more powerful than the balance.”
“Then why does this child bow before me?” he asked, indicating Ron, who was still trying to kneel. He held out his hand like he had done to Rasik and Mordon yelled in pain. The shadow of Mordon emerged, just an inch from his body, before Mom shoved him away. He hit the ground, too injured to rise, but alive. Mom, on the other hand, was now the target. 
My father wasn’t stopping. This was my family, and though I knew it wasn’t my father in control, I couldn’t have stopped my actions. I left Ron’s side and wrapped my arms around Dylan’s waist. “Please, Daddy, don’t hurt Mom!” 
I knew I wasn’t getting through to him when he sneered, but as he did, Divina dropped to the ground, having been let go. He let her go. “Get off me, boy, before I kill you, too.”
The sound of Ron crying startled me, and everyone turned to him. He was kneeling and crying openly, brokenheartedly. 
Dylan vanished. 
Mom climbed to her feet, but Xul took her arm roughly. “You can’t go after him; you’ll just get yourself killed.”
Mordon rose unsteadily. “He’s right. Whatever is in Dylan right now is more powerful than any of us. We need a plan. He can’t hurt me. We can use that to talk him down.”
“He can hurt you, obviously. What kind of plan? What does he even want to do?” Divina asked. 
“He wants to destroy,” Mordon asked. “I can feel it. I don’t care about the balance or the gods. Dylan is gone. I can’t sense him at all, only the creature that…” Mordon trailed off with a growl. “The balance between us is gone.”
He didn’t have to say anything more; I understood. The balance between them kept them on the same side. Without Dylan, Mordon was unstable and unpredictable. 
“Why did he stop?” Divina asked. 
I looked at Ron, who was no longer crying. I understood that, too. Nobody, not even the most evil creature in the universe or void, could withstand Ron crying. Without Mordon, the only chance we had of getting Dad back was Ron. 
And suddenly, our surroundings changed. 
We were in an old castle, no different than any other of Mokii, with stone walls and floors, a window displaying the sea below, and a bed piled high with dark blue blankets and pillows. However, there was no mistaking this place for Duran, because the gravity was… wrong. So was the energy for that matter.
“We’re not on a planet. It’s like the Land of the Iadnah… Where Vretial did our training. There is no nominal energy here,” Ron said in my mind.
“You are very perceptive, child,” the creature possessing my father said. He stood by the window casually. 
“You shouldn’t be able to hear into my mind.”
He sneered. “You two have no idea how insignificant your power is compared to mine.”
“The fact that you overpowered my father is enough to prove your superiority,” Ron said obligingly. “Is he dead?”
“That is an interesting question. I really don’t care.” 
“He’s my dad.” Ron’s eyes were weepy and his voice was gentle.
“Don’t you cry, little thing.” He approached us. I wrapped my arm around Ron’s shoulder, but Dylan didn’t look threatening. Of course, it was difficult to see my father as threatening. He stopped right in front of us and put his hand on Ron’s jaw. “You have strong potential. Your power will never amount to anything, but your spirit is intriguing.”
“You know, no matter how powerful you become, if you are ignorant of your foe, you will eventually lose,” Ron said. The enemy grinned. “What do we call you?”
“You want a name? I guess you could call me Dylan.”
“No, Dylan is the name of a man who is kind of heart, brave of soul, and very quick to figure out how to save everyone. You are something else. If you have no name, I will name you Zherneboh.”
“Really? You want to give him a name? He’s not an abandoned puppy,” I argued. 
“I couldn’t care less what you call me. I may be willing to keep you alive for petty uses,” he told my brother. Then he put his hand on my chin and forced me to look him in the eyes. “You are not useful.” He let me go and turned away. 
His words were an arrow of ice and pain that sunk deeply into my heart. Besides my brother, Dylan was the only one who loved me. “Why did you bring us here?”
“Well, I figured I could do with a couple of pets. I think most powerful people have pets.”
Ron’s suspicious gaze met mine. That seemed like a very odd thing for a creature older than the gods to say. I had no idea what this being was, but Zherneboh was not acting as I believed an ancient super-god would act. I reached for my brother’s hand, but he took a step away. He was keeping his feelings to himself and I didn’t approve. 
“What if we don’t want to be your pets?” Ron asked. 
“Then I will kill you both.”
 “You are from the void, right? I mean, I can feel it. The darkness, the balance… it doesn’t know what to make of you other than that you don’t belong.”
“Yes, you can say that I am from the void. No being of life can ever be more powerful than me.” Mordon appeared with the azurath blade ready, but Zherneboh just laughed. 
“How did you find us?” Ron asked. 
“Let the boys go,” he told Zherneboh, ignoring us. 
“And if I don’t? Are you going to try to kill me?”
“I want to, but I know better. I know you have nothing to fear from me. Thirteen years ago, I met Dylan and since then, I have faced all kinds of foes. Most of them are more powerful than me. I didn’t survive by making enemies of those stronger than me or with idle threats; I survived by not betraying Dylan, and by being more useful alive than dead.”
“How can you possibly be useful to me?”
“I am willing to betray anyone to protect Dylan and the boys. Use your imagination.”
Suddenly, Ron and I were back in the forest on Earth. Our mother, Ronez, Ghidorah, Rilryn, and Xul were there, but not the one we needed. 
“Where is Mordon?” Divina asked. 
“Zero must have kept him.” 
Ron took my hand to share his support. “Zherneboh,” he reminded. 
“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” I asked him. “We need to get Vretial to help us save Dad.” 
“Dylan isn’t dead then?” Mom asked, her cheeks wet from tears. 
“Mordon flashed to Dad. The only way for him to do that is if at least some small part of the bond between them is still intact. Thus, Dad must be alive,” Ron explained. 
“Then we can save him,” she said. 
I nodded. “You keep trying to find him. Ron and I will ask Vretial for help.” Before she could argue, Ron took us to the place we normally met the eccentric god. We appeared in the forest before an apple tree. Vretial sat upon the usual boulder, dressed in black pants, a black button-up dress shirt, and a black trench coat.
“Hello, children. Come to check up on me have you? Just making sure I haven’t died here on my own?”
“On your own? What would you die of here besides old age?” my brother asked rudely. 
“Oh, I would love to die of old age, just to keep my power from you.” 
No, the god was not allowed to die of natural causes, because my brother had already decided that when Vretial’s time came, it would be at the hands of Ron. “We need your help,” I said, trying to move it along. 
“Of course you do. No one ever comes to me for a chat.”
“It’s because you are quite out---” I cut Ron off by putting my hand over his mouth. When he stopped, I removed my hand. “We need you to help us save our father. I’m sure you know all about Zherneboh.”
“I’m sure I know nothing about anyone with that name.”
“He’s the ancient, powerful being that took over my father. Help us.”
“Ancient, powerful being? Oh, that does sound terrible. And dangerous! No, not good… not good at all. However, if you really need me, then of course I shall help you defeat this Zero creature.” He stood from the boulder with a kind smile. 
Ron glared. “What do you want in return?”
“Want? Me? Well, I just want to help you, of course. Did I ask for anything in return when I gave you the griffins?”
“This won’t make us any more likely to choose you over Avoli.”
“Certainly not. You should make up your own mind.”
“Then what is it that you want for your help?”
“I can’t really think of anything. After all, I have everything I could possibly want. Let’s just say you will owe me a favor.”
I hated Vretial. I hated him with everything I was. 
“Whatever,” Ron said without consulting me. It wasn’t that he was foolish enough to trust the dark god, he just honestly believed he would soon be powerful enough to overthrow Vretial. “Now help us save our father. How do we do it?”
“Hmm. Well, we will need a weapon for this.”
“Mordon has the azurath sword, but we would have to get to Mordon,” Ron said. 
“No, that would never do. I do know of a sword that would work. However, it might prove difficult to obtain.”
“Where is it?”
“Ask your grandfather.”
“Is it one of Edward’s swords? That should be easy enough to get.”
“Wrong grandfather,” the dark god said with a smirk. “Ronez was kind enough to hide it for me. See, I’m terrible about forgetting where I put something.”
“You can’t forget anything,” Ron said, glaring. 
“No, I can’t. It makes it rather difficult to hide something from myself if I can’t forget where I put it.”
Ron laughed, his irritation completely forgotten. “You’re so silly.” Vretial gave him a kind smile and I pulled Ron closer. “So we will ask Ronez to bring the sword. How will that save Dad from this evil void-born creature?”
“It is not that simple, for the power of the weapon comes in two parts. The sword is nothing much on its own; it’s the physical bit. The second part is the magic, which is in a special staff. I assume you have seen it, as it is the staff that woke Zero in the first place. To save your father, I need the sword, the staff, and the book. Tell Ronez to bring me the sword and tell your father’s demon to bring me the staff and book.”
“What book?”
“In order for Rasik to have found the staff, he had to have had the book. It will be on his person.”
A bright flash filled the area and left us with the others. 
“Did you find out anything?” Mom asked. 
Ron nodded. “Ronez, he said you have a sword that he asked you to hide. He needs it. Zeb, he wants you to bring him the staff and a book that Rasik should have on him.”
Xul went to the dead Guardian, who had been turned over onto his back. Rasik had a red shirt with black pants and a leather bag strapped to his side. In the leather bag was his Guardian book and a much larger grimoire.
Divina took the book and staff. “I will take them.” She vanished. 
“Flash me to my house,” Ronez said. 
“Focus on what it looks like,” Ron told him. He still held my hand with his left and took Ronez’s with his right. The light filled the immediate area and faded to darkness. Ron squeezed my hand and a small ball of light formed in front of us. 
The room had brick walls and a wooden floor. Other than the grand fireplace, there was really nothing intriguing about it. The furniture included a leather couch with an end table. There were a few paintings. Overall, it looked like the place was vacant. The only distinguishing feature was the maroon curtains hanging on the north wall. 
“You know, one of these days, I should finally be rid of Vretial,” Ronez said, heading for the curtain. 
When he tore them, loudly, from the wall, I pulled Ron away. A six-by-eight mirror hung on the wall about an inch from the floor. Ronez reached out and the instant his skin came into contact with the glass, it was no longer a mirror; the reflection vanished to reveal a doorway. I held Ron back as he tried to follow. 
Ronez paused. “Don’t try to follow. Only Dylan and myself can make it through here. Anyone else would find it quite unpleasant.” 
“I’m your grandson. Surely the blood connection is strong enough.”
“I’m afraid not, angel. Don’t fret. I will only be a second.” He walked into the dark interior only to return a minute later with a sword. “This is it. Flash us to the great, ‘darkest of them all’ so we can get to the saving Dylan part.”
The sword was a straight, long, double-edged sword with a simple black handle. I had been expecting gold and jewels or something after seeing the mirror turn into a doorway. Before I could examine it further, Ron flashed us to the clearing, where Mom and the dark god were arguing. 
“Your face is going to get stuck like that,” Ronez warned Divina when she scowled at Vretial.
Ron looked at me in alarm. “Hail, don’t scowl! Don’t ever scowl!” He tried to reach for my face, probably to straighten out any imagined wrinkles, but I caught both his hands and held them in mine. 
“What’s wrong, Mom?” I asked. 
“I told you to get the demon, not your mother,” Vretial scolded me. 
“I can do anything the demon can,” Mom argued. 
“Sure you can, and more, which is why you cannot be the one to do this.” When Divina just glared at him and crossed her arms, Vretial sighed. “The last being alive or not alive that I trust to take Zero’s power is you. If I destroyed him, I would take his power, and the balance couldn’t handle that. It would be the same for you or the others. The demon is powerful enough to withstand this magic and not nearly as likely to absorb Zero’s power.”
“You want me to kill this being that possesses Dylan?” 
I turned to find Xul behind us. He must have appeared in time to overhear us. 
“If Zherneboh is left to his own devices…?” Ron started to ask. 
“Who knows? Nothing good, that’s for sure. We cannot risk it. He could decide to kill every single living creature in the universe just because he can.”
“But we don’t know. Maybe he is good,” I said. 
“He took over Dad’s body. He might be killing Dad’s soul as we speak,” Ron said.  
“If I do this, will it hurt Dylan?” Xul asked. 
“Most definitely. It would be impossible to kill one without the other. If you destroy Zero, Dylan’s soul will be destroyed as well.”
“No! You can’t do that!”
“You are no longer needed here,” Vretial said, waving his hand at us. I knew this god, however, so I was already acting before Ron was even done shouting. Pulling the magic from my brother, I bonded it with my own power, which was fueled by the desperate desire to protect him, and created a shield around us. My father would have been proud that the dark god’s magic couldn’t penetrate my barrier. 
Instead, Mom and Ronez vanished, having been successfully dismissed by Vretial. “We will return the magic to the sword and then you will destroy Zero.”
“You said you would save our father,” I said. 
“Well, I can’t imagine death is worse than what he is suffering now. This one time, I think I should help him by defeating his greatest enemy.”
“I won’t do it. If I kill Dylan, it will break our deal. Ron will banish me to the void,” Xul said. 
Vretial sighed. “You owe me a favor. You would never have survived on Duran, so I sent you to Earth. I then told you not to have anything you couldn’t afford to lose. If you do not do this, we might as well all be in the void. Do not refuse, Xul.”
The demon’s face turned ashen. “How do you know my name?”
“People who don’t return their favors with me end up losing more than they bargained.”
“You mean Sydney.”
“Yes. She will die. What is more important to you? Until you break the deal and kill Dylan, you are guaranteed safe from the void. Once you kill Dylan, I will protect you from it. Choose wisely, before I kill your dragoness out of boredom.”
I could see every fear, desire, and thought on the demon’s face. Obviously, Sydney meant something to Xul, but he didn’t believe the god that he would protect Xul from the void. The demon had to choose between Sydney dying or spending eternity in the void.
He walked over to where Divina and Ronez had disappeared and picked up the discarded sword. “How do I do this?”
“The book itself was needed to find the magic of the weapon. If you try to read it, it would just send you off chasing your tail. We need to use the book to take the magic out of the staff and into the blade.”
“But if it is the same magic that woke Zero, how will that help to kill him?”
“Like with the Ancients, there is a measure of vulnerability in inhabiting a flesh body. It doesn’t make him mortal, but it gives us a chance. Stab him through the heart with the blade and the magic will do the rest.”
“There must be another way. You cannot kill Dad,” Ron said. 
“Your father would be offering himself up right now to save Mordon.”
“I’m not him,” Ron said coldly. “Dad will put the lives of others above his own and could never resist saving people. I just want to save my family. Mordon is not expendable. Dad is not expendable. You are expendable. I don’t need to figure out how to stop Zeb, I need to figure out how to put you in Dad’s place.”
“That’s your mother showing through,” the god chuckled. Ron’s steel gaze never wavered. “You come up with your plan or whatever while I actually get things done. Demon, hold open the book as if to read from it.”
Xul did as he was ordered. He picked up the book and Vretial held out one hand for the staff and the other for the sword. The staff flew from the floor into Vretial’s hand and the sword did the same from Xul’s grip. Then Vretial let go of the staff and it hung suspended in midair. 
He aimed the sword as if to stab the demon, then let go. Instead of falling to the ground, the blade plunged through the air and pierced through the binding of the book, only to stop an inch from the demon’s chest. Xul swallowed, but didn’t voice his panic or relief. 
Bright light formed from the staff and shot into the sword, illuminating the blade for a moment, then faded as if it never existed in the first place. Vretial made a beckoning motion and the weapon dislodged from the grimoire before returning to the dark god, who grinned. “I finally have a weapon that can kill Dylan.”
“Why would you want to kill my dad? I thought you saved him when he was little,” Ron said. 
“Of course I had. Otherwise, he would never have been able to grow up and rid me of the balance. However, there will come a time when I am no longer useful to him, and he will no longer be useful to me. When that time comes, I want to take his power before he takes mine.”
“I can’t tell if you’re really bad or really good.”
“You know… neither can I anymore.”
Suddenly, Ron and I were back in the castle with Zherneboh. I wrapped my arms around Ron and pulled him back against my chest. “Where is Mordon?” I asked. 
He scoffed. “Whatever defect of this body that prevents me from killing him has won for now. I decided to send him back and keep the two of you instead. The dragon may be willing to obey me in exchange for your wellbeing, but you two have more power.”
“What are your intentions? Are you going to destroy the universe?”
“I don’t know what my intentions are yet. I have been asleep for so long. The last time I had any real intentions, it was when I turned the Iadnah against each other.”
“You started the Iadnah wars? Why?”
He shrugged. “Boredom, I guess. The void can be terribly boring, and my demons were not powerful enough to entertain me. Life is chaos, so of course I had to meddle in it.”
“I understand that much. I love chaos,” Ron said, then frowned. “You said your demons… What are you?”
“You really don’t want to know,” Zero said, grinning cruelly.
“I do,” Ron argued. “I need to know. I have three goals in life; to protect my family, to make my brother happy, and to become the most powerful being in this universe. Right now, you are more powerful than the gods, and that means you are the one to beat.”
Zero laughed. “You may surpass the Iadnah someday, but you will never be a match for me. I am the---”
Surprise showed on his face right before he looked down, where the very tip of a blade pierced the green t-shirt that my father wore. Behind him, Xul appeared, having thrust the magic sword through my father’s heart. Around Xul’s wrist was the metal bracelet. The demon pulled the sword from my dad’s back and retreated several steps, clearly in shock.
“He would have killed Sydney,” the demon said, as if begging for forgiveness.
Zero’s surprise faded to a self-satisfied grin. “This will not be the end. You have merely delayed my victory.” He then collapsed, but Xul rushed forward to catch him, as if stopping my father’s dead body from hitting the ground could atone for his betrayal. 
A wave of energy pulsed out from my dad and suddenly…
 
*          *          *
 
I was standing in the forest again, surrounded by the demons who had chosen Dylan’s side over Ilea’s. Ron, Mom, Ronez, my dad… everyone was right back where we started. The pulse of energy had tossed most people from their feet, but Dad still stood, confused. 
“What happened? I feel like time has passed. Why is Rasik dead?” Dad asked.
Rasik was still lying dead in the grass and the book, staff, and sword were missing. Xul stood next to my father, clearly just as confused as the rest of us. “I killed you!” he exclaimed, panicky. 
“Fat chance, dip-dunk. Now what actually happened?”
“What do you remember?” Ron asked. 
“Rasik shot me with something from a staff, and now he’s dead.”
“Was it a vision, then?” I asked.
“Not a chance.” “Who all remembers what actually happened?” Mom, Xul, Ronez, Ron, and I did. “So… everyone who went to the Land of the Iadnah… or possibly everyone who faced Vretial. He must be behind this.”
“Just tell me you didn’t agree to owe him a favor,” Mom said. Ron dropped his gaze and she groaned. 
“Somebody start explaining before I get mad and cross people off my Christmas card list,” Dad threatened.
“Am I on this list of yours?” Azenoth asked when he appeared right in front of Dylan.
“You were. Now, however, I’m not sure. This is your doing, isn’t it?” my father asked, not batting an eye at the eavesdropping of the god.
“It is. I apologize for the destruction and chaos my Noquodi has caused. I’m afraid I was trying to recreate what Tiamat had with Nano. I wanted my Noquodi to be an informant for me, so I gave him the power necessary to be able to do so. This made him powerful enough to spy on my siblings and myself without getting caught. I relied on his fear of me, and I shouldn’t have.”
“So Rasik was the one to possess and attack the other Guardians and spy on everyone. He even tried to render the others powerless. It was probably his fear of you that drove him to it. That’s why he was not forgotten when he was ‘lost’ in the void. I trust you will be wiser in choosing your next Guardian.”
“Oh, I will. I want Ronez and Samhail to be my Guardians.”
“No,” my father refused instantly.
Azenoth gaped. “But your disdain for both Avoli and Vretial is apparent. I thought you would welcome a better alternative for your sons.”
“Avoli is wet and Vretial is nuts, but Rasik is the third of your Guardians that you have failed to control. You cannot handle my boys. I will support their decision in whoever they choose, but it will not be you. You may leave now.”
When Azenoth gawked open-mouthed at the Guardian, Dad waved his hand, much the way Zero had, and the god vanished. Everyone stared in shock at my father.
“We need to find Edward.”
“I’ll find him,” Ghidorah said before he vanished. 
“Zeb, get Earth’s new citizens settled.”
Xul immediately got the good demons out of the forest. That was when things went wrong. 
The Ancient who had been interrupted by Rilryn suddenly appeared again. This time, he didn’t hesitate to attack. Dad was already trying to put a shield over Mordon when a second Ancient appeared. Dad changed his shield to cover himself and the Ancient he faced, so that none of their magic could accidentally hurt anyone else. I put a shield over Ron at the same moment he put one over me.
Dad struck his opponent with a bolt of pure white energy and the demon burst into ash… only to instantly reform. Mom struck repeatedly at the demon that was trying to get at Mordon, but the Ancient was protected by his own invisible barrier, so Divina focused her fire on Dad’s foe. The shield shattered from the efforts of Divina trying to get at the Ancient. 
After a quick glance at the other demon, he vanished, as did his accomplice. It was a divide and conquer trick; they wanted to get Mordon and Dylan apart. Only it wasn’t Mordon who lay dead on the ground but Sydney, who had jumped in front of him. 
Mordon had her head in his lap and was shaking. His fire lit her body, not hot but healing. It was too late. Xul, having returned in the middle of the battle, stared at her with a numb expression.
“The demon sent her soul to the void,” Mom said. “I didn’t see it in time to stop her.”
From the agony on my father’s face, I knew he could feel Mordon’s despair. The love Mordon felt for her was not proportional to the time they spent together, and I knew my father shared Mordon’s grief. 
“Go after her,” he demanded of Xul, failing to keep his voice from cracking. 
“That is not part of our contract,” Xul said. “I will fight for you, I will save the boys, I will even work with Ghidorah, but I will not go back to the void. If you feel betrayed, you can banish me to the void, but I still will not bring her back.”
Dad didn’t know that Xul had already chosen to forfeit his life for Sydney’s. Why is he refusing now? I realized then that Xul was concealing his own heartbreak. 
Mordon was listening even as tears dripped. He leaned down and pressed his forehead to hers. 
“Get out of my sight,” Dad said. Xul obediently disappeared. 
Dad used Mordon’s pain to dig his proverbial claws into the fabric of the universe. I could feel Earth’s power waver. Just a little more and the gates would reopen. Earth would be destroyed, but Dad couldn’t think over his brother’s pain. 
Sunlight dimmed, the nominal energy recoiled, and bright light filled the air around us. I broke mine and Ron’s shield and grabbed my brother, trying to hold back the darkness in him. Suddenly, Mom was at Dad’s side, snapping the metal bracelet around his wrist. He had enough time to turn to her before her magic flooded his defenseless system and he passed out. 
Mom caught Dylan and turned to Mordon, who still held his dead girlfriend. “I’m sorry, Mordon, but I couldn’t let him do it. He would tear the universe apart for you and I won’t let that happen.” 
The man was the epitome of misery, and I felt sympathy, but not enough to disagree with Mom. Ronez picked Dad up and Ron flashed them back to the apartment. 
“I know. But you pulled me out of the void.” There was hope in Mordon’s voice, nearly drowned by tears. 
I had never seen the dragon cry before. 
“I pulled you out of the Land of the Dead, and I can’t do it again. I would have lost Dylan without you. Most likely, Sydney wasn’t as lucky as you to make it through.”
“She was Rojan’s mate.”
“Yes, she was, and yours as well.”
“But how?”
“You’ve never heard of reincarnation? Sometimes the souls in the spirit world are released to be reborn into a new life. She was one of those blessed few.”
“Then she can come back to me again?”
There was guilt in Mom’s eyes as she realized that she was only giving him more hope. “I’m sorry. It only ever happens once. The gods have no control over it.” 
Thank goodness.
“Why do I still remember her? Dylan said that those who are sucked into the void without protection were never born.”
“You have Dylan’s energy in you. You can remember her for as long as you hold onto it.” 
Mortals are a surprising bunch, I heard in Ron’s head. They each react to love and loss differently, and most of the time it makes no sense at all. Heartbreak is so horribly painful to them, yet they go into love knowing full well that their hearts are probably going to be broken.

Ron’s thoughts made me feel like one of the mortals. I knew Ron loved me, but I had to wonder if he was too much like his mother. To the gods, love was a weakness.
“If I can’t have her back… I don’t want to remember. I don’t want to hurt like this. I don’t want Rojan to hurt like this. Please make me forget. I can’t… I can’t take it.” 
This Mom understood, and she was about to grant his wish when I felt the darkness in Ron fire up. His eyes were milky-green; a telltale sign that the balance was in control. He shot white light at Sydney and I suddenly felt the magic of Earth settle. Ron wasn’t trying to heal her, he only prevented a paradox. 
“Now it will be as if she had died instead of as if she was never born.”
“Can you save her?” Mom asked Ron.
“No. I have no power over the void. You could go after her, assuming there is anything left of her, but you would likely be destroyed.” He wasn’t my brother right now. 
I knew that between Mordon’s girlfriend and her own life, she would not be going after the dragoness.



Chapter 18
Dylan
I woke to Mordon laying a cold wet cloth on my forehead. We were back in the apartment, I was on my bed, and the lights were dimmed. Even then I could see the tear stains on his cheeks. They were those tears a person just couldn’t stop. There was nothing to say, and I couldn’t ask if he was okay because I knew he wasn’t. I could only hope he would be okay eventually. 
“You can’t take a risk for me like that again,” he said. 
“Oh, shut up. You would have done the same thing if I lost Divina. How is Rojan holding up?”
“He hasn’t said a word since she…” he choked. “She was his mate.”
“I know.” The look he gave me made me roll my eyes. “I’m not new to the concept, and it was pretty obvious when you disappear for days to be with a woman you just met. Besides, I’ve seen your dreams of the woman, and Sydney was almost identical.”
As if the pain weighed too heavily in his chest, he settled down beside me. I took the wet rag off my head and put it on his. 
“Ew. It’s warm,” he said. I laughed.
 
*          *          *
 
I woke to the sound of arguing. That’s odd. You’re supposed to be quiet around the nearly dead. Divina’s voice was the loudest, so I tried to focus on her words. 
“Dylan should be at home, where he can rest without interruption.”
“He will want to get right back to work when he wakes. Doctor work at the hospital will be more restful than chopping firewood on Duran.” That was Mordon arguing, calmer. 
“You are just worried about what he’ll do when he wakes up.”
“Of course I am. He’s less likely to destroy Earth than Duran when he finds out… He’s awake.”
Ratted out, I opened my eyes. My vision was blurry, but at least the room was dim. When I rubbed my eyes in attempt to clear them, shiny metal caught my attention. “Why is this still on me?” I asked, tugging on the neutralizing bracelet. 
“We were afraid of what you might do… when you found out that…” Divina couldn’t finish her sentence. 
“Edward is missing. Otherwise he would be in the room. So if Ghidorah couldn’t find him, when did he find?”
As if on cue, Meri walked in through the open bedroom door. “Kiro was attacked by some shadow creature.”
“Get this off me,” I said, getting out of bed. Mordon moved to help me, but I pushed him away. “Get this off me so I can find Edward.”
“What are you going to do if you can’t find him?”
“I can find him! Get this off me now!” 
“You know I can’t.”
“Then get Ghidorah in here!”
“Settle down, kid.” Edward was suddenly standing in the doorway behind Meri. He looked like he had been in a bad fight; his black shirt and pants were torn, he had bruises on his knuckles, and his lip was busted. 
“What happened?”
“Rasik attacked me and tried to strand me on Kahún. I made it back here only to be attacked by the demons and locked in a rundown lab. Fortunately, Ron and Hail have some young allies that distracted the demons long enough for me to get the upper hand.”
“Who?”
He moved aside and I peered into the living room, where four children as well as Drake were speaking with Ron and Hail. Two of the strangers were blond, clearly siblings. “Apparently, they were trying to rescue Ron and Hail, but found me instead,” Edward explained.
 
*          *          *
 
We took the rest of the week off of work and school to grieve and deal with our new “army” against the demons and Zero. Every man, woman, and creature who was willing to fight with us against the demons deserved at least a welcoming dinner. Ghidorah, Nano, and Araxi had been planning for days to get these people here, and being popped back and forth wasn’t easy on anyone.
Many of them had never been to Earth before, like Nila and the horde of Dios warriors we suddenly had the support of. A cluster from each tribe of Malta wanted to assist us as well, so the gods helped arrange meetings on Earth and we tried to make their visits pleasant and not frightening. The dragons were a huge help in hosting the visitors, since our apartment wasn’t appropriate.
My mother was the most shocking person to see, but I was more than a little upset by how she constantly eyed Ishte-mor, who demanded to stay and help Mordon through his grief. I thought telling him that Mordon’s dead lover was a dragon would scare the king off, but he was faithful in his support. Although I was happy that he was showing his son love, the last thing on Earth or Duran anyone needed was for my mother to hook up with Mordon’s father. 
Mordon was concerned that Ishte-mor was using a cane. The dragon wanted to confront Emiko, assuming the injury must have been caused by whatever Emiko did to the king before she imprisoned him, but Ishte-more shrugged it off. After some heavy arguing between father and son, the king admitted that it was Rojan’s sister, Isera, who attacked him in dragon form. 
Krael and Tomie made an interesting addition, especially since the little girl tried to kill me. Of course, she wasn’t a little girl anymore. When Taylor made a pass at her, I thought Krael was going to burn the town. 
It turns out that the people of Dayo were mortal enemies of the people of Kahún. If that wasn’t bad enough, keeping Emrys from killing Samorde proved more difficult than keeping the fire users of Malta from building an alliance with the dragons. It wasn’t that I didn’t want the fire tribe and the dragons being friends, it was just that they were trying to build an alliance against the water tribe. I hadn’t even realized there was an animosity between them, but Mordon rolled his eyes when I voiced my thoughts. Finally, there was the problem between Vivian and Nano.
As much as I loved Divina and would never betray her, I couldn’t sit by and let my ex-girlfriend be miserable. I took her and Nano to the apartment for some privacy. “Explain to Vivian that you love her and would never betray her,” I said to Nano as I shut the front door.
“You can’t be serious,” Vivian said. 
“I will support you, Dylan, but I cannot spill my soul to you,” Nano said. 
Nano was not as tough as Mordon emotionally. Unfortunately, Vivian had the kind of personality that could kick a man where it hurt most. She was an extremely giving and loving person, but it was sometimes difficult to see. Vivian had one of the strongest personalities I knew, which could be a wonderful and terrible thing. Luckily, I knew exactly where she was coming from.
I shrugged. “Okay. If you don’t want her, I’ll take her back. She deserves someone who will love her, and I do.” I just didn’t love her the same way I loved Divina.
His jaw dropped. 
“Dylan!” she shrieked. 
“You said you loved me. We can try this again,” I said. “I’ve always loved you, and I always will.” I knew her well enough to know that she had to be coerced into confessing her feelings. Her self-doubt will make her push and push Nano to test his love for her. I also knew her love for him was strong enough to overcome her fear as long as he was strong enough to handle her.
She slapped me on the chest. “Of course I love you, you asshole, but not like that! Not anymore. I love Nano like that.”
“Then why haven’t you married him?”
“For the same reason I didn’t marry you! I was never enough for you. You wanted kids with me, and I didn’t. You wanted adventure, and I didn’t. We would never have worked. All I ever wanted was to be free; I never wanted to be someone’s wife. All my life, I was someone’s girl, sister, daughter, mother… I just want to be me for a while. I don’t know what that is because nobody has ever let me figure it out.” 
She started crying and hung her head. This was not the moment for me to hug her, as she expected me to. Instead, I gave Nano an obvious glare until he took her in his arms. 
“I just don’t want to be alone,” she said.
“Now, Nano, I think it’s your turn to explain to Vivian that you didn’t betray her.”
He swallowed. “Nila tells me everything. When he told me that his father was back from the dead using demon magic, that he was out to kill Dylan, I had to do something. Dylan is one of the Guardians and if we don’t help each other, we are just servants to the gods. I spoke to Zer and found out from him that Janus was missing. That meant this realm was vulnerable. I tracked down some of the other void guardians and discovered there was an uprising against Dylan. I knew the best way to help Dylan was to do what I do best; get information. And the best way to get that information was directly from the source.”
“But… you said…”
“I knew Ghidorah was close. Ghidorah and I were in touch the entire time.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Vivian asked. 
“Because you would have run straight for Dylan. I knew you loved him, but it wasn’t about jealousy.” He shot me a guilty look. “People around Dylan are going to die. Not everyone and not every day, but it happens. It happened with his father, with Sydney, and it’s going to get worse. People will die for him and because of him. It’s the consequence of being as powerful as he is. I’m not letting you be another victim.”
“You don’t have the right to tell me who I can and cannot help.” 
“So you’re fine with it if I die trying to help Dylan?” he asked. 
She punched him hard in the shoulder. “Don’t you dare say that! If you die, I will drag you outa Hell and beat the shit out of you!” He pulled her tighter into his arms and I suspected it was to keep her from hitting him again. 
“I had to keep the information from Nila, too. By the time you found out, I was too deep undercover and exposing myself would mean the certain death of everyone close to me. I did get a lot of information. Nila’s father is not a demon exactly, more like Ronez at this point, and they’ve both been busy. In the spirit world, they have been spreading your name. Ronez has you as the defender of all and more powerful than the gods themselves. Demons and dead souls alike who listen to him think you are the greatest hero this universe has ever seen. Even the living talk about you; children want to do good things to be like you, while the sinful fear to sin because you could be watching.”
“Damn, no wonder I’m having so much trouble. I’m just a lazy idiot who gets into more trouble than I should.”
“If that were true, you wouldn’t have the following you do. At the same time, Nila’s father has something sinister up his sleeve. The man has been getting the demons riled up about you; particularly the Ancients. He says you are a trickster who has fooled the gods into protecting you. He says you have little power of your own, but you get more powerful beings to do your bidding. Also, he talks heavily of your pet demon.”
“He isn’t a pet.”
“He certainly looked like one to me.”
“He came to me of his own free will to make a bargain. He has to protect my sons and Mordon to atone for dragging Mordon into the void and hunting Hell. In exchange, I don’t send him back to the void. As far as making people do my bidding… I can’t even get Shinobu to come when I call her. Besides, that isn’t the important information you have for me.”
“No, it isn’t. Ilea and Nila’s father don’t have two different armies; they were leading the same army. More importantly, there is a third person leading the uprising, known as ‘the goddess.’ I know nothing else about her.”
“I’ve heard of her.”
“Is there another female god?” Vivian asked. 
“Not that we know of, but I trust Divina.”
“And they call you something,” Nano continued. “I forgot what it was. I think it was in Enochian.”
“If you remember, tell me. Any little thing can be important, especially if it has to do with the Enochian language. Now, I have a more important question. Why don’t you want Sammy?”
“I love my son.”
“I know you love him, otherwise I would have asked why you don’t love him. Instead, I asked why you don’t want him. Or is that why? You don’t want him because you love him. That makes sense if you were trying to do what’s best for him. On the other hand, I’m thirty-five whereas you’re over fifteen hundred, so why do you think you’re so bad for him?”
“Drop it, Dylan.”
“Oh, but you know me better than that. I never drop anything. I have to know. Mysteries are problems for me, even if they are personal problems or embarrassing… especially when they involve my son.”
Vivian took Nano’s hand. “Nano had a mate before me. Back when the people of Dios lived above ground, he married his first love, who became pregnant.”
“Vivian, please,” Nano whispered.
She turned to him. “We left our son to him. He’s the one you should trust more than anyone else.”
“Kiro doesn’t even know.”
Vivian looked at me. “Azenoth and Zer told him that his son was going to be the Guardian of Kahún and that Nano needed to teach his son to be a good Guardian.”
“One of the Guardians that Azenoth retired,” I said. It wasn’t a question so much as a horrified statement.
“The first Guardian of Kahún, who Azenoth killed,” Nano corrected. “So please drop it.”
There was a knock on the door and then Mordon stuck his head through. “Hey, I know it’s private council time, but there’s going to be a riot in about five minutes if the chef doesn’t get started on dinner.”
“Well, by all means.”
He opened the door and Ron squeezed passed him with Hail in tow. They darted straight into the kitchen and tried to be quiet. 
“We can finish this later,” Nano said. “Thank you for…”
“Love Vivian as hard as you can and love her harder when she’s pissed at you. If you don’t, I’ll sic my dragon on you.”
“Dylan, your next appointment is here.” “I will bite you,” he said privately.
“Food poisoning,” I responded lovingly. 
Nano and Vivian left and Mordon let Ronez in. I hadn’t even realized he was keeping traffic control, but it made sense. Ronez looked exactly as I had seen him the last time he came back from the dead. Actually, it seemed the spirit realm was doing good for him… which was a very morbid thought. 
“I thought it would be forever before I had a chance to talk to you,” he said.
“Sorry, my dragon is a horrible secretary on account of him being illiterate. I think he got your name mixed up with ‘Ronda’ or something.”
“I am seriously going to eat you,” Mordon said.
“Ronda Ballard, the fire-user from Malta?” Ronez asked. “I met her outside. Gorgeous.”
“Leave her alone. I just found her husband who she had been separated from for more than a decade.”
“Yeah, I met him, too. Shame they weren’t interested in a more modern arrangement. Do you know that when I found out your mother was pregnant, I started making plans? It was always my intention to raise you myself. I would have taught you magic, how to play guitar, how to catch women… I wanted to help you do your homework late at night and smack you when you said something stupid, like that four times three is---” 
“Four times three is seven, obviously,” I interrupted. He smacked me lightly on the back of the head. “I know. Growing up, there wasn’t a day in my life I didn’t think about what it would be like to have a father. Between Mother and her boyfriends, I usually thought I was better off without one. And then there was Kiro.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to be sorry about. If anything, I get it now that the balance is inside Ron. You couldn’t stay because I wouldn’t have had a chance. I also know that’s why you gave up in the end. What I don’t understand is why you made a decoy of the book.”
“Vretial came to me and asked me to do three things; to hide a sword, to create an enchanted chest, and to create the decoy book. He never told me why, only that I owed him a favor.”
“Because he helped you create the time map. It sucks that we couldn’t have that life you planned, and we can never have that… but you can stay now. You’re like a demon, now, right? You can stay.”
“No, he can’t,” Ron growled. “He isn’t a demon, he is the Guardian of Earth, and there cannot be two of you. You with a powerful demon is fine, but two Guardians of Earth is impossible.”
My father sighed. “He’s right. Demons are very different from a dead soul. It’s more like I’m using demon magic to create a body that can sustain me for about a week. However, I can’t stay that long. My power was destroyed when I gave up the book, and I’m using the resources of the universe. That means I must obey the balance. For the same reason your nursery burst into flames when you were a baby, I would be compelled to kill you.”
“I would never let you hurt Dylan,” Divina said, appearing beside me.
“Can all gods overhear us?”
“Yes, but most of them don’t bother. I’m just nosey.”
“Or, you just couldn’t stand to spend a minute away from me,” Ronez said. “I bet you lie awake at night, missing me.” 
This was the Ronez I was used to. “Dad, stop flirting with Divina. Hell, you’re her father-in-law.”
Ronez and Divina both scowled. “Okay, that’s gross,” Ronez said. 
 
*          *          *
 
Dream meetings with Vretial were always a bit surreal, but I preferred it for some reason to actually being in the Land of the Iadnah.
“You knew Sydney would die. You knew everything that would happen. You had it all planned from the very beginning. Hell, you set it all up in the first place,” I accused the god. 
Vretial frowned from his boulder. “My, I have been busy.” Then he shrugged. “I tried to prepare for whatever might happen. That was why I asked your father all those years ago to protect the sword.”
“Why didn’t the sword kill me? The boys said Xul stabbed me in the chest, yet I have no wound.”
“It is a magic sword, designed to kill the gods. Unfortunately, it wasn’t actually powerful enough to destroy Zero. It has no impact whatsoever on a mortal or even on flesh. In fact, you could stab a regular person with it and they wouldn’t even feel it.”
“So you knew I wouldn’t die? Why the hell did you have to go and scare my kids then?!”
“Oh, no, I really thought you would die. As it stands, I’m relieved you didn’t. You may not like me, you may even want me dead, but I’m not your enemy right now. Zero will return, and when that happens, the real war will begin.”
“There is also the one they called ‘the goddess.’ Not to mention Nila’s father.”
“As I said; you have enemies now. And I think you will find that life is chaos.”
“I hate chaos. Everything you say is twisted around. You told my Ancient that Sydney would die, but you made it sound like she would live if he did as you commanded.”
“Did I? That wasn’t very kind of me. I do hope he will forgive me. The dragoness had to die. She had the unique gift that all those around her would experience good fortune.”
“So you did kill her.”
“Good heavens, no. That would have been terribly cruel of me. I believe it was your son who caused her death, or rather, the balance in him. I did try to warn your demon that she would die. He needs to learn to listen better.”
“You should have told me. I could have saved her.”
“Yes, you could have, and you very nearly did. What stopped you?” he asked.
Divina. Divina had stopped me from saving Mordon’s mate. Vretial knew this; he probably knew what would happen all along. I refused to let him cause me to distrust my wife. “Give me back my book now.”
He pulled it from inside his jacket, as if it had been in an interior pocket. “Are you sure you don’t want me to hold onto it longer? You were real hesitant to hand the decoy book over to that Ancient.”
“If I hadn’t been, he would have suspected something.” The book shot through the air into my hand and I slipped it into my bag. “Is that why you had Ronez make the book?”
“I had to give him a lot of my power for him to make it. Exactly why I told him to make it, I didn’t know. Sometimes, having a decoy or distraction is a good idea, and sometimes you can’t make one in the middle of battle. Just remember that you owe me a favor now.”
“You are my wife’s brother. By human culture, that makes us brother-in-laws. We’re practically family, and family helps each other out. How did you know Sydney was going to die?”
He stood and approached me, not with anger or amusement. Oddly, he seemed resigned. “When a decision has been made that leads to a person’s death, when that person’s fate is sealed, I only see them as a walking corpse.” He stopped right in front of me and ran his fingers through my hair.
“Am I dead?” I asked.
 
*          *          *
 
I was awoken by Divina’s thrashing first. It was really just a light kicking and tossing, but her whimpers grew louder. What do gods fear enough to have nightmares about? When I shook her shoulders gently to wake her, her whimpers only intensified. “Divina, wake up. Divina, you’re just dreaming. Divina!” I finally had to yell when she didn’t wake. 
She sat up with a shrill scream, a sound I never wanted to hear from my wife’s mouth again… only she didn’t stop. She kept screaming until Mordon opened the door. I put my arms around hers and she settled a little, but her screams turned into a harsh crying. 
“Is she okay?” Mordon asked. 
I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”
“I made a mistake,” she cried breathlessly. I turned her face so I could see her and she clutched my arm weakly. “I made a terrible mistake.” 
The look in her eyes was so lost and horrified that I couldn’t see anymore. I pulled her closer and leaned her head against my chest. 
“I made a mistake.”
She repeated that over and other so that my concern grew, even though her cries gradually lessened. 



Epilogue
Xul
A human’s concept of Hell is a place where sinners are tortured for their crimes. While I was interested in the lore, I couldn’t understand the viewpoint. The spirit world was more like the Greek underworld. The void, however, was something truly hellish.
It has always been pretty standard information that the void was around before there was a universe, but time doesn’t exist in the void, so that is fairly pointless knowledge. While it was quite possible that I was created before any of the Iadnah, there was no way to know. What I did know was that I was older than any of the twelve remaining Iadnah, but so were all the Ancients
The Iadnah are creatures of life. They first began in the small sector of universe that was the Land of the Iadnah. This was before there was a spirit world, since there were no dead. Death wasn’t even a concept then. However, the Iadnah were proud and greedy, thus it became a game to them to create more universes. I wasn’t sure if they actually created them, or it they just widened the tiny blips that were already there. To create a soul for them was child’s play, but to dispose of them, the spirit world was created. Eventually, their greed for power made their growing empire come crashing down around them until only one universe and thirteen Iadnah remained. It was no mystery that one of them killed another, so then there were twelve. 
Since the Iadnah could only exist in the universe and we could only exist in the abyss, there was really no problem between us. There were fifteen of us that I could remember. Janus was the oldest, the most mysterious. The rest of us paired off according to our strength. Somehow, Ilea and I got mixed up with two others. I don’t remember how it happened exactly, but I was the most powerful male and Ilea was not the most powerful female. It didn’t matter so much since we were the only creatures of the void. 
Only we weren’t.
While I only remembered the Ancients, I knew there had been something else. There was a species before us, far more powerful than us, but the memory had been purposely erased from my memory and the others’. There were obvious gaps in my memories up until the end of the Iadnah war.
What we experienced was essentially how a human would feel trapped in a room with white walls, a white ceiling, a white floor, and no door, from birth to death. The only thing we had was each other. Although one may assume we didn’t suffer because we had no sense of time, that was not the case. Time did not exist for us, so there was no end to our sentence. 
We discovered how to spy on other universes and change the reality of the void before there were other demons. At first, we tried to recreate the universes we admired, yet we didn’t understand the concept of time, so we didn’t understand why we were so unsuccessful. 
We learned how to interact with the spirit world and that was how we discovered what we didn’t have. We adjusted, but not by creating our own image of the universe. No, what we had was the dead. We learned to take the nightmares of the dead souls into the void. It made the void a living Hell; however, it was a blessing to us. One thing we were very curious about was fighting and death. To experiment, we killed the two weakest Ancients. This was rather difficult, but we were eventually successful. We killed another one just for fun.
Then there were more demons. They ran around like pests and we commanded them like pets. There were twelve gateways between the worlds, which were weak points between the void and universe. When we learned to escape the void through the twelve gates, the minor demons thought they could go wild. The gods closed the gates and Janus took on the responsibility of guarding the passage of demons to and from the universe. 
By then, we realized there was a balance in the universe and that we were mildly compelled to obey it. The minor demons absolutely couldn’t resist it.
That was when the Ancients started considering an alternative to the void. One of us slipped passed Janus and entered the universe, only to discover that we could possess the living, so the rest of us tried it. The fact that the person we possessed died meant nothing to us compared to the thrill of feeling life for ourselves. No longer did we have to watch from a distance.
Unfortunately, I was greedy; I wanted a permanent life. It was the balance that pushed me to seek the little immortal child. After being fooled into believing he was my salvation, I realized Samhail was not compatible right before Dylan pulled me into himself. When I possessed Dylan for about five seconds, I knew I had made a terrible mistake, for I had crossed someone far more powerful than any creature I had ever encountered. And he didn’t have a clue. 
So he banished me to the void and I considered myself grateful he didn’t destroy me altogether… at first. By the time the gates tried to reopen, I knew I would return to Dylan. I had to take the chance, because either he would allow me to stay in the universe, or he would destroy me, and I was happy with either outcome.
 
*          *          *
 
I was disappointed when Dylan told me to get out of his sight, not that I thought I deserved better, but because I felt like I deserved a little mercy. After all, Sydney’s death was a loss to me as well. I realized by the end of the day, however, that it was mercy he was showing me. 
Everything changed for me once Dylan gave me a body to live in. I had moods, emotions, and needs that I had to discover on my own… but I would take it over the void any day. Therefore, when Dylan told me to leave him, I got a motel room. 
It was a week later, when they boys started back at school, that he called me back. I wasn’t offended one bit that he only wanted me to protect Ron and Hail, especially since I was actually very fond of them. If only Ron would stop trying to train me like a dog, everything would have been perfect. In fact, I got an apartment two doors down from Dylan and became the official free babysitter. 
While a girlfriend would have been nice, I didn’t hold my breath. I never told Dylan about Sydney and I, but he seemed to think I needed to grieve along with the dragon. Therefore, it was my intention to be as nonchalant about it until he dropped the whole matter… 
Maybe then he would stop saying her name. 
I was surprised when Mordon knocked on my door one day after school. For an incredibly powerful dragon and not-too-shabby wizard, it was peculiar to see him look so subdued, which could only mean he was about to ask a favor of me.
“Hello, Mordon? What can I do you for?”
“Taylor, the sheriff, has asked me to be his deputy. I accepted.”
“Oh… You didn’t think that through, did you?” I asked. He glared. “If he’s the sheriff and you’re the deputy, it means you work for him. Can you take orders from a younger dragon?”
“We have already discussed it. For public appearances, he will be in charge. In private, he knows I am far more powerful and that Rojan knows best. I haven’t told him I’m only half dragon, but it doesn’t seem to be necessary. In fact, being the deputy works out perfectly because I have the say most of the time, but I don’t have any leadership responsibilities.”
Wise my ass. Rojan may have been wise, but Mordon was still a kid. Neither seemed to know much about human culture. 
“The problem is, I have to be able to drive to do the job. Dylan taught me enough English writing to pass the written test… but I need someone to teach me how to drive and Dylan flat out refused.”
“Did you offer him a Jolly Crunch?”
“Ron did, and he said to bring him a snowball from Hell. Hail proceeded to use Ron’s power to make it snow in the kitchen, which pissed Divina off because she was making potions.”
I grabbed my jacket and keys by the door. “Alright then, I guess we’re going to Hell.”
Mordon was a deplorable driver. If anyone could kill an Ancient via traffic accident, it was this dragon. I tried to be patient, but we didn’t make it to the end of the road without magic on my part. Fortunately, my determination paid off and, six hours later, Mordon could drive in a circle in a parking lot without hitting the security light-post more than twice. 
At school, the boys developed a little fan club of misfit crime-solvers. Ghidorah finally returned to Skrev, but not before gaining Dylan’s eternal gratitude by curing Drake’s illness with Skrev medicine… which Mordon was allergic to. Also, Stacy was pregnant.
Blue Jay and Phoenix became the new wardens since Janus was missing and presumably dead, but Dylan had Ronez watch over them and teach them. He put together another search party to look for Janus and any remaining gatekeepers. 
The boys got early Christmas presents when Shiloh dropped off a specially made bow and set of arrows for Hail. Dylan got it in his head that the eleven-year-old needed a bow made especially for him with azurath metal. To my shock (not) Ron could yield it as well as Hail, while for everyone else including Dylan, the string couldn’t be pulled back. The arrows included in the gift could slice through diamond. The boy couldn’t have been more thrilled. 
Ron got a very nice violin. Having never seen a violin before, he fiddled with it and tested out sounds awkwardly. Within an hour, he figured out how to hold it and make all the notes. After dinner that night, it sounded like he had been playing professionally for thirty years. 
I was sitting at the table in Dylan’s apartment, way late into the night. In fact, I was just about to head back to my own place when Divina walked in, dressed only in a white tank top and Dylan’s boxers. Her hair splayed out over her shoulders in beautiful, messy tresses, and it was obvious she had been woken from sleep by more nightmares. She sat across from me.
“Are you going to tell Dylan your secret?” I asked.
“How did you know?”
“That you were pregnant? I think it was pretty obvious.”
She snorted. “Not to Dylan. I think I’m happier than I have ever been that he didn’t figure it out.”
“How did you lose the baby?” I asked. “Was it the lightning attack on Ilea?”
“No, it was when I pulled him and Mordon from Skrev. How can I tell him? It would break his heart.”
“Yes, it would.” She had to have been very stressed out, for she didn’t see Mordon standing in the doorway. The look on his face said he had heard it all. Divina lost Dylan’s baby saving Mordon. “Was it Alice?” I asked. 
She put her face in her hands. “I don’t know.”
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